DATE:

July 25, 2014

TO:

Planning Commission

FROM:

Eric Feldt, Planner II, CFM
Community Development Department

FILE NO.:

CSP2014 0015

PROPOSAL:

A State consistency permit for DOT/ PF to install road block gates along Thane
Road for increased avalanche safety.

GENERAL INFORMATION
Applicant:

State of Alaska

Property Owner:

State of Alaska

Property Address:

Thane Road Right-of-Way (State of Alaska)

Legal Description:

Right-of-Way

Parcel Code No.:

N/A

Site Size:

1.3 miles (approx.) between gates

Comprehensive Plan Future
Land Use Designation:
Resource Development; Waterfront Commercial Industrial; and Rural
Dispersed Residential
Zoning:

D-1 & Rural Reserve

Utilities:

Public Water; Private Sewer

Access:

Thane Road

Existing Land Use:

Right-of-Way

Surrounding Land Use:

North
South
East
West

- RR & D-1; Vacant Property
- RR & D-1; Vacant Property
- RR & D-1; Vacant Property
- Gastineau Channel
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ATTACHMENTS
Attachment
Attachment
Attachment

A
B
C

Construction Drawings
Urban Avalanche Path Map
Public Comment

PROPOSAL
The Alaska State Department of Transportation and Public Facilities (DOT/ PF) is improving
avalanche safety along Thane Road by installing two road gates before, and after, several
avalanche paths near the two rock dumps. See location map. These gates will block traffic from
entering areas of avalanche danger.
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BACKGROUND
Thane Road provides the only road access from Juneau to the Rock Dump, Little Rock Dump,
AEL&P power lines, Thane Neighborhood, Thane Ore House, and recreational trails. This road
runs along the foot of Mount Roberts’ and Sheep Mountain’s steep hillsides as it follows the
tidelands. Avalanches are common along this road, especially near the two rock dumps where
snow can often block the road for many hours, leaving people unable to leave or reach their
homes.
On an annual basis, DOT/ PF and the City & Borough of Juneau (CBJ) intentionally releases an
avalanche at Snowslide Creek near the Little Rock Dump to minimize future avalanche build up
and to reduce the duration of road blockage of future avalanches as well. This is done by firing
ordnance through a howitzer from Downtown Douglas. This will continue to be done in the
future.
ANALYSIS
One gate will be installed before the Little Rock Dump and the second gate will be installed 1.3
miles south. There are three large avalanche chutes between the gates: 1) Snowslide Creek,
located between the main Rock Dump and Little Rock Dump; 2) Cross Bay Creek, located just
over 1 mile past (south) of Snowslide Creek; and 3) T014 Middle, located between Snowslide
and Cross Bay Creeks chutes. The Snowslide Creek avalanche chute has a return rate interval
(naturally released) of 1.2 years, the Cross Bay Creek has a return rate of 4.5 years, and the T014
Middle chute has a return rate of 14.6 years. See Attachment A for construction drawings and
Attachment B for map of the avalanche paths. All three avalanche chutes pose danger to users of
Thane Road.
The area between the proposed gates is heavily forested on the uphill side of the road and
undeveloped tidelands on the waterside. All properties along the proposed gates are owned by
the CBJ, Federal government, or AJT Mining Properties Inc.; some mining claims are located on
these lands. The CBJ Docks & Harbors have leased portions of the tidelands between the two
rock dumps for a private entity to construct a new port. The developer has not yet obtained
permits to construct the port.

