
 

 

 MUNICIPALITY OF ANCHORAGE 
 

PARKS & RECREATION DEPARTMENT 
 

MEMORANDUM 
PRC #09-12 

 
DATE: March 3, 2009 
 
TO: Parks and Recreation Commission 
 
FROM: Tom Korosei, Park Planner    
 
SUBJECT: TSAI Airport Runway Extension—Trail Impact Alternatives 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities, Ted Stevens Anchorage 
International Airport (TSAIA) proposes to extend the Airport’s east-west runway (Runway 
7R/25L), north of Kincaid Park, to improve airport operations.  The proposed project includes 
extending the approach lighting system west of the runway, approximately 1500 feet further west 
of the existing lighting system.   
 
Municipal land west of the Airport, managed by the MOA Heritage Land Bank (HLB), would be 
affected mainly related to the new lighting equipment.  Consequently some trails including the 
Sisson Loop trail (part of Anchorage Parks and Recreation’s trail system) that traverse the area 
would also be affected by the Airport project.  Some of the lighting equipment would be 
constructed near these trails, and an airport maintenance access road, which the Sisson Loop 
trail now shares, would be used more heavily, with the possibility of increased conflicts between 
trail users and vehicles.  
 
Information about proposed trail impact mitigation is attached:  “Sisson Loop Trail Relocation 
Justification” and diagrams of the alternatives to mitigate trail impacts are attached.   
 
A major group of the trail users are cross-country skiers, and the Nordic Skiing Association of 
Anchorage (NSAA) maintains the trails for winter use in partnership with the MOA.  As noted in 
the attached information, the project team worked with the NSAA regarding potential trail impacts.  
Initially two concepts for mitigation were proposed:  a concept that kept closely to the existing 
alignment, and a concept for substantial rerouting of the trail.   
 
In response to HLB staff concerns about the possible effect on long-term plans for the HLB tract, 
the Airport investigated the possibility of an alternative that would reduce the “footprint” of 
additional trail development on the land but still meet the recreation needs for mitigation.  In this 
process the project team and NSAA concluded that the increased vehicular traffic would 
decrease trail safety and increase trail maintenance such that continued sharing of the access 
road by skiers would not be feasible.     
 
Consequently, the project team currently proposes three alternatives.  These alternatives involve 
rerouting substantial portions of the trail but, according to the project team, follow previously 
disturbed routes where possible.  Adjusted for use of these previously disturbed areas the 
calculated total “footprint” on Municipal land appears to be approximately 20 percent lower 
compared to the original reroute concept, excluding proposed new trail on Airport land.    
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Project information along with a comment form and survey questionnaire have been made 
available on the Airport’s project web site at http://www.anc7rrunwayextensionproject.net/trail.htm  
 
Potential impact on trails is part of the environmental assessment (EA) now underway for the 
runway extension project.  TSAIA expects to release the draft EA and hold a public hearing on 
the project, including proposed trail impact mitigation, in the spring of 2009.  The Airport would 
issue the final EA with recommended project alternative in the summer of 2009, and construct the 
project, including trail impact mitigation, in 2010. 
 
The draft project EA also includes reports regarding potential noise and visual impacts.  These 
reports also supplement the trail impact mitigation proposal, and may be viewed at the project 
web site through the following link:  http://www.anc7rrunwayextensionproject.net/comments.htm  
(The link provides access to the project web site with other project information as well.) 
 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
In general, all alternatives would reduce the expected adverse impacts to safety and trail 
maintenance that would result from increased airport maintenance traffic.  To some degree the 
alternatives would also visually separate the trails from existing and proposed airport lighting 
equipment, improving the trail user experience.  The overall length of trail remains essentially 
unchanged in Alternatives 1 and 2, and would have approximately the same impact on 
undisturbed surface.  Alternative 3 would have less impact on the terrain, but would result in a 
reduced trail length of about 25 percent compared to the other alternatives.  
 
Based on the information presented including input from trail users, Parks and Recreation 
concurs with the recommended alternative as having the least impact on the recreation resource.  
Parks and Recreation believes that the project should pay all costs of relocating the trail, and in 
addition the economic impact on the land should be determined to the satisfaction of the HLB, 
and that the HLB should be fairly and fully compensated. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
The Parks and Recreation staff recommends that the Commission adopt a resolution in support 
of the recommended alternative (Alternative 1) generally as submitted, subject to the 
understanding that 1) the project would pay all costs of relocating the trail, including restoration of 
disturbed areas and vacated or abandoned trails where possible; and 2) that the project would 
fully compensate the Municipality (HLB) to its satisfaction, for impacts to the value of the 
Municipal land.  
 
