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Executive Summary 
 
 

As fuel prices increase and concerns about global warming rise, Alaskans are looking for 
solutions that could help alleviate both of those worries. A vibrant public transit system 
could be part of that solution. Yet in Alaska, inadequate public transportation investment  
continues while the Alaska Railroad, serving mostly tourists, receives an ever-increasing 
amount of federal funds. Many Alaskan residents cannot afford a car and need to 
commute to work on public transit. 
 
Yet, Alaska is one of only two states that does not provide any state funding to public 
transit, either operating or capital. The Legislature did approve $1.1 million this year, 2008,  
though Governor Palin has not yet signed that amount into law. Duluth Minnesota, a city a 
third the size of Anchorage with many of the same northern challenges, spends as much 
as Anchorage does on public transit. Cleary Anchorage and Alaska need to invest more in 
public transit. 
 
While bus riders wait longer and longer for bus service and other critical public transit,  
Alaska is spending nearly half of its allotment from the Federal Transit Authority (FTA) on 
the Alaska Railroad, an entity that does not currently provide any public transit as defined 
by the FTA. The FTA defines public transit as buses, subways, light rail, commuter rail, 
monorail, passenger ferry boats, trolleys, inclined railways, commuter vanpools and 
people movers. 
 
 

�À For both FY2008 and FY2009, by far the largest single recipient of Alaska’s FTA 
funding is the Alaska Railroad Corporation (ARRC). The 2007 ARRC annual report, 
released in April 2008, says it made $16.3 million in annual earnings on total 
revenues of $169.3 million. By comparison, the ARRC’s annual FTA subsidy is 
$36.7 million for FY2008, and $37.9 million for FY2009. 
 

�À The document 2030 Let’s Get Moving! states that the “approximate value of the 
capital needs of all [transit] systems over the next ten to fifteen years in Alaska is 
$75 million”1. By contrast, the ARRC is slated to receive almost that much FTA 
money in the two-year period spanning FY2008 and FY2009.  

 
 

�À On average the ARRC receives an overall FTA subsidy of approximately $65 per 
passenger-trip, while the Anchorage People Mover receives an approximate FTA 
subsidy of only $1.50 per passenger-trip. In other words, per-passenger FTA 
spending for Alaska Railroad passenger service per passenger-trip is more than 40 
times greater than for People Mover bus service.  

 

                                                 
1
 ADOT&PF, 2030 Let’s Get Moving! Alaska Statewide Long-Range Transportation Policy Plan Update (February 2008), page 

55. Document can be downloaded at http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/areaplans/lrtpp/SWLRTPHome.shtml 
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The Alaska Railroad provides important services to Alaska. But it does not provide public 
transit as defined by the FTA. With fuel prices increasing at a steady pace, congestion 
picking up, and carbon emissions warming the planet – the need for a vibrant public 
transit service is apparent. The State of Alaska has not invested enough in public transit 
and this is exacerbated by the inordinate amount of federal money earmarked for transit 
going to a service provider that simply does not provide public transit. 
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
 

�À End the use of FTA public transit money to the Alas ka 
Railroad, unless it is expressly ear-marked for com muter 
rail. 
 

�À The State should invest in public transit, just lik e every 
other state does. 
 

�À In addition, the State should challenge local entit ies to 
match the money it invests in both capital and oper ating 
expenses for public transit. 
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1. Introduction: 
 
The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) provides financial and technical assistance to local public transit 
systems.  It is one of 10 modal administrations within the United States Department of Transportation (DOT). 
The FTA manages about $9 billion per year in financial assistance to support transit agencies in all 50 
states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, and 
American Samoa. Headed by an administrator who is appointed by the President, the FTA functions through 
its Washington, D.C. headquarters office and ten regional offices. Alaska is part of the FTA’s Region 10, 
which has its regional office in Seattle. In 2006, FTA Region 10 provided $457,196,216 in federal funding, 
awarding 247 grants within the region, which includes the states of Alaska, Idaho, Oregon and Washington.   
 
