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Introduction

This study of the implementation of the Secure 
Rural Schools and Community Self Determination 
Act of 2000 (P.L.106-393) in the two Alaskan cities 
of Wrangell and Petersburg is part of a larger study 
of the Resource Advisory Committees and “Title 
III” expenditures that are key provisions of the act. 
Since the Wrangell-Petersburg Resource Advisory 
Committee came into being in an administrative 
structure unique to the state of Alaska, state and 
federal agencies have played, and continue to play, 
an unusually important role in establishing the 
committee and in facilitating its operations. This 
case study affords an opportunity not only to assess 
how forest communities in Alaska have made use of 
secure payments, but also to examine the degree to 
which the legislation can accommodate situations 
that do not conform to the conventional models of 
governance and of the responsibilities of local gov-
ernments envisaged at the time P.L.106-393 was 
enacted.

Since the early twentieth century, states and 
communities throughout the United States have 
received funds through the sharing of receipts 
from revenue-producing activities on the Forest 
Service’s national forests and the Bureau of Land 
Management administered Oregon and California 
(O&C) lands. In 2000, following many years of 
declining timber harvests—the primary revenue 
producer on much of this land—Congress passed 
the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self 
Determination Act to restore and stabilize county 
revenue payments from both national forests and 
O&C lands. The legislation was also to replace 
the “safety net” county payments in the area of the 
Northwest Forest Plan.

The Secure Rural Schools and Community 
Self Determination Act is novel legislation for two 
reasons: 1) it standardizes roads and schools pay-
ments for six years; and 2) perhaps most unique, 
it pays for something other than roads and schools 
(for which virtually all of the previous “receipt pay-
ments” were used) through potentially innovative 

mechanisms. The legislation combines the creation 
of employment opportunities and maintenance of 
existing infrastructure with the enhancement and 
restoration of forest ecosystems and watersheds. 
The legislation calls, also, for strengthening coop-
erative relationships between local people that use 
and care for the land and the agencies responsible 
for it, and it establishes mechanisms and money for 
these groups to do so. Direct local involvement is 
achieved through the establishment of Resource 
Advisory Committees (RACs) and local govern-
ing body involvement in project identification and 
recommendation. Title II establishes new roles for 
local stakeholders through the creation of Resource 
Advisory Committees that recommend projects to 
fund. Title III in the legislation involves elected 
officials in the county or some similar entity fund-
ing projects.

The Secure Rural Schools and Community Self 
Determination Act calls for monitoring and evalu-
ation of Title II funds. The unique aspects of this 
legislation offer important learning opportunities–
but only if systematic monitoring and assessment 
efforts are undertaken. Whether it represents a 
model for the future or not, implementation of the 
legislation and the Title II and III projects needs 
to be assessed to determine if funded projects are 
innovative, achieve desired outcomes, and are 
genuinely successful. 

With support from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, the Forest Service, the Department of 
Interior, and the Bureau of Land Management, the 
Sierra Institute for Community and Environment is 
evaluating Title II and Title III of the Secure Rural 
Schools and Community Self Determination Act. 
The Sierra Institute is evaluating the legislation 
by examining Title II and III projects and their 
outcomes in 16 cases across the country. In addi-
tion to examining specific project outcomes, the 
Sierra Institute is assessing if and under what con-
ditions stakeholder collaboration, as structured by 
the RAC process, leads to innovative approaches 
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that satisfy both social and resource management 
objectives. The Sierra Institute is also evaluating 
the institutional mechanisms established to imple-
ment P.L.106-393. A fundamental research issue 
is understanding how effective these mechanisms 
are for implementing P.L.106-393, as well as how 
they might be improved. This assessment will pro-
vide information that can enhance the effective-
ness of the ongoing implementation of the Secure 
Rural Schools and Community Self Determination 
legislation and will contribute to the discussion 
about reauthorization of it. Results of this assess-
ment may also be used to inform broader policy 
discussions concerning community-based natural 
resource management approaches, such as the 
national fire plan.

The Wrangell-Petersburg RAC is of particular 
interest because of the unique administrative and 

political structure of the State of Alaska. A case 
study of this RAC gives some insight into the 
degree to which legislation formulated for counties 
with extensive tracts of Federal land can be applied 
where these conditions do not apply: many commu-
nities in Alaska are not organized as counties (or an 
equivalent); some communities have representative 
city governments, but many others do not exist as 
legal entities; and the state, not local government, 
is directly responsible for providing services to 
the large areas of the state. The case study focuses 
on the projects that the cities of Wrangell and 
Petersburg have funded with Title II funds under 
P.L.106-393, but in describing the context in which 
the RAC functions, the study reviews the details of 
state and local administration, and the involvement 
of federal and state agencies in budgeting and fund-
ing decisions affecting rural communities.

Background

Local Government and Administration in Alaska
The Secure Rural Schools and Community 

Self-Determination Act (P.L.106-393) operates 
through the agency of county governments and 
county level institutions. In Alaska, the state and 
the Forest Service have had to adapt the legislation 
to a context where there are no counties, where 
only some cities have responsibility for education 
and roads, and where a significant portion of the 
secure payments under P.L.106-393 is allocated to 
a large part of the state known as the ‘unorganized 
borough’ and has no legal standing as a local 
government institution. Alaska’s system of local 
government and administration is a legacy of its 
history and its geography, which is characterized 
by small settlements thinly distributed over the 
often rugged landscape.

Administratively, the state is divided into 
boroughs and cities. The large areas of land that 
have not incorporated as boroughs constitute one 
single, “unorganized” borough. Only incorporated 
cities and boroughs have their own locally-
elected representation. The state legislature acts 

as the Assembly for residents of the unorganized 
borough. Communities may organize to petition 
the legislature for approval to form a borough or 
a city, but the incentives to do so do not always 
outweigh the disincentives, since boroughs and 
some cities are responsible for financing their 
schools and road systems, which would otherwise 
be the state’s responsibility. Many communities 
do not have the resources to finance these services 
and prefer not to change their present status.

Cities are the administrative unit responsible for 
municipal government in the unorganized borough. 
Each of the three categories of city—Home Rule, 
First Class, and Second Class—has different 
responsibilities and levels of authority, the most 
relevant of which, for the purposes of this case study, 
are their responsibilities with respect to education 
and roads. Home rule cities and first class cities are 
both required to operate a school district and to take 
responsibility for land use regulation and planning—
including road planning and maintenance. Both 
Wrangell and Petersburg are home rule cities located 
within the unorganized borough. Second class 
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cities, as well as communities and settlements in the 
unorganized borough, may not establish a school 
district. The State takes responsibility for organizing 
and funding education in these areas, which are 
administered through Rural Education Attendance 
Areas (REAA) delineated on the basis of the 
numbers of school-age children (Alaska Department 
of Community and Regional Affairs 1998).