 
 
Attachments 
 
 
Cc: Karlee Gaskill, MOA Heritage Land Bank 
 Scott O’Brien, MOA Park District Manager 
 Ted Johnson, MOA Park Maintenance 
 Diane Moxness, Executive Director, Nordic Skiing Association of Anchorage 
 Julianne Hanson, HDR Inc. 

http://www.anc7rrunwayextensionproject.net/trail.htm
http://www.anc7rrunwayextensionproject.net/trail.htm
http://www.anc7rrunwayextensionproject.net/comments.htm
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Sisson Loop Trail Relocation Justification 

Project Background 
The Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities (DOT&PF), in cooperation with the Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA), is proposing to extend Runway 7R/25L and improve taxiways at Ted Stevens 
Anchorage International Airport (ANC).  The project would increase airfield efficiency by reducing airfield 
congestion, aircraft taxi delays around the passenger terminal area, and the runway occupancy time of cargo 
planes landing on Runway 7R.   

One alternative, a 1,500 foot runway extension, would require the relocation of the runway’s approach lighting 
system (ALS). The servicing of the ALS has implications for the Sisson Loop trail because portions of the trail 
overlie and cross the proposed maintenance access road to the lights. Currently, ANC personnel periodically 
use the roads through Heritage Land Bank properties west of the airport, predominately during the summer, to 
transport waste material to the waste disposal site that is southwest of Runway 7R.  Due to the low volume of 
traffic that currently uses the roads, conflicts with vehicles and trail users have been relatively minor.  However, 
these conflicts are expected to increase given the maintenance requirements for the ALS that will be necessary 
under the proposed Runway 7R Extension project. 

The FAA performs weekly maintenance on the ALS year round.  The ALS must be fully inspected annually and 
completely disassembled and re-built every three years.  In the case of an emergency or weather event, two 
crews of FAA maintenance personnel service the ALS.  FAA crews use pick-up trucks to access the lights 
because of the considerable size and weight of equipment, parts and tools needed for servicing.  For these 
reasons, the access road would need to be plowed in the winter to allow workers round-the-clock access to the 
lights via 4WD truck.   

 
Why are looking at re-routing the Sisson Loop Trail and what is Section 4(f)? 
Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966 (recodified at 49 U.S.C. 303(c)) was adopted to 
protect “public parks and recreation lands, wildlife and waterfowl refuges, and historic sites” from encroachment 
by public transportation facilities.  The ANC Runway 7R extension project, if approved by the Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA), would also be funded by the FAA.  Federally funded transportation programs and projects 
requiring the use of any of these lands are allowable only if there is no other prudent and feasible 
alternative.  The project must include all possible planning to minimize harm to these areas.  
 
FAA has determined that the Sisson Loop trail is a 4(f) resource.  FAA defines a feasible alternative as an 
alternative that is possible to engineer, design and build.  To find an alternative not prudent means that the cost, 
social, economic and environmental impacts, and/or community disruption resulting from such alternatives reach 
extraordinary magnitudes.  Minimization of harm entails both alternative design modifications that lessen the 
impact on 4(f) resources and mitigation measures that compensate for residual impacts. Minimization and 
mitigation measures should be determined through consultation with the official of the agency owning or 
administering the resource.  In summary, the project team is evaluating re-routing the Sisson Loop 
Trail to minimize and mitigate the potential 4(f) resource impacts of the project.   
 
What is a Runway Protection Zone and would the Sisson Loop Trail be allowed? 
The runway protection zone (RPZ) is a trapezoidal area off the end of the runway that serves to enhance the 
protection of people and property on the ground in the event an aircraft lands or crashes beyond the runway 
end.  FAA limits land uses within the RPZ, and no use that would result in the congregation of people or the 
construction of buildings or other obstructions is permitted.  Residences and places of public assembly, including 
churches, schools, hospitals, office buildings, and shopping centers, are prohibited.  Trails are an appropriate land 
use within an RPZ.  A re-routed Sisson Loop Trail would be allowed in the RPZ and is compatible 
with airport operations.   
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The Trails of Kincaid Park – Anchorage Assets 
Nordic skiing and Kincaid Park have a long, rich history in Anchorage.  The Nordic Ski Club of Anchorage began 
activities promoting Nordic skiing in Anchorage in the early 1960’s.  The original 15km of cross country ski trails 
at Kincaid were established during the summers of the early 1970’s.  As the airport was already in existence by 
this time, these two community assets have been neighbors close to 40 years.  No public funds were expended 
on the development of any of the original ski trails at Kincaid.  
 