In 1962, President John F. Kennedy sent a major transportation message to the U.S. Congress, calling for 
the establishment of a program of federal capital assistance for mass transportation. Said President 
Kennedy: "To conserve and enhance values in existing urban areas is essential. But at least as important 
are steps to promote economic efficiency and livability in areas of future development. Our national welfare 
therefore requires the provision of good urban transportation, with the properly balanced use of private 
vehicles and modern mass transport to help shape as well as serve urban growth".2 President Lyndon 
Johnson signed the Urban Mass Transportation Act of 1964 into law, creating the Urban Mass 
Transportation Administration. The agency was mandated to provide federal assistance for mass transit 
projects, including the initial $375 million in capital assistance over three years mandated by the act. In 
1991, the agency was renamed the Federal Transit Administration. 
 
The FTA defines public transit as buses, subways, light rail, commuter rail, monorail, passenger ferry boats, 
trolleys, inclined railways, commuter vanpools and people movers. The Federal government, through the 
FTA, provides financial assistance to develop new transit systems and improve, maintain, and operate 
existing systems. Primarily through its ten regional offices, the FTA oversees grants to state and local transit 
providers, and is responsible for ensuring that grantees follow federal mandates along with statutory and 
administrative requirements. 
 
Many Alaskans are unaware of the FTA, and how its dollars are spent in Alaska. Public transit in Alaska 
receives almost no support from the state government, and therefore depends upon federal and local 
funding sources. According to the state of Alaska’s 2030 Let’s Get Moving! transportation planning 
document:  
 

Unique among Alaska modes of transportation, transit receives no State assistance in support of operations or capital 
program. State funding for transit in Alaska would bridge a significant gap in current transit funding in Alaska and would give 
an important boost to transit operations in both urban and rural parts of the state. Any state operating budget should be 
provided on a matching basis to complement local and private-non-profit funding.3  

 
2. Summary of FTA funding in Alaska: 
 
The FTA funding statistics below are from the latest draft amendment of the 2006-2009 State Transportation 
Improvement Plan (STIP), released by the Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities 
(ADOT&PF)4.  
 

                                                 
2
  FTA webpage, accessed April 5, 2008: http://www.fta.dot.gov/about/about_FTA_history.html 

 
3
 ADOT&PF, 2030 Let’s Get Moving! Alaska Statewide Long-Range Transportation Policy Plan Update (February 2008), page 

56. Document can be downloaded at http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/areaplans/lrtpp/SWLRTPHome.shtml 
       
4
 ADOT&PF, 2006-2009 State Transportation Improvement Plan (STIP) DRAFT Amendment #17, March 7, 2008. Document 

can be downloaded at http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/cip_stip/stip06_09.shtml 
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             Table 1: FTA funding in Alaska summary (by sectio n) for FY2008 and FY2009 5
 

FTA Section: Recipient FY2008 FY2009 
5307 - Capital and Operating Funds for Urbanized Areas Anchorage, Fairbanks 6,691,500 6,816,500 
5307RR – Urban Rail set-aside Alaska Railroad Corp. 18,912,352 20,331,254 
5309BU – Bus and Bus Facilities Various 10,419,000 13,398,000 
5309FG – Fixed Guideway Modernization Alaska Railroad Corp. 17,181,327 17,613,661 
5309NS – New Starts (fixed guideway)  AMHS, Denali Comm. 22,358,600 17,232,000 
5310 – Elderly and Persons with Disabilities Program statewide    645,600  298,300 
5311 – Nonurbanized Area Formula Program statewide 6,242,300  6,124,500 
5316 – Job Access and Reverse Commute statewide    284,900  107,400 
5317 –  New Freedom Program statewide    140,300  53,600 
5320 –  Alternative Transportation in Parks and Public Lands City of Gustavus 4,200,000  0 
    