Unlike the lower 48 states, Native American 
and Alaskan Native communities do not exercise 
sovereignty over land in the form of reserves or 
other territorial entities. The Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act (ANCSA) of 1971 recognized 
indigenous claims to about one-ninth of the territory 
of the State and provided for financial compensation 
for extinguishing claims to the balance of the 
land. Legally, native corporations established 
under ANCSA represent the economic interests 
of indigenous Alaskans, while separate native 
associations—recognized federally as tribes—have 
taken responsibility for the social and cultural 
well-being of their communities. The Wrangell 
Cooperative Association and the Petersburg Indian 
Association represent the primarily Haida-Tlingit 
native communities in their respective cities.

Under Alaska’s system of local government, 
timber revenue payments from the national forests 
have historically been paid to the state, which 
has used a portion of the income directly to fund 
education and roads in the unorganized borough, 
and allocated a portion to home rule and first 
class cities to cover the same services. With only a 
small number of the communities surrounding the 
forests organized as boroughs or cities, the secure 
payments due to forest “counties” under Title I 
of P.L.106-393 had to be allocated in a way that 
supported schools in municipal school districts 
and in the REAA. Organized boroughs and cities 
were the only legal entities that could receive Title 
II or Title III funds to support projects in their 
communities.

In Alaska, as in many other states, the passage 
of P.L.106-393 came at a time of painful transition 
and change in the resource-based economies of 
rural communities, particularly for the southeastern 

communities in and around the Tongass National 
Forest. During the 1990s, the Forest Service faced 
legal challenges to a number of its management 
practices on the forest, such as long-term 
contracts, and the approval of below-cost timber 
sales as an incentive to buyers to invest in road 
building and maintenance. The outcome of the 
litigation has been a significant reduction in sales, 
with an inevitable impact on timber harvesting 
and processing, which had been one of the main 
sources of employment and income since the 
1960s (see Figure 1).

Reductions in the level of timber harvesting in 
Alaska occurred at a time of restructuring in the 
sector as a whole. Mechanization, changing global 
demand, and sources of supply for both timber and 
pulp all contributed to the pressure on corporations 
to move their operations elsewhere. The impacts on 
employment opportunities have extended beyond 
the mill workers who have lost their jobs, affecting 
the many secondary and tertiary businesses 
associated with logging. A pulp mill in Sitka, for 
example, which closed in 1994, had a long-term 
contract with the Forest Service under which it 
ran and maintained logging camps in some of the 
more remote and inaccessible parts of the forest. 
The camps generated employment and supported 
businesses such as air transport, camp logistics and 
maintenance, equipment supply and maintenance, 
as well as a range of rest and recreation services 
in nearby towns and cities. Since the mill closed, 
some of these businesses have moved to northern 
Alaska to service the energy and construction 
industries, but others have closed down. The cities 
and boroughs of southeastern Alaska are now 
losing the human capital that could drive economic 
recovery as younger families and their school age 
children leave southeastern Alaska. Between 2000 
and 2005, enrollment in the Sitka School District 
dropped 13.6%, from 3,470 to 2,997, a loss of 473 
students (State of Alaska Department of Education 
and Early Development 2005). 

Communities in southeastern Alaska have 
access to an array of state and federal funds to 
support economic development and the transition 
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to a more diverse economy. Several government 
agencies provide loans and grants, while the 
Denali Commission is a federal-state partnership 
contributing grant funds to joint public-private 
projects for utilities, infrastructure, and economic 
support throughout Alaska. Nevertheless, the 
availability of funds has yet to translate into 
a clear strategy for the future development of 
southeastern Alaska. Tourism is developing 
rapidly, but the social impacts of large cruise ships 
stopping for no more than a day at a time in the 
larger harbors during the brief summer season 
are more apparent than any potential long-term 
economic benefits in the form of employment or 
new businesses serving the industry. The region 
is well-placed to take advantage of the rapidly 
expanding market for fresh, wild caught fish, but 
there are fears that a shortage of trained fisheries 
management professionals and financial pressures 
on the family operations that are the backbone 
of the present fishery could undermine what is 
currently a sustainable system of management. The 
Southeast Conference, a not-for-profit corporation 

representing communities and businesses in the 
region, is carrying out an economic inventory 
of southeast Alaskan communities to identify 
new opportunities, but its director believes that 
resource-based industries will remain the driving 
force of the economy for the foreseeable future.

Against this difficult economic background, 
boroughs and cities have welcomed the secure 
payments under P.L.106-393 as an additional 
source of income to fund their efforts to revitalize 
their communities. Titles II and III of P.L.106-
393 have given eligible communities access 
to additional funding for a wider range of 
activities, giving local people and their elected 
representatives considerably more autonomy than 
they have previously enjoyed in the determination 
of their priorities and the selection of projects.

Forest Communities in Alaska: Wrangell and 
Petersburg

Wrangell and Petersburg are both home rule 
cities in the Alexander Archipelago of Alaska’s 
southeast passage, surrounded by the Tongass 

Figure 1: Tongass National Forest. Volume of Timber Harvested, 1965 - 2004

Source: U.S. Forest Service 1998 and U.S. Forest Service 2005
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National Forest. The two cities are geographically 
close, but have different histories, affecting the 
responses of both communities to the economic 
challenges they have faced over the last decade.

Wrangell is one of the oldest non-Native 
settlements in Alaska. Since the Russians first 
began fur trading with the Tlingits in 1811, the city 
has come under the rule of Russia, Britain, and the 
United States. Located on Wrangell Island, across 
a strait from the Stikine River, the city became a 
warehouse and staging point supplying equipment 
and provisions for two successive gold rushes in 
the Yukon Territory during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. In 1889, the Glacier Packing 
Company began operations in the city canning 
salmon and other seafood, and was followed rapidly 
by a sawmill to provide packing boxes and lumber 
for construction. Throughout most of the twentieth 
century, fishing and timber have been the pillars of 
the local economy, causing considerable hardship 
when the Alaska Pulp Corporation sawmill closed 
down in 1994 (Beringsea.com 2005). The city’s 
history as a trading and processing center has given 
it a population of diverse origins, and a heritage of 
wage employment in resource-based industries. 
The population in 2000 was 2,308, of whom 358 
or 15.5% are Native American or Native Alaskan 
according to U.S. Census data (U.S. Census Bureau 
2005). The Wrangell Cooperative Association 
(WCA) represents the Native community, the 
majority of whom are descendants of the original 
Tlingit-Haida communities in the area.

Petersburg is located on the northwest end of 
Mitkof Island, a short distance to the northwest 
of Wrangell. Before the arrival of Norwegian 
settlers in the 1890s, Tlingit people from the nearby 
community of Kake used the area where the city is 
now located as a summer fishing camp. The city is 
named after Peter Buschmann, who had established 
the first homestead, fish cannery, and sawmill as 
early as 1900. The settlement attracted primarily 
Norwegian immigrants who developed a fishing 
industry based on family-owned fishing vessels 
and several canning plants. Currently, 469 residents 
out of a total population of 3,224 hold commercial 

fishing permits. While the timber industry was an 
important component of the city’s economy, the 
importance and vitality of the fishery has allowed 
Petersburg to weather the worst impacts of reduced 
timber harvesting better than some other forest 
communities on the Tongass (Beringsea.com 
2005). The city claims a strong Norwegian 
heritage, although over 7% of the population is 
of Tlingit-Haida ancestry (U.S. Census Bureau 
2005)—represented by the Petersburg Indian 
Association. Historically the city has also been 
home to an East Asian community and during the 
summers it hosts large numbers of seasonal cannery 
workers primarily from Central America and the 
Philippines.

