
by Bob Elliott and Peter Lang 

A v a i l a b i l i t y  and affordability of rental 
homes in Alaska were issues investigated 
recently in a survey of rental market condi- 
tions conducted by the Alaska Department 
of Labor (AKDOL). 

Labor economists and statisticians a t  AK- 
DOL conducted their 1995 Annual Rental 
Market Survey for the  Alaska Housing Fi- 
nance Corporation (AHFC) during the year's 
second quarter, April 1 through June  30. 
The AKDOL and AHFC usually conduct the 
survey in March and April prior to the s tar t  
of the state's seasonal industries. 

Landlords surveyed by mail and telephone 
in ten areas of the s ta te  provided data on 
rental cost, utility type, and vacancy status 
for their rental properties. A database of 
landlords is confidentially maintained by 
AKDOL and updated throughout the year 
using sources such as newspaper advertise- 
ments, property managers, and municipal 
tax roles to identify additional landlords for 
the survey sample. This year's sample size 
increased approximately 25 percent to in- 
clude over 16,400 rental units categorized as 
either "single-family residence" or "apart- 
ment," a category which includes condomin- 
iums. 

The survey revealed an overall statewide 
vacancy rate that  has continued to tighten 
during the past three years, with the major 
urban areas of Anchorage and Fairbanks 
both experiencing vacancy rate declines for 
each year. With the recent retail expansion 
boom and strong service sector employment 
growth, the need for additional low-income 
housing within the state has increased. Al- 
though the high inventories of past years 
have been worked down and new construc- 
tion has been better planned and less specu- 
lative, the  increased costs of land and mate- 
rials have continued to damper development 
of these low-cost housing units. Even with 
recent financing incentive credits to spur 
increased multi-family construction during 
the past two years, an  imbalance between 

supply and demand for affordable rental 
housing apparently remains. Consequent- 
ly, in all but one of the areas surveyed, 
landlords have been able to increase rents 
during the past year. 
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Vacancy Rate Tightens are labor economists with 
the Research & Analysis 
Section, Administratiie 

The overall rental vacancy rate in the sur-  services Division, Alaska 
veyed areas for all types of units, both single- Department of Labor. They 
family residences and apartments, fell from are located in Jmm~. 
4.1% in 1994 to 3.8% in 1995. Rates were still 
the lowest in Juneau a t  1.4%, up slightly 
from last year's 0.8% due to the  increased 
construction of the past two years. (See 
Figure 1.) The Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
was unchanged with the second lowest rate 
a t  2.2%. One-half of the areas surveyed had 
higher vacancy rates than for the  prior year. 
Lower rates reported by the  other half in- 

Source: Alaska Department 01 Labor, Research & Analysis Section 
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Percent of Units with Utilities 
Average Rent Median Rent Included In Contract Rent 

Unlts Vacant Vacancy 

Surveyed Communities Contract Adjusted Contract Adjusted Surveyed Unlts Rate (96) Heat Lights Hot Water Water Sewer Garbage 

Anchorage Borough 
Fairbanks North 

Star Borough 
Juneau Borough 
Kenai Peninsula Bor. 
Ketchikan Gateway Bor. 
Kodiak Island Borough 
Matanuska-Susitna Bor. 
Sitka Borough 
Valdez-Cordova CA 
Wrangell-Petersburg CA 

Overall Averagesfrotals $666 $716 $650 $676 16,404 621 3.8 71.5 24.2 69.0 87.5 87.6 84.4 

Source: Alaska Depaltrnent of Labor, Research & Analysis Section, 1995 Annual Rental Market Survey. 

Lower rates reported by the other half in- - eluded the larger population areas of An- 
chorage and Fairbanks, down 1.2% and 0.3%, 
respectively. Both the Wrangell-Petersburg 
area and Sitka had the  highest rates a t  6.1%, 
and may be continuing to experience reper- 
cussions from recent closures of the sawmills 

Anchorage in Wrangell and Sitka. Sitka also reported 
the greatest increase in vacancy rates, a t  

Fairbanks 2.3% over the prior year, while Kodiak Is- 

Juneau 
79 =on 

land and ~ e n a i  had the &eatest declines in 
their vacancy rates, dropping from 5.4% to 

Kenai 3.3% and from 4.8% to 3.3%, respectively. 
Although the Valdez-Cordova survey area 

Ketchikan - m3 SBO I had thehighest vacancy rates and rents, the 

u21 I data were regarded as unreliable due to small Kodiak 
s a 2 n  sample size and  questionable survey respons- 

Mat-Su 

Sitka 

0 2 Q  1993 EA1Q 1994 1 2 Q  1995 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 

es that  may havk skewed the results. - 

1 Contract Rents Rose in Most Areas 

IU1.6 1 Contract rent represents the actual rent  paid 
by the'tenant, and may include some utilities 

$i.ooo within the price. Compared to the prior 
year, average contract rents were up in all of 
the surveyed communities except Fairbanks, 
which dropped $30, to $618 per month. (See 
Figure 2.) Kodiak, a t  $824 per month, and 
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Juneau, a t  $808 per month, were the  most 
expensive places to rent. Due to sampling 
concerns in the survey, the Valdez-Cordova 
area's $914 monthly rent  was disregarded as  
being the  most expensive. Similar l% 1994's 
survey, Kenai had the lowest surveyed rent 
a t  $575 per month, followed by the Matanus- 
ka-Susitna Borough a t  $601. In  dollar 
amounts, Kodiak showed the least change in 
rents from the prior year, nudging up $3 to 
$824. The largest increase was posted in 
Ketchikan, up  $57, to $680 per month, fol- 
lowed closely by the Wrangell-Petersburg 
area's increase of $54, to $622 per month. In 
percentage terms, the largest increases in 
contract rents were reported in Ketchikan 
and the Wrangell-Petersburg area, both a t  
9.5%, while Fairbanks had the only decline 
from the past year, a t  4.6%. 