Total  $87,075,779 $81,975,215 
 

FY2008 Federal Transit Administration spending in A laska 

Total: $87 million
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5
  Source: Fiscal summary of available funds (p. 30 of STIP amendment #17 draft). Section 5307RR and 5309FG figures from 

direct correspondence with ARRC, FY2009 amounts are estimates. Note: FY2008 numbers include carryover from previous years. 
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FY2009 Federal Transit Administration spending in A laska 

Total: $82 million
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For both FY2008 and FY2009, by far the largest single recipient of Alaska’s FTA funding is the Alaska 
Railroad Corporation (ARRC). The 2007 ARRC annual report, released in April 2008, says it made $16.3 
million in annual earnings on total revenues of $169.3 million. By comparison, the ARRC’s annual FTA 
subsidy is $36.7 million for FY2008, and $37.9 million for FY2009. 
 
The federal SAFETEA-LU law allows the ARRC to spend FTA Section 5307 and 5309 funds (described 
below) for any capital and operating costs throughout the entire Alaska Railroad system (extending from 
Seward to North Pole), regardless of location. These 5307/5309 FTA funds are used by the ARRC mostly 
for capital improvements, including track and bridge rehabilitation, preventative maintenance, collision 
avoidance and security systems, and tunnel maintenance. For the FTA’s Urbanized Area Formula Program 
(49 U.S.C. 5307), an exception is made to allow 60% of the Alaska Railroad’s total route miles to be 
considered part of Anchorage’s Urbanized Area (UZA): 
 

To calculate a UZA’s FY2008 apportionment, FTA used population and population density statistics from the 2000 Census 
and (when applicable) validated mileage and transit service data from transit providers’ 2006 National Transit Database 
(NTD) Report Year. Pursuant to 49 U.S.C. 5336(b), FTA used 60 percent of the directional route miles attributable to the 
Alaska Railroad passenger operations system to calculate the apportionment for the Anchorage, Alaska UZA.6 

 
In 2007, the ARRC had an annual ridership of 564,8007 passenger-trips, while Anchorage’s People Mover 
system had about 4,000,000 passenger-trips in 20058. Assuming the same passenger numbers for FY2008, 
on average the ARRC receives an overall FTA subsidy of approximately $65 per passenger-trip, while 
People Mover receives an approximate FTA subsidy of only $1.50 per passenger-trip. In other words, per-
passenger FTA spending for Alaska Railroad passenger service per passenger-trip is more than 40 times 
greater than for People Mover bus service. 
 

                                                 
6
  Federal Register/Vol. 73, No. 18/January 28, 2008/Notices, page 4960. 

 
7
  Alaska Railroad Corporation 2007 Annual Report. Document can be downloaded at 

http://www.alaskarailroad.com/arrc190.html 

8
  Anchorage People Mover webpage, accessed April 5, 2008: http://www.muni.org/transit1/about.cfm 
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The document 2030 Let’s Get Moving! states that the “approximate value of the capital needs of all [transit] 
systems over the next ten to fifteen years in Alaska is $75 million”9. By contrast, the ARRC is slated to 
receive almost that much FTA money in the two-year period spanning FY2008 and FY2009.  
 
Also notable is that the Ketchikan Gateway Borough (population 13,000) for FY2009 received almost twice 
the amount of FTA funding for transit service than both the Municipality of Anchorage and Fairbanks North 
Star Borough (combined population of 380,000). The vast majority of the FTA funding received by the 
Ketchikan Gateway Borough was for the Ketchikan Shipyard. And for a dock replacement allotment for 
FY2008, Gustavus (population 440) received an amount of FTA money roughly two-thirds the size of the 
combined FTA allotment to Anchorage and Fairbanks transit. 
 