The differences between the two cities, which 
are so close physically, have led over time to 
a good-natured rivalry between them. While a 
number of people refer to it as being of little more 
significance than the competitive spirit between two 
high school basketball teams, both cities also vie for 
scarce resources such as funding, employment, and 
access to transportation. In Wrangell, for example 
there is disappointment that a proposed new high-
speed ferry linking Juneau to Ketchikan will only 
stop in Petersburg. The city of Petersburg, in turn, 
notes that Wrangell received a major grant from the 
Rasmuson Foundation to build a civic center and 
museum that promises to be an important tourist 
attraction. Rivalry between the cities does have 
some substance and has hampered their willingness 
to collaborate in the past on joint initiatives and 
projects.

 In looking to the future, elected officials and the 
economic development consultants they have hired 
all believe that education and improved transport 
are the keys to revitalizing their communities. 
Without better access to the road and rail systems 
of the Canadian mainland and the U.S. Pacific 
Northwest, new businesses and enterprises will 
not be competitive and will have no incentive to 
locate in the area. Unless school systems are well 
funded, younger families will continue to leave 
and the children of those that remain will not be 
able to find a place in a changing labor market. 
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Beyond the immediate vicinity of the city, improved 
transportation links in southeastern Alaska involve 
major investments in infrastructure that are in the 
domain of state and federal budgets. School budgets, 
however, come under the purview of home rule and 

first class cities, so that the implementation of the 
Secure Rural Schools and County Self-Determination 
Act of 2000 has been of intense interest to legislators, 
city governments, and the public-at-large in both 
Petersburg and Wrangell.

County Elections for Titles II and III

engage in forest management. Nevertheless, the 
mayors of both Wrangell and Petersburg said that 
with timber harvest revenues covering between 
12% and 14% of their school budgets, there was no 
opposition to the decision to move from the shrinking 
25% payments to secure payments.

Concerns about school budgets have dominated 
responses to P.L.106-393. Petersburg and Wrangell 
face particular difficulties in covering the costs 
of their school districts. State funding to schools 
is calculated on using an “area cost differential” 
based on costs for schooling in Anchorage. The 
differential in Anchorage is set at 1, and the level of 
funding available to school districts increases with 
distance from Anchorage—except for Petersburg 
and Wrangell, which together with Sitka and 
Ketchikan are the only other places set at 1. As 
a result, the cities find it more difficult than most 
to guarantee their schools an adequate level of 
funding, adding to the significance of Title I funds 
in the cities’ budgets.

Data provided by the city of Wrangell show 
the dramatic drop in timber revenue funding for 
roads and schools between 1995 and 2001 with an 
immediate return in 2002 to a level approaching that 
of 1995, due to the first payment under P.L. 106-393, 
(Table 2).

Under P.L.106-393, counties decide whether to 
choose the new system of secure payments or to stay 
with the earlier system of 25% of timber revenues. 
In Alaska, where many rural communities are part 
of the unorganized borough, and where organized 
boroughs and the three classes of cities all have 
different spheres of budgeting and administrative 
authority, the choice to opt for secure payments, and 
the following allocation and distribution of funds, 
was more complex and inevitably more removed 
from forest communities than in other states.

The governor of Alaska took the initial decision 
to elect to receive secure payments under P.L.106-393 
rather than to continue with the 25% payments. He 
made the decision in the light of declining timber 
harvests and payments, the widespread expectation of 
a continuing decline, and votes taken in the affected 
boroughs and city councils. The Southeast Conference 
had taken the initiative to keep its members informed 
of the passage of the legislation and shared its 
contacts and mailing lists with Forest Service 
staff who provided data and projections of timber 
harvesting trends for their information. The Southeast 
Conference did encounter some concerns that 
P.L.106-393 disassociated payments to communities 
from timber production, and would act as another 
entitlement program rather than as an incentive to 
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Fiscal 
Year Schools ($) Roads ($) Total ($)

1992 662,635 36,256 698,891
1993 212,529 10,761 223,290
1994 251,231 13,311 264,542
1995 603,587 30,491 634,078
1996 506,485 29,975 536,460
1997 380,068 23,731 403,799
1998 74,665 4,630 79,295
1999 120,318 7,308 127,626
2000 131,761 8,065 139,826
2001 149,357 8,877 158,234
2002 556,832 33,094 589,926
2003 540,935 31,970 572,905
2004 510,851 37,383 548,234
2005 454,280 35,530 489,810

Source: City of Wrangell 2005

Table 1: City of Wrangell. Timber Harvest 
Revenues, 1992 - 2005
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Figure 2: City of Wrangell. Allocation of timber harvest revenues, 1992-1995

Source: City of Wrangell 2005
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Having elected to receive P.L. 106-393 payments, 
it was then necessary for the state to allocate 
funds equitably between the communities in the 
unorganized borough, incorporated boroughs, and 
the different categories of city—each of which 
has different responsibilities with respect to roads 
and schools, and some of which (unincorporated 
communities in the unorganized borough) do 
not exist as legal entities. The task fell to the 
Division of Community Advocacy in the state’s 
Department of Commerce, Community, and 
Economic Development, which had previously been 
responsible for allocating and monitoring the use of 
the 25% timber revenue payments.

Using historic data on timber harvest levels, the 
Forest Service first determined the total revenues 
from Alaska’s two national forests over each of the 
previous 10 years. The Department of Community 
and Economic Development then had to calculate the 
distribution of funds between boroughs, cities, and 
the unorganized borough. In the case of incorporated 
boroughs, the Department estimated payments on 
the basis of the amount of national forest land within 
the borough boundaries—as would be the case for 
counties in other states. In the case of the unorganized 
borough, home rule and first class cities receive their 
payment on the basis of school enrollment and the 
mileage of roads within the city boundaries; second 
class cities on the basis of mileage of roads; and Rural 
Education Attendance Areas (REAAs) on the basis 
of school enrollment.

The Department of Commerce, Community, and 
Economic Development also decided that 85% of the 
total payment for the unorganized borough should 
be used for Title I payments, with the remaining 

15% allocated as “project funds” under Title II and 
Title III. Since some cities and REAAs within the 
unorganized borough receive less than $100,000 
under the formula dividing payments between the 
different categories of forest community, they are 
not obliged to allocate funds to Title II or Title III, 
using them all for Title I. Those that receive more 
than $100,000 must use 15% of the revenue for 
projects to be approved by the Department.     

