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Gakona Village School Road Rehab
Date of Report: 9/25/2009




Date of Site Visit:  8/6/2009    
General Information

	Road Type
	Length
	Width
	Speed
	Maintenance

	Urban Residential
	.6 miles
	15-25 feet
	20 mph
	City of Gakona

	Approx ADT
	Design Vehicle
	Funding
	
	Ownership

	50
	School Bus
	$2.4 million
	
	Mixed


Condition Requiring Relief
The road is inaccessible to school buses due to safety and road width concerns.  The bus currently turns around at the intersection with the highway and the kids have to walk to their homes.  The desire is to move the bus turnaround to the community center.
Additional Conditions

The school road also provides access to the community center and current and planned HUD housing.   About 500 feet of the road is between two ponds and only about 15 feet wide with 1.5:1 fill slopes.  
There are drainage issues with large puddles forming during wet times and frequent potholes.

There are additional concerns on vehicle speed because a number of children play on or near the road.














Purpose and Objectives

Primary Purpose:  To improve the road structure to accommodate year round, two-way traffic from the highway to the community center and housing.

Additional Objectives:
· Providing road surfacing that takes into consideration the city’s maintenance capabilities (evaluate gravel versus hard surfacing);

· Use speed calming measures (signs, speed bumps, etc.) to limit safety risks;
· Address road stability including permafrost issues;
· Address road drainage issues (will require culvert installations and grade raises); and

· Avoiding and mitigating impacts to wetlands and waterways adjacent to the road.
Location
Gakona, population 236, is at the confluence of the Copper and Gakona Rivers, 15 miles northeast of Glennallen and 250 miles northeast of Anchorage.  It is accessible by road at mile 2 on the Tok Cutoff to the Glenn Highway, just east of the Richardson Highway.
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The School Road is between the Glenn Highway (Tok Cutoff) and the community center in Gakona. The road starts at Mile 4.5 on Tok Cutoff, T6N, R1E, Section 10, Copper River Meridian, Chitina Recording District
Beginning Lat/Long:  62 18’50.18” N/145 13’ 05.91” W

End Lat/Long: 62 19’05.20” N/145 12’ 12.81” W
Ahtna Indians have lived in the Copper River basin for 5,000 to 7,000 years.  Gakona served as a wood and fish camp and later became a permanent village and key stopping point for travelers on the old Valdez-Fairbanks Trail.  
Today, the Gakona economy is based on local businesses and seasonal tourist travel, including local fishing and hunting guides, rafting operations and outfitters.  Residents also rely on subsistence activities and trapping.  
The Native Village of Gakona is the federally-recognized tribe.  There is not an organized city entity.  The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) regional corporation for Gakona is the Ahtna, Inc.  Gakona is part of the Mt. Sanford Tribal Consortium, the regional native health corporation.  
Alternatives
The reasonable alternatives to address the conditions are limited to design, cost, and stakeholder considerations.  The road location and termini are fixed and it would be impractical to consider other alignments or solutions.

Design Considerations
The road alignment is generally flat and the adjacent terrain is gently rolling.  The existing gravel road has severe rutting and potholes.  The first 1000 feet of the road off of Highway 1 travels between 2 ponds.  USGS topographic maps show a gravel pit at the location of the ponds.  The water in the pond was 1 to 2 feet deep adjacent to the road embankment.

Current use is for access to the community center and about 10 homes.  There are additional houses planned and under construction, though there space constraints make unlikely the road would access more than 15 homes in the future.  These homes are being constructed by Copper River Basin Regional Housing Authority.
The road way width is different for two sections of the road.  In the section of road from the intersection of Highway 1 between the ponds the roadway is a 14’ single lane. Beyond the ponds the roadway is a 24’ two-way road.  At the community center there is a widened area for drop off and turnaround for passenger vehicles. 

The classification for the proposed road project would be Urban Residential with a low ADT (≤ 400) and a design speed of 20 mph or less. Traffic would consist of primarily passenger vehicles and school buses with rare occasion of large trucks or heavy vehicles. There is known to be occasional end-dump truck use of the road.  Design standards for this classification and traffic would primarily follow AASHTO Guidelines for Geometric Design of Very Low-Volume Roads.

The proposed project would reconstruct the first 1000 feet from the intersection of Highway 1 to the entrance of the community center. A 3R design would be needed for the final 2000 feet of the project from the community center to the end of the residential areas. 