Kincaid Park now includes approximately 60 kilometers of soft-surface trails that are used for a variety of 
activities including running, hiking, orienteering, and biking in the summer and cross country skiing in the winter.  
During the winter, the trails within Kincaid are designated exclusively for cross country skiing. The Nordic Skiing 
Association of Anchorage (NSAA), in an agreement with Municipality of Anchorage (MOA) Parks and 
Recreation Department, provides maintenance for these trails both summer and winter.  The NSAA has over 
5,000 members who fund the summer and winter maintenance of the trails at Kincaid and at other locations in 
Anchorage.    
 
The following is a chronology of important milestones associated with Kincaid Park.   
 
� Winter 1973-1974: The Nordic Ski Club hosted the National International Ski Federation (FIS) tryouts at 

Kincaid Park, and this was the first national event held at Kincaid.   
� By 1975, the Nordic Ski Club had constructed 20 kilometers (km) of trails, and they were recognized as the 

best in town and consequently hosted at least a third of the local ski races.   
� Winter 1977-1978: The Nordic Ski Club hosted the US National Championships at Kincaid.   
� November 1980: Elmendorf Air Force Base transferred the Point Campbell/Kincaid Park land to the 

Municipality of Anchorage.  On July 12, 1983, the land came under management of the Parks and Recreation 
department and was added to Kincaid Park. 

� March 1983: The Nordic Ski Club hosted its first international ski races with the International World Cup 
races, and the Kincaid Park trail system became recognized among skiers as a world class ski area.   

� Fall of 1983: Proposition 23, a tax cap, passed and the city announced they would no longer fund ski trail 
maintenance.  The first trail pins were made, and volunteer trail fees were collected to fund trail 
maintenance.  This demonstrated the public’s interest and support of Nordic skiing in 
Anchorage. 

� Winter 1986-1987: Kincaid hosted the Junior Nationals and National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) championships.  Over 500 skiers from out of state skied Kincaid, and its reputation in the national 
ski community continued to grow. 

 
More and more summer uses, including running, mountain biking, and orienteering groups regularly used the ski 
trails for recreation and competitions during the summer. 
 
� Winter 1988-1989: Over 20 races were held at Kincaid, including the state high school ski meet.   
� Winter 1989-1990: Over 30 races, including the high school state ski and the US Nationals meet, were 

held at Kincaid Park.  The first annual Tour of Anchorage was held with the finish line at Kincaid Park.   
� Winter of 1990-1991: The ski club hosted over 40 races at Kincaid, including the high school 

championships, the US Master Championships, and the Junior National Championships.  These events 
brought over 500 outside racers to Anchorage and over a million winter tourism dollars into the Alaskan 
economy. 

� Winter 1992: The North American Biathlon Championships and the Masters World Cup Championship 
events were held at Kincaid. 

 
The Kincaid trails are the only trails in the United States to be homologated by the FIS, the 
international governing body for cross country ski racing.  There are only two other sites in North 
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America and only 25 sites world wide.  Homologation means that the cross-country ski courses have met 
the FIS standards for “skiability”, including length and difficulties of climbs. 
 
� Winter 1997: US Masters Championships (300 participants); Alaska Special Olympics, Nordic Winter 

Games 
� Winter 1998-1999: The NSAA and the MOA hosted the US Junior National Championships at Kincaid 

Park (400 participants). 
� Winter 2000: World Special Olympics Winter Pre-Games 
� Winter 2001: World Special Olympics Winter Games. 
� Winter 2002: NCAA Western Region Championships (150 participants). 
� Winter 2003: US National Masters (300 participants), NorAms WinterStart (100 particpants) 
� Winter 2004: NorAms WinterStart (40 participants) 
� Winter 2005: NoAms WinterStart (100 participants) 
� Winter 2007-2008: The NSAA and the MOA again hosted the Junior National Championships at Kincaid 

Park. 
� Winter 2009-2010: The NSAA hosted the United States Cross Country Ski Championships (300 

participants), which are used to select teams such as the World Junior Teams and is part of the 2010 
Olympic Team Selection.  NSAA also hosted the World Youth/Junior Biathlon Team Trial (50 participants), 
the Junior Olympic Jumping Nordic/Combined Championships, and the U.S. National Masters (200 
participants). 

 
The Sisson Loop Trail is Unique! 
The Sisson Loop Trail experience is unique.  The majority of the trails at Kincaid Park are suited for 
intermediate and advanced skiers because the terrain is technically challenging, providing many steep and 
sustained uphills and downhills.  The Sisson Loop trail is unique in that the terrain along the coastal 
plain is fairly flat making the trails appropriate for beginner and masters skiers (many of whom 
have reduced agility as they age).  It would not be possible to mitigate the impacts to the Sisson Loop trail 
by relocating the trail to another area in Kincaid Park because the moderate terrain in the vicinity of the Sisson 
Loop does not exist.  
 