Within the unorganized borough, first class cities, 
second class cities, and REAAs over $100,000 are 
the entities with the authority to make a decision on 
the allocation of 15% of their P.L.106-393 payments 
to Title II or Title III or a combination of both. In 
practice, these funds, referred to by the Department 
as project funds, sometimes exceed 15% of the total 
payment because these cities and REAAs absorb the 
balance of the 15% the state has elected to set aside 
as project funds from the unorganized borough 
total. In the case of Petersburg and Wrangell, project 
funds have been over 16% of the total in each of the 
four years since the implementation of P.L.106-393. 
Table 3 shows the breakdown of payments to both 
cities for the years 2002 and 2005.

For both cities, Title I funds are an important 
component of the school budget. Wrangell has an 
annual school budget of between $3.5 million and 
$4 million. The city’s direct contribution is $1.3 
million, which includes some $500,000 of Title 
I funds. In Petersburg, Title I funds represent a 
comparable percentage of the school budget. The 
portion of Title I set aside for road maintenance 
is very small, since the cities are only responsible 
for the roads within city boundaries—22 miles in 
Petersburg, and 11.7 miles in Wrangell.

Year City Total Title I % Title I Project Funds (Title 
II and Title III)

% Project 
Funds

2002 Petersburg $1,004,876.64 $841,307.03 83.7% $163,569.60 16.3%

Wrangell $704,621.20 $589,925.92 83.7% $114,695.28 16.3%

2005 Petersburg $999.141.98 $829,586.37 83.0% $163,555.63 16.4%

Wrangell $586,377.79 $489,810.14 83.5% $96,567.64 16.5%

Table 2: P.L.106 - 393 Payments to Petersburg and Wrangell, 2002 & 2005 

Source: State of Alaska 2005
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Deciding Between Title II and Title III
Many of the boroughs and cities have chosen to 

allocate all their project funds (non-Title I funds) 
to Title III. Ketchikan initially elected to put all its 
funds into Title III, but has recently moved all of its 
funds into Title II. Borough and city governments 
have preferred Title III because they have more 
direct control over these funds, which are easier to 
manage and carry no requirement for outside agency 
approval of projects. Some boroughs and cities have 
decided to pool several years of funds to support 
one major project. The city and borough of Juneau, 
for example, is planning to use several years of Title 
III funds to contribute to the costs of a new heliport 
at the hospital for search and rescue operations and 
emergency patient transport. The city is calculating 
the percentage of time spent on operations in the 
national forest, and will use Title III funds to cover 
that percentage of the total cost of the facility.

Prior to Ketchikan’s recent Title II allocation, 
Petersburg and Wrangell were the only first class 
cities to allocate all their project funding to Title 
II. In both cities, the mayor, the city manager 
and other elected officials reviewed the options 
and concluded that Title III was too restrictive. 
There was a limited range of possible uses of 
the funds, and projects had to be on or directly 
of benefit to Forest Service land. Title II allowed 
for more uses of the funds, and opened the doors 
to collaborative partnerships. Both cities felt that it 
would be important to find partners with whom they 
could carry out larger projects that would have more 
impact, since the project funds due to each city, 

while welcome, were not at a level that would allow 
them to make substantial investments for the future 
of their communities. Having decided to allocate 
all of their project funds to Title II, the same logic 
led the cities to join forces, to pool their funds, and 
to establish a joint RAC, the Wrangell-Petersburg 
RAC.

The decision to establish a joint RAC points to a 
difficulty many communities face in taking advantage 
of P.L.106-393, and Title II in particular. It is not easy 
for some small rural communities to find the human 
and financial resources needed to support a RAC. 
The City and Borough of Yakutat, for example, 
has a population of just 800 people and after the 
first committee had served its term of office, it has 
not been possible to find enough volunteers to fill 
all 15 positions on the new RAC. Wrangell and 
Petersburg struggle with logistics. Even though the 
two communities are close as the crow flies, they 
are on different islands and travel between them 
is by plane or by boat—both of which are time-
consuming and expensive propositions. The Forest 
Service has been able to assist financially out of 
special travel funds, but the agency may reconsider 
continuation of this support as its budget continues 
to shrink.

On a positive note, the mayor and city manager 
of Petersburg both spoke of how the RAC has given 
them a way to be more informed about and alert to 
the concerns and interests of their constituents. As 
elected officials, they have both come to believe that 
the importance of a RAC goes beyond the revenue it 
brings and the projects it pays for.

Title II Projects

Project Solicitation
The Wrangell-Petersburg RAC has met 

regularly since 2002. It approved its first projects 
in 2003, and as of August 2005, it had approved 
a total of 16 projects from an annual budget 
of some $250,000 each year. The RAC places 
announcements in the local media and also 
informs local organizations through presentations 

at their meetings or by word of mouth about the 
availability of grant funding. The RAC requests 
an initial proposal in a short form containing basic 
information about the project. The committee 
reviews and discusses proposals with sponsors at 
least twice, then votes on whether or not to request 
a more detailed proposal with the information 
needed for final clearance by the Forest Service, 
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for finalizing the project budget, and for drawing 
up contracts.

The call for proposals generated considerable 
interest. The RAC received 40 proposals during its 
first year, all of which came from local organizations 
and individuals, but none from the Forest Service—a 
deliberate decision on the part of the agency to 
avoid the perception that the RAC is little more 
than a mechanism to fund activities that should be 
a part of the agency’s work. All those involved were 
eager to demonstrate that Title II funds are for the 
community to use on projects that it cares about. The 
RAC has not excluded the possibility of approving 
project proposals from the Forest Service, however. 
In 2005, it did approve two grants to the agency, one 
for the conversion of three miles of road to allow 
use by OHVs (FY 2005, $18,100), and the other for 
reconstruction of the Mitchell Creek Fishing Trail 
(FY 2005, $4,740).

While the RAC has received many proposals, 
members say that the quality of proposals is often 
disappointing and is not always relevant to the 
community or within the scope of the legislation. 
Some sponsors find it difficult to understand 
the importance of the requirement that projects 
should benefit the national forest. Much of the 
land immediately surrounding both cities is public 
land under agency control other than the Forest 
Service—the Alaska Department of Mental Health, 
in particular, is an important landowner and actively 
manages land for timber. Many proposed projects 
are focused on forest land close to settlements that 
may not in fact affect the national forest.

Project Review, Prioritization, and Selection
In reviewing project proposals, the RAC 

has looked for projects that have come from the 
community; that improve the quality of life for citizens 
of both cities; that educate residents and visitors 
about the importance of the national forest to their 
lives; and that might make Petersburg and Wrangell 
more attractive destinations for visitors. The cities 
have elected to establish a joint RAC, but there has 
been no conscious decision to divide projects equally 
between them, or according to an agreed formula for 

dividing the funds. Initially, there were more projects 
in Petersburg, but over the last two years, Wrangell 
has received several substantial grants. Overall, 
informants all felt that both communities receive their 
fair share of grant funding and that there was no call 
for a rule governing the distribution of grant funds 
between them.