For single-family homes in all of the commu- 
nities surveyed, the average contract rent 
experienced a 3.2% rental decline, which 
could be attributed to a significant vacancy 
factor increase from the previous year. For 
apartments in these same communities, on 
the  other hand, contract rent  rose by 3.2% in 
response to a tighteningin the overall vacan- 
cy rate. 

Upon averaging the  differences in the ten 
selected survey areas between apartments 
and single-family home rentals, a "total 
weighted average" showed tha t  contract rent  
was $41 more for single-family residences 
than for apartment units. In addition, there 
was a rent premium based on the number of 
bedrooms per rental unit,  with the average 
contract rent  higher for each additional bed- 
room. Based on the contract rent, two-bed- 
room units were $130 more per month than 
one-bedroom units; three-bedroom units had 
a $140 premium over two-bedrooms; and 
four-bedroom units were higher than three- 
bedroom units by $239. I t  should be noted 
tha t  the bedroom subcategories for each of 
the  survey areas were limited to a minimum 
sample size of ten units, thus accounting for 
the fact tha t  some bedroom categories were 
not shown in Table 2 and Table 3. 

Rents Adjusted by Utility Schedule 

Significant differences existed among the  
surveyed areas regarding what types of util- 
ities were included in the rental price. Using 
a utility schedule provided by AHFC, all 
rents were subsequently adjusted to reflect 
what the rent  would have been if all utilities 
were included in the contract price. As a 
result, the adjusted rent provided a theoret- 
ical value for comparative purposes. With 
the contract rent adjusted by the utility sched- 
ule, Kodiak remained the highest a t  $899 per 
month, with Juneau having the second high- 
est average adjusted rent, a t  $894. 

Urban areas appeared more likely than ru- 
ral areas to include utilities in the rent. Both 
Anchorage and Fairbanks were the  most 
generous in providing utilities in the  rent, 
whereas Sitka and the Wrangell-Petersburg 
area were the least. Fairbanks reported the 
highest proportion of heating included in the 
rent, a t  91.3%, with half of the  areas gravi- 
tatingaround the statewide average of 71.5% 
of rental units including the cost ofheat. The 
utilities most likely included in the  rental 
costs were sewer, a t  87.6%; water, a t  87.5%; 
and garbage collection, a t  84.4%. Lights 
were the least included in the  rent, a t  24.296, 
followed by hot water, a t  69.0%. 

In the areas surveyed, utility costs were 
included in more contract rents for apart- 
ments than for single-family residences. 
Utilities are more often included in apart- 
ment rents because breaking out individual 
utility costs for each unit of an  apartment 
block is sometimes more difficult than i t  
would be for a single-family house. Heating 
was included in 46.7% more apartment con- 
tract rents than in single-family dwelling 
contractrents. Lights were provided in 11.3% 
more apartment rental costs than in single- 
family rentals. Apartment rents included 
hot water 39.9% more often than did single- 
family dwelling rentals; and water, 23.7% 
more often. Sewer charges were included 
18.1% more often in avartment contract rents 
and garbage collection, 31.1% more often for 
apartmen& than for single-family dwellings. 
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Percent of Units with Utilities 
Contract Rent Adjusted Rent Included In Contract Rent 

Unit Vacant Vacancy 

Median Average Median Numbers Units Rate (%) Heat Lights Hot Water Water Sewer Garbage Bedrooms Average 

Anchorage Borough 
1 $482 
2 766 
3 1,041 
4 1,319 

Fairbanks North Star Borough 

Juneau Borough 
1 
2 
3 

Kenai Peninsula Borough 
1 
2 
3 
4 

Ketchikan Gateway Borough 
1 
2 
3 

Kodiak Island Borough 
2 
3 

Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
1 
2 
3 
4 

Sitka Borough 
1 
2 
3 

Valdez-Cordova CA 
1 

Wrangell-Petersburg CA 
1 
2 
3 

'Bedroom andsurvey area categories containing less than 10 units were excluded. 
Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section, 1995 Annual Rental Market Survey. 
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Contract Rent Adjusted Rent 
Unit Vacant Vacancy 

Bedrooms Average 

Anchorage Borough 
0 $458 
1 563 
2 705 
3 860 
4 1,215 

Fairbanks North Star Borough 

Juneau Borough 
0 
1 
2 
3 
4 

Kenai Peninsula Borough 
0 
1 
2 
3 

Ketchikan Gateway Borough 
0 
1 
2 
3 

Kodiak Island Borough 
1 
2 
3 

Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
0 
1 
2 
3 

Sitka Borough 
1 

Valdez-Cordova CA 
2 
3 

Wrangell-Petersburg CA 
1 
2 
3 

Median Average 

$450 $474 
575 587 
695 738 
825 911 

1,200 1.243 

350 384 
495 527 
650 681 
750 817 

1,007 1,111 

450 546 
675 717 
825 901 
950 1,098 

2,400 2,381 

390 425 
450 515 
550 644 
700 762 

475 530 
600 649 
800 883 
850 1,019 

850 781 
850 928 

1,100 1,143 

425 411 
454 565 
575 627 
700 772 

600 723 
625 744 
850 997 

1,050 1,063 
885 1,015 

550 665 
689 721 
816 891 

Median Numbers 

'Bedroom and survey area categories contammg less than 10 units were excluded. 
Source: Alaska Deparfment of Labor, Research & Analysis Section, 1995 Annual Rental Market Survey. 

Percent of Units with Utilities 
Included In Contract Rent 

Heat Lights Hot Water Water Sewer Garbage 
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