The reconstruction section would consist with vertical alignment changes to improve the access for large vehicles, widen the roadway to 24’ and improve drainage. Minimal changes to the horizontal alignment will be needed. This is to reduce possible impacts to the right of way and environmental resources.

The 3R design for the final 2,000 feet would consist of improving the roadway surfacing, improving roadside drainage, installing cross drains and matching grades to approach roads. At the community center a turn around area for school bus drop off will be need. The road design will be limited by the existing right of way and closely matching the grades of residential approaches on both sides of the road. 
Environmental Considerations
The repairs would involve fill to expand the roadway prism in the road section between ponds, 

smaller fills on or near the existing alignment in other areas to improve alignment and drainage, and minimal excavation for culverts or ditch work on or near the existing roadway.  This work would largely take place in recently disturbed areas, including the existing road prism and gravel ponds.
There is no THPO.  There are no known historic resources in the project area.  Consultation for the community center located on the roadway on 5/2/2006 resulted in a letter from SHPO stating “No Historic Properties Affected”.  The Gakona Lodge and several buildings make up the Gakona Historic District, which is on the NRHP but over a mile from the proposed project.  The status of archaeological sites in the area is unknown, though the area has been largely disturbed including the gravel ponds, existing road and building construction.
There are no T&E Species, Critical Habitat or key wildlife concerns.  The water adjacent to the road is nearly stagnant, very shallow, and not connected to other water bodies except during flooding.  It is highly likely that it freezes completely in the winter, so fish presence is likely limited.  
Vegetation adjacent to the road is sparse, limited to brush and grass.  There is forest nearby though few if any trees would be impacted by the proposed project.

The nearby Copper River is not Wild and Scenic but sustains a world famous salmon run and corresponding fisheries interest.  The Gulkana River is a designated Wild and Scenic River but is over five miles from the project site.
The Village provided copies of the research and work they had done for an EA for building the community center and work they started in preparation to write an EA for the road project.  

A jurisdictional determination was provided to the Village by the USACE on May 16, 2008 confirming jurisdiction over waters adjacent to the project.  One possible mitigation measure would be to remove an existing illegal road that bisects the ponds and intersects the School Road from the south.  This would require coordination and approval from Ahtna, Inc.
There were no indications of hazardous waste presence, and the no sites found on the EPA’s Superfund Information Systems website for the area.
There are limited concerns with impacts to noise, visual, recreation, or socioeconomic impacts since the project is upgrading an existing facility.  The village is in an attainment area for air quality.
There are no impacts to 4(f) resources, the project is not in a Coastal Zone, there are no prime or unique farmlands in Alaska, and there are no sole source aquifers in Alaska  (per the EPA website and pers comm. with Martha Lenz, EPA).  The Village provided a signed statement confirming that there are not any environmental justice issues associated with the project.  (dated 5/9/06)
Geotechnical Considerations

Existing Subsurface Information

Limited subsurface information is available along the project alignment.  A subsurface investigation consisting of three test pits was completed for construction of the new Gakona Clinic (Lujan, 2006).  The material encountered in the test pits consisted of sand and gravel.  The test pits extended 8 to 10 feet below the ground surface.  Ice was not encountered in any of the test pits.  Groundwater was encountered at depths between 5 and 10 feet below the ground surface.

The AKDOT&PF performed a geotechnical investigation for the Tok Cutoff Mile 0-30 (Ondra, 1987).

Site Observations 

At the time of the site visit, a well was being installed across the road from the Health Clinic on a lot on a hill above the road.  The driller indicated that permafrost was encountered from a depth of 2 feet to 17 feet and then silty soil was encountered to a depth of 47 feet.  Water was encountered at about 40 feet.  

Soils observed in cuts along the alignment consisted mostly of sand and gravel with some cobbles and a few boulders.  Cobbles were observed at the bottom of the pond.

Three groundwater wells are immediately adjacent to the existing road across from the apartments at the north end of the road.  

Material Needs and Sources
A sand and gravel pit was observed about one mile west of Gulkana on Highway 1.  The material consisted of sand and gravel with some cobbles and boulders.  

There is an Ahtna-owned gravel source at Mile 7.5 of the Tok Cutoff, 3 miles east of School Road.  There is pit run available from Ahtna at Mile 14 and 26 (the Village is at Mile 4). There is crushed gravel available at Mile118 Rich/Glenn Hwy (approx. 11 miles) from the Village 
Other sources were identified in the AKDOT&PF Engineering Geology and Soil Report for the Tok Cutoff Mile 0-30.  The sources generally were alluvial deposits located within the Copper River floodplain adjacent to the highway.