Prioritization and selection of projects have usually 
not been contentious. In reviewing some proposals to 
restore “degraded” streams and a lake in the forest, 
RAC members have disagreed on whether observed 
ecological changes constituted “degradation”—and, 
if so, what had caused the degradation—or whether 
such claims are natural processes to be expected over 
time. In these cases, the RAC has decided to set aside 
the proposal until the project sponsors could offer 
more conclusive evidence justifying the project. In 
one case, further investigation showed that there was 
perhaps no need for the proposed restoration project, 
and that the project itself would have been far beyond 
the financial means of the RAC.

With proposals coming from many different 
sources, the RAC has learned that in approving 
a project, it must exercise due diligence to avoid 
infringing on the access rights and the land use 
priorities of other interested parties. One project 
proposed building a trail along the shoreline in 
Petersburg, but the city objected that it would follow 
a route over platted land available for development 
as housing, and that it stood to lose future tax 
revenues if the project went ahead. The RAC has 
also had to learn to take environmental legislation 
into account in its decisions. Much of the flatter land 
surrounding both cities is muskeg (peat bog), which 
is classified as wetland. Projects on muskeg must 
receive approval from the Army Corps of Engineers, 
and may need to include an element of restoration or 
mitigation to compensate for any possible loss of 
wetland and wetland habitat. It can be a lengthy 
and costly process to receive the necessary permits, 
affecting the committee’s decision whether or not to 
approve the project.

The RAC has not found it difficult to agree 
on priorities for funding, or what they consider 
to be a good proposal. It has been more difficult, 
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though, to determine which projects conform to 
the legislation. Committee members struggle to 
determine whether or not a project is of benefit 
to the national forest. For example, travel between 
forest communities is often by boat, since there are 
no roads. There is consensus, then, that projects 
facilitating water transport are a legitimate use 
of funds, in the same way that road maintenance 
is an accepted use of funds on the mainland. 
There was more debate, though, about a proposal 
to repair and improve facilities at a youth camp 
run by a church on land leased from the Forest 
Service. Although the church was offering to make 
the camp available to other community groups 
regardless of denomination or faith, church groups 
did have priority in using the facility. After intense 
discussions, the RAC decided not to approve the 
proposal. While some committee members are 
still unhappy with the decision, the episode has 
prompted the RAC to consider why there have not 
been more proposals for activities that are clearly 
in the public domain, rather than supporting 
projects associated with specific membership-
based organizations.

There has, so far, only been one approved 
project that the Forest Service was unwilling to 
endorse. The Wrangell-Petersburg RAC proposed 
to prepare and print a newsletter, both to inform 
local people about its activities, and to distribute to 
members of RACs from other regions attending the 
2005 national meeting of RACs in Sparks, Nevada. 
The Forest Service coordinators in Petersburg 
and Wrangell believed that a newsletter had an 
educational function and met the criteria of the 
legislation. Their supervisor in Juneau disagreed, 
and after some discussion, the coordinators agreed 
to withdraw the project. The District Ranger in 
Petersburg ultimately located funds from the 
District’s budget and the RAC did publish a 
newsletter in time for the Sparks meeting. For 
Forest Service staff, as well as for the members 
of the RAC, the discussions about the project 
have helped to clarify the kinds of projects that 
fall within the parameters of the legislation, but 
they have also raised questions about the dearth of 

information, and the absence of a review authority 
to turn to in case of doubt or disagreement.

Approved Projects
Since 2002, the RAC has approved 16 projects 

with budgets varying from $5,000 to $175,000. 
The biggest grant so far has been for $175,000 (FY 
2005) to reconstruct a trail across Forest Service 
and state lands to Thom’s Lake, a popular recreation 
destination for residents of Wrangell. The smallest 
grant, for $5,000 (FY 2003) was used to improve the 
boat ramp at Blaquiere Point, a key transit point for 
travel between Wrangell and Petersburg. 

The majority of approved projects involve the 
construction or rehabilitation of trails and recreational 
facilities. Some primarily serve the community, while 
others are expected to attract visitors to the area. The 
Mt. Dewey Trail (FY 2003, $65,000) leads to the 
highest point overlooking the city of Wrangell. The 
trail is popular among residents, and its association 
with John Muir, who described his climb up the 
mountain and the view from the summit, could attract 
tourists with an interest in the Alaskan environment 

 The Mt Dewey trail inWrangell. 
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and its history. The Forest Service has contributed to 
the project, providing technical assistance to design 
the trail and providing some of the inputs to build it.

The Green’s Creek campground restoration 
project (FY 2003, $150,000) is close to the hearts 
of many Petersburg residents. The site has been a 
popular family destination for many years, and for 
the native community, the area has traditionally 

been important for subsistence gathering and 
grouse hunting. The Petersburg Indian Association 
(PIA) is collaborating with the RAC on the project 
and contributing $65,000. The PIA has agreed to 
be a part of the project in view of its traditional 
interest in the area, and from its commitment to 
being an active, recognized part of the Petersburg 
community.1

1. Following the completion of this report, PIA funds have not been contributed to the completion of the project. These funds 
are tied up in Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) issues.

A view of the Green’s Creek campground restoration project 

Three projects have improved access and safety 
to boat launch facilities used by residents to make 
the crossing between the two cities. There are daily 
scheduled flights between the two cities, and four 
ferry passages a week. Both are relatively expensive 
and inconvenient, and residents more frequently 
use their own boats to cross from Banana Point or 
Blaquiere Point, both of which are also access points 
to national forest land near Petersburg. The RAC has 
approved one project (FY 2003, $5,000) to restore the 
boat launch ramp at Blaquiere Point, a second project 
(FY 2003, $140,000) to reconstruct the breakwater 
at Banana Point, and a third project (FY 2003, 
$15,000) to install an automated weather station with 

a telephone link to inform residents of conditions 
on the passage. The weather station has improved 
safety not only for the crossing, but also for fishing 
boats from both cities, an important consideration 
in view of the role fishing plays in local livelihoods. 
Although the projects are not listed under ‘Roads’ 
in the list of projects (Appendix 1), in the context of 
southeast Alaska, they have the same importance to 
the community for communications and transport as 
roads do for rural counties in the lower 48 states.

A grant that has found a creative way to educate 
the public about the importance of the forestry 
sector and to enhance a recreational facility covered 
the cost of a permanent interpretive shelter and 
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informational signs along trails at the recently 
built Muskeg Meadows golf course in Wrangell 
(FY 2004, $59,370). The golf course has been 
built on landfill with landscaping using wood waste 
produced by the sawmill before it closed 10 years 
ago. The information center and signage inform 
visitors about the town’s logging heritage, and teach 
them about issues such as carbon storage—surface 
soil and vegetation seal the waste in an anaerobic 
environment preventing decomposition—as well as 
about the forest and riparian vegetation preserved in 
the landscaping of the golf course. The golf course 
itself has become an important asset, attracting 
visitors to stay in Wrangell for several days—in 
contrast to the short stopovers of cruise ships.