The Tony Knowles Coastal Trail is another fairly flat trail in the area, but the Coastal Trail is a multi-use, multi-
directional trail whereas the Sisson Loop is a one-way, skier-only trail during the winter.  A multi-use trail does 
not offer the high-level skiing experience because alternative users such as walkers, bikers, and dog-traffic 
disrupt the level surface that the groomer creates and that is ideal for skate skiing.  The groomer also sets 
tracks that are used for diagonal skiing, and these tracks are easily damaged if they are walked on.  Therefore, 
the Coastal Trail is not a reasonable alternative for the Sisson Loop. 
 
The International Ski Federation (FIS) has homologation standards that are required to be met before a site can 
host an international FIS competition.  NSAA developed the Sisson Loop to meet the homologation 
requirements needed to host the World Master Cross Country Ski Championships in 1992.  While 
the other racing trails in the park have been developed for national and international junior and senior level 
competitions, the terrain that is available on the Sisson Loop provides the only system in the park with easy 
enough terrain to create masters competition trails.  NSAA looks forward to another opportunity to host these 
masters races, and it is expected that these races would bring thousands of athletes to Anchorage and generate 
millions of dollars in revenue for the city. The terrain that is available on the Sisson Loop is a necessary 
requirement to host these competitions.  
 
Sisson Loop Options – A Collaborative Effort 
The project team has consulted with the FAA, NSAA, and trail users throughout the development of the 
Runway 7R Extension project, and the public has communicated that the most appropriate mitigation for 
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impacts to the Sisson Loop as a result of the proposed project would be to reroute the sections of the trail that 
would be impacted.   
 
Given the increased traffic and the plowing of the access road that would be required by the project, both the 
FAA and the NSAA have expressed safety and logistical concerns with respect to trail users and FAA vehicles 
sharing the same road corridor.  At other locations in Kincaid Park and around Anchorage, winter plowing 
debris negatively impacts the usability of adjacent trail with gravel, small stones and road dirt. The separation of 
these two uses will increase the safety of the trail and maintain the current skiing experience for trail users. 
 
The impacts to the Sisson Loop would be a result of the proposed Runway 7R Extension, and the project would 
pay for the trail modifications that are agreed to by FAA, MOA HLB, MOA P&R, and the trail user community. 
 
The project team convened a meeting with trail users, land managers, and the FAA in November.  Meeting 
invitations were sent to: 
 
� FAA � Anchorage Running Club 
� DOT&PF �  Junior Nordic 
� MOA Parks and Recreation Department �  Kincaid Project Group 
� MOA Heritage Land Bank � Cross Country Alaska 
� NSAA � Arctic Bicycle Club 
� MOA Parks Commission � Turnagain Community Council 
 
The goal of this meeting was to update trail stakeholder groups on the project, to answer questions and work 
collaboratively to develop ways to avoid, minimize and mitigate trail impacts that could result from the proposed 
Runway 7R Extension Project.  Both the FAA and NSAA asked the team to look at a re-route option. 
 
Over several sessions with members of the NSAA, a re-route option was developed.  An option to generally 
keep the existing alignment was also developed.  The project team developed figures, a fact sheet, and a web-
based survey to share with the public and to encourage feedback.  The figures and fact sheet and an invitation to 
take the survey were emailed to the project distribution list, Sand Lake, Turnagain, and Spenard community 
councils, area assembly representatives, the What’s Up list serve, trail user groups, and the Anchorage Daily 
News.  It was also posted at the Kincaid chalet.   
 
As of January 20th, 55 people had responded to the online survey, and most of the respondents prefer the 
reroute option to the existing alignment option.  These are some of the comments that were submitted that 
support the reroute option: 
 
� “When ski trails are located next to plowed roadways, the trails undoubtedly get hit with dirty/rock-filled snow when 

the plow comes through.” 
� “Rerouting reduces trail user/vehicle conflicts to a minimum, adds trail footage, and moves the trail from appearing to 

be on an old gravel road to a more visually pleasing alignment through the re-vegetated areas off to the sides of the 
road” 

� “I prefer to have the ski trail separated from the road.  However, I think both options are very reasonable.” 
�  “The new trail would be a much better retention of the skiing, hiking, and biking experience.  It is imperative that 

existing mature forest community types, as well as wetlands are not impacted by the new trail construction.” 
� “I use it for running and biking in the summer and skiing in the winter.  I'd prefer not to be on the wide gravel road.  

I've been on it before when large trucks are on it, and it is uncomfortable and extremely dusty.” 
� “One of the great things about the Sisson loop is that unlike all the other groomed cross country ski trails in 

Anchorage it does not constantly twist and turn and instead runs in long strait sections and gradual turns with very 
moderate and consistent slopes.  If the trail does have to be rerouted then the new trail should try to retain the nature 
of the current Sisson loop with as few turns and abrupt grade changes as possible.” 
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