Right of Way

The first 500’ is in the AKDOT Glenn Highway ROW.  The next 500’ is in Tract C, owned by Ahtna Corporation.  The next 600’ is in U.S. Survey 5560 Lot 4, owned by Ahtna Corporation.  The next 700’ is in a 60’ ROW dedicated in Gakona Subdivision Plat 83-12.  The final 700’ is in U.S. Survey 5560 Lot 4, owned by Ahtna Corporation.

The Ahtna land is leased to the Native Village of Gakona under 40-50 year term leases.  Preliminary communication with Ahtna found that they planned to add the road easement to these leases.

The BLM’s Spatial Data Management System shows native allotments west of the project site.  (http://sdms.ak.blm.gov/isdms/imf.jsp?site=sdms)
Utilities

Utilities consist of over head power lines, buried telecommunication cables and buried water and sewer lines. The power lines have power poles that exist along the roadside approximately 20’ offset from the centerline of the road. The buried telecom lines and water sewer lines are assumed to be buried near or underneath the road. There are pedestal for the buried lines along the roadside approximately 20’ offset from the centerline of the road.

Road Surfacing and Maintenance

The Village has no maintenance equipment and little means for maintenance.  IRR money could be used for maintenance.
A surfacing that has limited dust is desired as Gakona is in a generally dry area where dust is a problem.  A chip seal or HMAC would be preferred.
The road is plowed by residents in the winter time.
Safety

There are no records of accidents on the road.  There are children in the neighborhood that frequently play on or near the road.  Even with the poor road conditions restricting vehicle speeds, there is an existing safety concern.  Improved road conditions and would greatly increase the concerns if vehicle speeds were not somehow controlled, such as signage or removable speed bumps (due to plowing issues).
Hydraulics

The project is in a non-FEMA designated floodplain.  In our discussions in the field, local information reported that during high water events the water typically is at least 2 feet below the top of the road and it does not flood the road.
There are drainage concerns due to lack of adequate drainage.  The proposed project would include culvert cross drains and ditches to improve drainage.

Acquisitions

The project is on the road system.  There is a desire for local involvement, the Village referred three local contractors-Ahtna Construction, Northwind Enterprises, and O&S Construction.  The nearest 8(a) firm found on the SBA website was over 100 miles away in Tok (Nugget Construction).

The Village does not have the capability for contract administration or any equipment to use in construction.

Construction

Access would need to be maintained during construction, though delays and temporary closures would likely be permitted with advance notice.  

The ground is generally snow free from May 15 until October 31.

Stakeholders and Lead Contacts

· Denali Commission-Mike McKinnon
907-523-9877

mgmckinnon@gci.net

· Gakona Native Village Council-Charlene Nollner, Administrator, and Suzi Lappi, Office Clerk
907-822-5777

gakonavc@cvinternet.net


· Alaska DOT&PF-Ethan Birkholz

   
ethan.birkholz@alaska.gov
· USACE-Joseph Conner, Regulatory Specialist (or Skip Joy)
907-753-2735 joseph.w.conner@usace.army.mil
· Copper Valley Electric-Chris Botulinski, Manager of Engineering

907-822-3211

botulinski@cvea.org 
· Ahtna, Inc-Joe Bovee-material sites, land ownership and ground survey

907-822-3476 JBovee@ahtna-inc.com
Project Support/Opposition
The School Road is the #1 priority in the Village LRTP.

There is no known project opposition.  The USACE will be a key stakeholder due to the needs to fill in waters of the U.S.  The access during construction, restoration of disturbed areas, and safety issues are likely a concern for the community.  

Construction timing would be best from June to October.  Local traffic would need to be accommodated during construction as the roads are the main access routes for the town.

The city has a ROW for the road that would likely accommodate the reconstruction.  Material source availability and environmental issues are yet to be determined.  The nearby presence of mountains would suggest that gravels are available. There may be some wetlands impacts due to the nature of the road problems.

Cost Estimates and Funding

The existing $2.4 million in Denali Commission funds is within a reasonable range of project costs based on rough estimates ($2-3 million).  This is assuming there would not be any extraordinary costs that may well arise in development of the project, including much higher than average project and construction engineering costs or costs to address environmental concerns.
PHOTOGRAPHS
(see projectwise folder for more photos)

[image: image2.emf]



























































































































West Fork Road – Red Lodge
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