In selecting and approving projects, the 
RAC is interested in providing opportunities for 
employment, especially for youth and high school 
graduates. While few of the projects offer more 
than seasonal jobs, or teach new skills, working 
with the Forest Service on RAC projects exposes 
many young people to the agency and introduces 
them to the possibilities for entry-level jobs that 
are opening up as older staff move to more senior 
positions or retire. Several informants noted that 
most young people in the rural communities of 
southeast Alaska are not college-bound, and that 
the RAC is playing an important part in giving 
them work experience, and in pointing them in the 
direction of professional jobs.

The Blaquiere Point boat ramp at Petersburg 
received RAC funds for improvements.

RAC Formation, Operation, and Process

RAC Formation
Establishing RACs in Alaska has been a more 

complicated process than in the lower 48 states. 
Boroughs and cities are smaller than counties, 
city boundaries include only the municipality it-
self, stopping at the boundary of any public land 
such as a national forest. Few legislators outside 
Alaska were aware of the unique characteristics 

of the state’s system of local government—the 
Wrangell City Manager recalls speaking with 
agency staff in Washington DC who were not 
aware that Alaska does not have counties. It has 
taken an intense collaborative effort between 
local governments, state government, and the 
Forest Service to adapt the legislation to Alaska, 
but it has been possible to craft an approach that 
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meets the intent of P.L. 106-393 without violating 
its provisions.

In places where communities had expressed an 
interest in allocating funds to Title II, the Forest 
Service regional office in Juneau took the first step in 
forming a RAC, which was to develop a ‘footprint’ 
outlining its potential boundaries. Forest Service staff 
delineated RAC boundaries that would include the 
area under the administration of interested boroughs 
and cities, as well as the ranger district or a part of 
the ranger district that serves them most directly. In 
respecting the wishes of different communities, the 
RACs that emerged do not always precisely follow 
ranger district boundaries. The settlement of Kake, 
for example, is associated with the city of Petersburg 
but located at some distance from the city itself. The 
citizens of Kake had indicated that they did not want 
to be a part of the RAC, requiring an adjustment to 
the RAC boundary excluding the settlement as well 
as a part of the Wrangell ranger district.

In Wrangell and Petersburg, the process of 
RAC formation raised some questions about what 
constitutes a ‘community.’ Both city governments 
represent citizens residing within their boundaries—
and both cities also have associations representing 
the interests of the native communities. Historically, 
the two cities have rarely acted as partners to 
collaborate in a body such as a RAC. From the start, 
the RAC has had to face the challenge of forging one 
community of interest from four legally recognized 
entities, in addition to the diverse interest groups 
represented on the committee.

Once the complexities of identifying the 
“community” to be represented on the RAC had 
been resolved, the Wrangell—Petersburg RAC has 
functioned in a very similar way to its counterparts 
in other states. The RAC was chartered in 2002 
with its members granted three-year terms of 
office. The Forest Service took the initiative to find 
representatives of the different interest groups on the 
committee, using the Civil Rights Impacts Analysis 
(CRIA) process to direct its efforts to recruit a 
diverse committee. The Forest Service Coordinator 
in Petersburg placed public service announcements 
in the media, and she also visited and spoke to 

local societies such as the Elks, the Order of the 
Moose, and the Rotary Club. At the end of the 
recruitment effort, the Forest Service had received 
forty applications from which to select the 15 
members of the RAC. There were more applications 
from Petersburg than from Wrangell, reflected in 
the membership of the RAC which then had nine 
members from Petersburg, four from Wrangell and 
two from other cities (one from Haines and one from 
Sitka) representing groups with a direct interest 
in forest management issues in the RAC area, but 
without a presence on the spot. At the end of the 
first three-year term, a new committee of fifteen 
members first met in July 2005. The new committee 
has a better balance between the communities with 
eight members from Petersburg and seven from 
Wrangell.

In approving the list of candidates for the 
RAC, the Forest Service regional office in Juneau 
questioned the suitability of the representative of 
a national environmental organization, a member 
of Ducks Unlimited from Wrangell. The two 
representatives of local and regional environmental 
groups, who advocate more uncompromising, 
preservation oriented positions, were also suspicious 
that this individual might have divided loyalties 
because he had been the Forest Service District 
Ranger in Wrangell until 1976. The RAC coordinator 
was, however, able to convince the regional office 
that her discussions with the candidate showed 
him to be an articulate defender of environmental 
interests, who would bring his experience to bear 
on the work of the committee. In practice, since all 
three representatives of environmental groups live 
in Petersburg and Wrangell, they have found that in 
working together on the RAC, their common interest 
in sustaining and protecting the environment on 
which their communities depend overrides any 
differences in their approaches to the task.

In 2002, there was just one representative 
of native interests on the RAC, who left after 
serving only a short term, on the grounds that 
participation was too time-consuming. There are 
no Alaskan natives now serving on the reauthorized 
RAC. Representatives of the Petersburg Indian 
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Association (PIA) and the Wrangell Cooperative 
Association (WCA) expressed concern at the lack 
of native representation on the committee, and felt 
that there were a number of factors at play. They 
were concerned that while the RAC committee 
is expected to represent different interest groups, 
representation does not explicitly recognize the 
native community as an interest group in its own 
right. Both associations have also had to balance 
their investment of time and energy in the RAC 
against their commitment to address social issues, 
mediate between conflicting interests, and support 
the cultural vitality of their own communities.

Several members of the RAC worried that the 
commitment of time devoted to the RAC might 
be a barrier preventing many city residents from 
applying to serve. In communities where fishing is 
now the main source of livelihood, it is particularly 
difficult for younger people to dedicate time to 
reviewing proposals and attending meetings. The 
Yakutat RAC, for example, has not received enough 
applications to fill vacancies in its second term, and 
as a result, it is unlikely to continue operating. One 
active member of the Wrangell-Petersburg RAC 
recognized that he could only participate in the 
RAC and other community activities because he 
is single, retired, and has no family obligations. To 
sustain the interest of the public in serving, the RAC 
must continue to demonstrate that it is an effective 
institution acting on behalf of the community to 
improve the quality of life and to invest in the 
future.

Operation
The RAC meets at least three times a year 

alternating between Petersburg and Wrangell. The 
committee has appointed two co-chairs, one from 
each city, who chair alternate meetings, depending 
on which city the meeting is held in. Considering 
the difficulties some members may have traveling 
to attend meetings, the RAC uses teleconference 
facilities to ensure the fullest possible participation. 
This has been especially important for Representative 
Peggy Wilson, who is the State Elected Officer 
in Group C on the RAC and who is often at the 

State Legislature in Juneau. Wilson considers her 
participation in the RAC to be an important part 
of her mandate to represent her constituents. The 
minutes of the meetings also record frequent questions 
and statements from members of the general public 
whose involvement suggests considerable interest in 
the work of the committee.