 
3. FTA funding in Alaska by section: 
 
Section 5307: Capital and Operating Funds for Urbanized Areas 

 
FY2008:      FY2009: 

 
Municipality of Anchorage, transit10                6,218,000    6,343,000    
 
Fairbanks North Star Borough, transit11       473,500    473,500   
 

Anchorage and Fairbanks (total 5307):            $6 ,691,500        $6,816,500 
 
 
Also called the Urbanized Area Formula Program, section 5307 funds are distributed directly by the FTA to 
transit operations in eligible Urbanized Areas (UZAs), under the direction of a local transportation planning 
authority. Anchorage Metropolitan Area Transportation Solutions (AMATS) is the designated Metropolitan 
Planning Organization (MPO) for the Municipality of Anchorage, while Fairbanks Metropolitan Area 
Transportation Solutions (FMATS) is the MPO for the Fairbanks North Star Borough, the City of Fairbanks, 
and the City of North Pole.  
 
In addition to the FTA funding listed above, it should be noted that the Municipality of Anchorage’s public 
transit department also receives CMAQ transit funding (via AMATS) from the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA). This FHWA/CMAQ funding for Anchorage transit amounted to $1,650,000 for 
FY2008, and $855,000 for FY2009.12  
 
 
Section 5307RR: Urban Rail set-aside13 

 
       FY2008:       FY2009: 

 
Alaska Railroad Corporation (total 5307RR):            $18,912,352    $20,331,254 

 
                                                 
9
 ADOT&PF, 2030 Let’s Get Moving! Alaska Statewide Long-Range Transportation Policy Plan Update (February 2008), page 

55. Document can be downloaded at http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/areaplans/lrtpp/SWLRTPHome.shtml 
 
10

 AMATS Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) – Amendment #1, June 29, 2007   (Amendment #15 to STIP). Document 
can be downloaded at http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/cip_stip/stip06_09.shtml 
 
11

  FMATS TIP – Amendment #6, June 29, 2007   (Amendment #16 to STIP): Document can be downloaded at 
http://dot.alaska.gov/stwdplng/cip_stip/stip06_09.shtml 
 
12

  AMATS TIP – Amendment #1 
 
13

  Direct correspondence with Mr. Bruce Carr, ARRC Director of Strategic Planning. Note: FY2009 amount is an estimate, and 
FY2008 number includes carryover from previous years. 
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Section 5309BU: Capital program for new and replacement buses and facilities 
 

FY2008:     FY2009: 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5309BU):              $10,4 19,000    $13,398,000 
 
 

Table 2: 5309BU breakdown for FY2008 and FY2009 14
 

STIP “Need ID” # Project Recipient FY2008 FY2009 
6383 Ketchikan Shipyard Ketchikan Gateway Borough $2,240,000 $11,760,000 
19074 Transit buses and transit center City & Borough of Juneau 2,117,000 816,000 
19094 Hoonah ferry terminal City of Hoonah 1,446,400 549,000 
21494 Sawmill Creek intermodal facility City & Borough of Sitka 1,941,700 0 
19227 Copper River Transit Program Copper River Native Assoc. 1,457,700 0 
19255 Demolition of Whitter wharf Alaska Railroad Corporation 591,000 0 
19114 Mat-Su transit needs City of Wasilla 361,900 137,000 
19117 Skagway intermodal  City of Skagway 425,800 0 
19095 Ketchikan transit needs Ketchikan Gateway Borough 181,400 68,000 
19116 Sitka transit needs City & Borough of Sitka 181,400 68,000 
19440 Alaska Mental Health Trust transit Alaska Mental Health Trust 5,700 0 

 
The project with the largest 5309BU (transit bus and bus facilities) allotment for both FY2008 and FY2009 
was the Ketchikan Shipyard (STIP #6383), a facility that does not provide any bus transit service. The 
Ketchikan Shipyard alone makes up almost 88% of Alaska’s total Section 5309BU funding for FY2009.  
 
The Hoonah ferry terminal project (STIP #19094) received 5309BU allotments of $1,446,400 for FY2008 
and $549,000 for FY2009. This money is to construct improvements at the Hoonah AMHS terminal; Hoonah 
has no bus transit service.  
 
The Sawmill Creek Intermodal Facility project in Sitka (STIP #21494) received a 5309BU allotment of 
$1,941,700 for FY2008. This money is for paving the parking and staging areas of the “Sawmill Creek 
intermodal facility”, which is more commonly known as the Sawmill Cove Industrial Park. The facility is an 
80-acre waterfront industrial park, and is not served by any form of public transit.   
 