The Thane Campground (Operated by CBJ Parks & Rec.) is located on the uphill side of Thane
Road next to the northerly proposed road gate. Since this campground is only open during the
summer, it will not be affected by this proposal.
Both gates will be installed within DOT/ PF rights-of-way and would not affect adjacent land
ownership.
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Gregory Patz, DOT/ PF Maintenance & Operations Supervisor, describes the use of the proposed
gates:
“These gates will be used in the event of an avalanche that covers the road, or when we
are conducting avalanche control operations (artillery firing). In the first case, as soon as
we discover that an avalanche has covered the road, we will lower the gates to prevent
traffic from entering the avalanche zone, so that we can conduct control measures and
clean up. In the second case, we will issue public notice of planned avalanche control
operations, then conduct a sweep of the road between the two gates, and then close the
gates prior to artillery firing.”
“Other avalanche safety measures in the area include warning signs advising motorists to
not stop in the avalanche zone, and frequent observations to determine the need for
avalanche control operations.”
The proposed road block gates will increase the safety of those using Thane Road during
avalanches and warnings. The gates will be effective in keeping people safe from potential harm.
CBJ Emergency Programs Manager and avalanche forecaster, Tom Mattice, reviewed the
proposal and stated “This is an industry standard practice and I support it.”
CONFORMITY WITH ADOPTED PLANS
The CBJ Land Use code contains specific permitting processes when developing in mapped
avalanche/ landslide zones, as located in the adopted 1987 map set. There are no proposed
changes to the adopted maps.
The avalanche chapter of the 2012 All-Hazards Mitigation Plan specifically addresses avalanche
chutes along Thane Road. “Large slides can occur on Thane Road and heavily used areas near
Basin Road.” This Plan indicates +19 avalanche paths along Thane Road. There are no specific
recommendations for avalanche mitigation along Thane Road. With that said, there are several
safety measures that are promoted in this chapter that the CBJ continues to do, such as having a
full-time avalanche forecaster and holding annual public education meetings on avalanche
awareness and safety.
The 2013 Comprehensive Plan discusses the hazards of avalanches to populated areas, mentions
the 1987 map set, as well as the 2012 Mitigation Plan. Although there are no specific
recommendations for Thane Road, the following policy is relevant to the proposal:
POLICY 7.17 TO MINIMIZE THE THREAT TO HUMAN SAFETY AND DEVELOPMENT
POSED BY LANDSLIDES (MASS WASTING) AND AVALANCHES.
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Again, the purpose of the road gates is to provide greater public safety avalanche measure along
Thane Road. Therefore, the proposal is consistent with adopted plans.
HABITAT
No mapped habitat regulated by the CBJ Land Use Code will be affected by the project.
PUBLIC COMMENT
Staff received a letter from the public who did not want a road closure and, instead, provided an
alternative idea by having DOT/ PF install a light post that would flash yellow for ‘high
avalanche danger’ and red for ‘closure’. See Attachment C. Staff sent this letter to the applicant
and asked for the alternative idea to be addressed. The applicant’s response to the letter is
provided below.
“The intended purpose of the gates is for times when either an avalanche covers Thane
road or when DOT&PF is actively conducting avalanche control operations (artillery
firing). During these times, it is crucial to have positive traffic control in the avalanche
zone to allow DOT&PF maintenance workers to safely and efficiently perform the
roadway maintenance. The gates will not be closed beyond these events. Flashing lights
would not provide the positive level of traffic control needed to assure the safety of the
public during these operations.”

FINDINGS
The proposal will protect the health and safety of the public along Thane Road by blocking
traffic during times of avalanche emergencies. Although avalanches can be forecasted, predicting
the time of an avalanche release can be difficult. The alternative presented by the public provides
less protection for the public because it would allow people to be in an area of avalanche danger
during times of high avalanche danger (yellow flashing light according to the alternative
approach).

RECOMMENDATION
It is recommended that the Planning Commission adopt the Director's analysis and findings and
grant the requested State Consistency Permit. The permit would allow the development of two
road block gates along Thane Road for increased avalanche safety.

GATE 1 LOCATION
THANE ROAD
LITTLE ROCK DUMP

GASTINEAU CHANNEL

DOUGLAS HARBOR

GATE 2 LOCATION

PROPOSAL: State consistency permit for DOT/PF to install road block gates along Thane Road for
increased avalanche safety.
File No:

CSP2014 0015

Applicant:

State of Alaska

To:

Adjacent Property Owners

Property PCN:

0

Hearing Date:

August 12, 2014

Owner:

State of Alaska

Hearing Time:

7:00 PM

Size:

1.3 Miles Long

Place:

Assembly Chambers

Zoned:

N/A

Municipal Building

Site Address:

Thane Road

155 South Seward Street

Accessed Via:

Thane Road

Juneau, Alaska 99801

PROPERTY OWNERS PLEASE NOTE:
You are invited to attend this Public Hearing and present oral testimony. The Planning Commission will also consider written testimony. You are
encouraged to submit written material to the Community Development Department 14 days prior to the Public Hearing. Materials received by this
deadline are included in the information packet given to the Planning Commission a few days before the Public Hearing. Written material received
after the deadline will be provided to the Planning Commission at the Public Hearing.
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If you have questions, please contact Eric Feldt at eric_feldt@ci.juneau.ak.us
or at 586-0764.
Planning Commission Agendas, Staff Reports and Meeting Results can be viewed at
www.juneau.org/plancomm.
Date notice was printed: July 14, 2014
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