Despite some initial concerns that the two cities 
might find it difficult to overcome their traditional 
rivalry, the RAC has proven to be a valuable venue 
through which to become more familiar with each 
other and to recognize the common issues they 
both face. Representatives of timber interests and 
environmental interests, respectively, have also found 
that they share an interest in working for the benefit of 
their communities, allowing them to collaborate and 
to work together productively within the RAC.

The coordinator and the two co-chairs are 
aware that project approval requires a majority 
vote in all three groups, but they have not yet had 
to develop a procedure to meet the requirement. 
Where there has been incomplete agreement on 
a project, the committee has continued discussing 
it until they come to a consensus. One issue that 
has yet to be resolved, however, is the status of 
alternate members. Alternates attend meetings, 
and are expected to stand in for a member who 
cannot attend, but they are not authorized to 
vote. Several informants felt that these members 
should be allowed to vote when they stand in for 
an official RAC member. These informants were 
not concerned that an alternate might not be able 
to adequately represent the interests of the absent 
party. As one member noted, “An individual, in 
practice, shares many different interests.”

 Forest Service support has been essential 
to the smooth operation of the RAC. The joint 
coordinators in Petersburg and Wrangell estimate 
that they spend roughly 10% of their time working 
with the RAC, while the coordinator in Juneau 
estimates that she spends up to 25% of her time 
working with the three functioning RACs in the 
state. Staff time is covered under the ranger district’s 
budget for the Community Involvement Program. 
In addition to staff time, the Forest Service uses its 
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“Invitational Travel Process,” drawing on district 
budgets to cover transportation for RAC members 
traveling to meetings—a significant cost in Alaska 
where many members need to travel by air or by 
boat.

 In addition to these direct costs, the Forest 
Service also provides survey, design, contracting, 
and other services to RAC projects for which it 
charges an administrative overhead on a project-
by-project basis. The coordinator and the RAC use 
Forest Service Region 5 standards and procedures 
to determine overhead costs during the early 
stages of discussions about a project. The Tongass 
National Forest is currently comparatively well 
funded, allowing a careful manager to allocate 
funds to absorb the costs of activities such as 
administrative support for the RAC.

Public, Agency, and Interest Group 
Relationship Building

The RAC has succeeded in bringing together 
individuals, organizations, and even the two cities, 
which would not previously have had much interest 
in, or opportunity for, collaboration. Members 
of the committee have chosen to concentrate on 
the concrete task of deciding whether or not to 
approve a project, rather than vent their positions. 
Observers of RAC meetings and committee members 
themselves have said that, on the rare occasions 
someone has made a provocative statement, others 
on the committee “have been good at not taking 
the bait.”

While the city governments have always enjoyed 
good relations with the agency, the general public has 
not. For a long time, the Forest Service was seen as 
the source of rules and regulations restricting access 
to and use of the forest. Loggers saw the Forest 
Service as a police force preventing them from 
carrying out their work. The native community had 
seen the Forest Service take over important cultural 
sites at the mouth of the Stikine River, then use them 
to attract visitors to the forest. After the collapse of 
the timber industry—which many residents blamed 
on the Forest Service—there have been further 
tensions with the agency over access to the forest for 

subsistence activities such as hunting, fishing, and 
gathering wild foods. There is resentment that it is 
now necessary to buy permits for these activities, 
which are considered to be entitlements, guaranteed 
by law to all Alaskan residents.

Relations between the public and the Forest 
Service have improved over the last few years. 
At a time when the cities have had to cut their 
budgets, Forest Service staff have played their part 
in volunteering to keep services and activities such 
as school sports alive. The agency is being seen 
less as an imposition from outside, and more as a 
part of the community. The Wrangell Community 
Association (WCA) has found district rangers 
to be more responsive to native concerns about 
sensitive issues, such as the removal and custody 
of bones and artifacts from archaeological sites 
on the forest. The WCA now has a liaison person 
with the district ranger’s office in Wrangell to 
bring issues such as the protection of ritual sites 
to the attention of the agency. While the RAC is 
not directly responsible for these changes, it has 
been a part of the wider processes of change. It 
has approved visible, popular projects, and the 
community is aware that Forest Service support 
has been essential to its success.

Forest Service staff, members of the RAC, 
elected officials, and others point to the RAC’s 
success in crafting partnerships with institutions as 
different as the Petersburg Indian Association and 
the Muskeg Meadows Golf Club as evidence of its 
importance in reshaping relations between diverse 
interests within the community. Local companies, 
clubs, and individuals have all volunteered to 
take part in implementing projects. Although 
they receive no compensation, the value of the 
materials, equipment, and labor they contribute 
often exceeds the value of the funds the RAC has 
approved for the project.

State-RAC-Forest Service Relations
In the absence of counties, the state of Alaska 

has been an important actor in the implementation 
of the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-
Determination Act. The state adds a fourth point to 
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the triangle of city or borough (rather than county)-
RAC-Forest Service relations.

The Division of Community Advocacy under 
the Alaska Department of Commerce already had 
a long working relationship with the Forest Service 
Regional Office in Juneau and with the Forest Service 
in Washington DC, primarily through allocating 
the 25% revenue payments to Rural Education 
Attendance Areas, boroughs, and cities. Good 
relations between the agencies have been important in 
the successful adaptation of the legislation to Alaska’s 
context. The success of at least some of the RACs 
in Alaska, including the Wrangell-Petersburg RAC, 
is evidence of effective collaboration between the 
state and the Forest Service, and a testimony to their 
commitment to community involvement in decision-
making on national forests, although the RAC itself 
has not been responsible for any changes in the way 
they work together.

Jokes and frequent references to the rivalry 
between the cities of Petersburg and Wrangell point 
to some discomfort about it. In both cities, informants 
agreed that the decision to pool resources and form 
a joint RAC has been a positive step. Members of 
the RAC from both cities have found that working 
together on the RAC has helped them to recognize 
their common interests and to look for ways to use 
Title II funds to advance those interests. Sharing the 
same experience of the loss of the timber industry, the 
major source of livelihoods in their communities, has 
brought the two cities closer together, and the RAC 
has helped them to recognize, in the words of one city 
official, that, “What is good for one is not necessarily 
bad for the other.” There is even the possibility now 
that the two cities could be more open than they have 
been in the past to pressure from the state to form 
one unified borough rather than to continue as two 
separate first class cities.

Forest communities in Alaska have experienced 
loss of jobs and shrinking budgets for schools and 
roads as a consequence of changes in management 
policies and practices on the national forests. Residents 
of these communities believe that the Forest Service 
has acted in response to pressure from interest groups 
in distant urban centers, and they complain that 
the agency has not consulted them or considered 
their welfare when making decisions affecting their 
lives and futures. The importance of the RAC to 
communities such as Wrangell and Petersburg lies 
less in the amount of funding available to it, and more 
in the recognition that people who live in or near the 
Tongass National Forest have an interest in its future, 
and that their voices are a valued part of the dialogue 
that shapes the public interest in whose name the 
national forests are managed.