The demolition of a wharf in Whittier by the ARRC (STIP #19255) received a 5309BU allotment of $591,000 
for FY2008. There is no transit bus service in Whittier, nor any clear evidence that the wharf demolition 
would benefit any other type of bus infrastructure.  
 
The Skagway Intermodal Facility (STIP #19177) received a 5309BU allotment of $591,000 for FY2008 
involves the Port of Skagway. No transit buses would use this facility, only tourist buses.  
 
In sum, allotments for actual ‘bus transit needs’ amounted to 36% of total Alaska 5309BU funding for 
FY2008, and only 8% of FY2009 funding. 
 
 
 
Section 5309FG: Capital program for fixed guideway modernization (existing rail and ferry systems)15 

 
FY2008:     FY2009: 

 
Alaska Railroad Corporation (total 5309FG):  $17,18 1,327    $17,613,661 

 
Section 5309NS: (New Starts) Capital program for new fixed-guideway systems (rail and ferry)16 

                                                 
14

  STIP Amendment #17 draft. Note: FY2008 amounts include carryover from previous years. 
 
15

  Direct correspondence with Mr. Bruce Carr, ARRC Director of Strategic Planning. Note: FY2009 amount is an estimate, and 
FY2008 number includes carryover from previous years. 
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FY2008:      FY2009: 

 
Denali Commission (docks, waterfront infrastructure)      5,000,000     5,000,000 
 
Alaska Marine Highway System                 17,358,600      12,232,000 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5309NS):              $22,3 58,000    $17,232,000 
 
 
 
Section 5310: Elderly and Persons with Disabilities Program17 

       FY2008:        FY2009: 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5310):             $645,600  $298,300 
 
 
 
Section 5311: Nonurbanized Area Formula Program18      

  FY2008:        FY2009: 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5311):             $6,242,3 00 $6,124,500 
 
 
 
Section 5316:Job Access and Reverse Commute19 

       FY2008:        FY2009: 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5316):              $284,90 0 $107,400 
 
 
 
Section 5317: New Freedom Program20 

       FY2008:        FY2009: 
 

Alaska statewide (total 5317):               $140,3 00 $53,600 
 
 
Section 5320: Alternative Transportation in Parks and Public Lands (ATPPL) Program21 
 

       FY2008:        FY2009: 
 

Gustavus Dock Replacement (total 5320):  $4,200,000       $       0 
 

                                                                                                                                                                  
16

  Fiscal summary of available funds (page 30 of STIP amendment #17 draft). Note: FY2008 number includes carryover from 
previous years. 
 
17

  Ibid. 

18
  Ibid.  

19
  Ibid.  

 
20

  Ibid.  
 
21

  Ibid.  
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Conclusion 
 

The Alaska Railroad provides important services to Alaska. But it does not provide public 
transit as defined by the FTA. With gas prices increasing at a steady pace, congestion 
picking up, and carbon emissions warming the planet - a vibrant public transit service can 
combat all those. The State of Alaska has not invested enough in public transit and 
this is exacerbated by the inordinate amount of federal money earmarked for transit yet 
going to a service provider that simply does not provide public transit. 
 
AkPIRG is eager for commuter rail service to begin from the Mat-Su Valley to Anchorage. 
Already vanpools, park-n-ride and buses all serve savvy commuters from the Valley. 
Commuter rail will be another option and the railroad is investing in it. Yet, the current 
amount of money going to railroad is in no way a justifiable public transit expense. 
 
Alaska deserves a vibrant public transit system to enhance our community, promote 
economic development and reduce carbon emissions. Alaska needs to end the use of 
FTA public transit money to fund the Alaska Railroad, unless it is expressly for commuter 
rail. 
 
This report shows the unique opportunity that Alaska has to make a significant investment 
in public transit. AkPIRG will work to secure that investment. 