State and Federal agencies have had to work 
closely together to adapt P.L.106-393 to a structure 
of local government that does not fit the model for 
which the legislation was initially designed. The 
experience of allocating the 25% timber revenue 

payments in the past provided a framework for the 
process of adaptation, and, despite the effort involved, 
state and Forest Service staff believe that it has 
been worthwhile. Their task has been complicated, 
though, by uncertainty about the kinds of projects 
that are allowed under the legislation. The Division 
of Community Advocacy in the Department of 
Commerce, Community, and Economic Development 
must approve Title III projects. Authoritative and 
accessible information and guidance would make it 
easier to respond to project proposals without undue 
delays.

Secure payments under Title I of P.L.106-393 
have allowed communities to fund their schools 
without resorting to increased taxes—a route which 
in any case is only an option for boroughs, home rule, 
and first class cities (second class cities may tax their 
residents, but not for educational purposes since they 
are not authorized to provide public education). Some 
boroughs and cities have welcomed the opportunities 
to use Title III funds for activities such as search and 
rescue, but the cities of Petersburg and Wrangell have 

Conclusion



Wrangell and Petersburg, Alaska Case Study

19Sierra Institute for Community and Environment

preferred to take advantage of the flexibility and the 
wider array of projects allowed under Title II. Since 
their communities are almost completely surrounded 
by national forest land, the requirement that projects 
benefit the national forest is not a constraint. The RAC 
has been able to select projects that enhance access to 
the forest, use the forest resource to attract visitors 
to the cities, and restore some of the subsistence 
activities such as fishing and gathering that local 
people have traditionally enjoyed. As a result of these 
projects, the forest is once again becoming an asset 
and a resource for local communities.

The Wrangell-Petersburg RAC has helped to forge 
the beginnings of a consensus about the future of the 
forest. It has also been instrumental in generating a 
better understanding in the community of the Forest 
Service and its operations. Perhaps most importantly, 
it has encouraged two cities with many common 
interests and concerns to pool their resources and to 
work together to face the future, rather than to travel 
separate and, perhaps, counterproductive paths.

Establishing a RAC in Alaska is complicated not 
only by the state’s unusual administrative structure, 
but also by its geography. The logistical challenges 
of bringing members from small communities with 
no roads together in one place for meetings add to the 
costs of operating a RAC. It maybe difficult to find 
enough volunteers from a small population who are 
willing to dedicate the considerable time and energy 
needed to serve on a committee. The Wrangell-
Petersburg RAC has overcome these challenges with 
generous assistance from the Forest Service, but the 
Alaskan example suggests it may be helpful to build 
some flexibility into the legislation to allow smaller 
committees in smaller communities and where 
transportation is as challenging as it is in Alaska.

The Wrangell—Petersburg RAC faces two 
challenges, which currently weaken its capacity to 
represent the communities and to make a lasting 
contribution to the local economy. Both cities are 
home to native communities who have so far had little 
to do with the RAC, either as sponsors of projects, or 
as an interest group represented on the committee. 

There is no evidence of any hostility between the 
two native associations and the RAC, but a more 
concerted effort to work together would make the 
RAC more representative of the local population, 
offer opportunities to honor and to recognize the 
native heritage in both project development and in 
selecting projects to fund, and widen the sources 
of funding that could be pooled to support more 
ambitious projects. The contribution of the Petersburg 
Indian Association to the Green’s Creek campground 
rehabilitation project is an example of what could be 
achieved.

The second challenge is to find and to select 
projects that generate long-term, skilled employment. 
There is no easy solution to the problem of 
unemployment in Petersburg and Wrangell, and it 
may be that the RAC does not have access to enough 
funding to support projects that create permanent 
jobs. On the other hand, both cities have been 
working with consultants and with agencies such 
as the Southeast Conference to formulate economic 
development strategies. There may be opportunities 
to draw more explicitly on the recommendations 
of these strategies, in formulating and identifying 
projects suitable for RAC funding. 

The combination of Title I and Title II funds under 
P.L.106-393 has helped to inspire some confidence 
that the cities of Petersburg and Wrangell will now be 
able to educate their youth, to revitalize and diversify 
their economies, and improve the lives of their 
citizens. The Secure Rural Schools and Community 
Self-Determination Act is achieving its objectives. If 
it lapses, one of the possible effects in Alaska could be 
that a number of communities might petition to change 
their status from first class cities to second class cities, 
in order to transfer responsibility for funding schools 
from the city back to the state. For now, most residents 
of cities that have chosen to allocate funds to Title II 
would concur with the assessment of the director of a 
youth service organization based in Juneau that, “The 
RAC is paying dividends we are not even tracking. 
We should celebrate success to help re-energize what 
the RACs can do.”
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Appendix

Table 3: Wrangell-Petersburg Resource Advisory Committee. Approved projects, 2003 - 2005
(Project Description includes the location of the project: P = Petersburg; W = Wrangell)

Year Project Description RAC Funds Category
2003 Mt. Dewey Trail Reconstruction (W) $65,000 Roads
2003 Blaquiere Point (Stikine Flats) Weather Station 

(P / W)
$15,000 Other

2003 Blaquiere Point Boat Ramp (P) $5,000 Roads *
2003 Banana Point Breakwater Repair (P / W) $140,000 Roads *
2003 Green’s Creek Rehabilitation (P) $150,000 Recreation
2003 Sandy Beach Restoration (P) $126,000 Recreation
2004 Travel to National RAC meeting (P / W) $5,500 Other
2005 Thom’s Lake Trail Reconstruction (W) $175,000 Roads
2005 Volunteer Trail Improvements (W) $6,750 Roads
2005 Volunteer Trail Extension (W) $105,300 Roads
2005 OHV Trails, Road 6226 (P) $18,100 Roads
2005 Japanese Knotweed Management (Phase 1) (P) $5,000 Weeds
2005 Mitchell Creek Fishing Trail (P) $4,740 Roads
2005 Travel to National RAC meeting (P / W) $7,500 Other
2005 Petersburg Beach Dumpsite Clean-up (P) $15,000 Watershed
2005 Muskeg Meadows Interpretive Shelter (W) $59,370 Other

Total RAC Project Funds Approved $903,260.00
* The Boat Ramp at Blaquiere Point and the Banana Point Breakwater are both used for boat transportation 
between Petersburg and Wrangell and for access to national forest land. As infrastructure for transport and 
access, they have therefore been listed under ‘Roads.’ (Source: U.S. Forest Service 2005 (b))
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The categories used in the table are the categories used in the 16 case studies prepared by the Sierra 
Institute for Community and Environment, based on categories in P.L.106-393, Section 2b.

Roads Roads, Trails, and Infrastructure maintenance or obliteration
Soils Soil Productivity Improvement
Forest Health Forest Ecosystem Health
Watershed Watershed Restoration and Maintenance
Habitat Wildlife and Fish Habitat
Weeds Noxious and exotic weed control
Natives Re-establishment of native species
Fuels Fuel Management *
Recreation Recreation infrastructure and facilities *
History Historic Preservation *
Other Includes Administrative Costs; NEPA *

* Not listed in Section 2b


