Natanuska-Susitna Borough
by Neal Fried

T h e ~atanuska-~usitna
Borough is the third
largest in Alaska, with 24,683 square miles; it is
about the same size as West Virginia. Home to
three incorporated cities and at least 13 other
identified communities (See Table 1.), the MatSu Borough is the third most populous area of the
state. Even though the borough is large, and most
of its landmass is remote, approximately 90 percent of its more than 52,000 residents live along
the road system between Willow and Sutton. The
few communities in the borough that are off the
road system can be reached by boat, snow machine, off-road vehicle, bush plane or the Alaska
Railroad.

Population growth is a primary
economic force

Figures 1 and 2.) The affinity of these two areas
helps explain their strong inter-relationship. (See
Figure 3.) Not only do many Mat-SU residents
make a daily commute, but 10 percent of borough
residents work elsewhere in the state. The largest
group of these "remote commuters" work in the
North Slope oilfields, but others work in mines, on
the fishing grounds, or at construction sites and
other worksites throughout Alaska. In asense, one
of the borough's biggest exports is its labor force,
rather than the goods and services that other
regions in the state export. In fact, more than 40
percent of the income Mat-Su residents earn
comes from outside the borough. In most other
areas of the state the income flow is just the
reverse. Why do so many people choose to live in
the Mat-Su Borough and earn their livelihood
elsewhere?

Originally, most of the economic activity in the
Mat-Su Borough developed around agriculture
and gold and coal mining. Although some of these
activities still exist, they are
dwarfed by larger economic
forces. The Mat-Su Borough's
economy and workforce patterns are unique within Alaska,
but in some ways resemble
many of those found elsewhere
in the U.S.
Because much of the borough's
population lives within 40-50
miles of Anchorage, many MatSu residents commute to Anchorage for work. According to
the 1990 census, the last count
available, 28 percent of Mat-Su
Borough residents worked in
Anchorage. Strong growth in
borough population has been
coupled with a steady climb in
traffic counts on the new fourlane highway between the MatSu Valley and Anchorage. (See
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affordable housing is a
cost advantage
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The Mat-Su Borough's appeal is
due, in part, to affordable housing and lifestyle, which help explain strong economic and population growth up to and including the 1990s. The average sales
price of a single family home in
the Mat-Su Borough in 1997 was
20 percent below a similar home
in Anchorage. (See Figure 4.) In
the future, this cost advantage
could increase as the residential
building lots in Anchorage become increasingly scarce.
Another way of lookingat affordability is calculating how many
wage earners are required to
support the average mortgage.
Because the average wage in
the Mat-Su Borough is lower than
in Anchorage and statewide, it
takes as many local wage earners
to afford the average Mat-Su
home as it does Anchorage wage
earners to afford an average Anchorage home. This equation is
impacted, however, by the number of Mat-Su residents who earn
their wages outside of the borough. For example, for those
working in Anchorage, it takes
only 1.1 workers to afford a MatSu home versus 1.4 for an Anchorage home. It is important to
remember that these numbers
representaverages onlyand mask
other importantdetailsthat might
make housingin the Mat-Su Borough even more attractive to
homeowners.
Another housing advantage offered by the Mat-Su Borough is
the ready availabilityof alternate
-
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housing. For instance, in 1996,
330 of the 829 residential starts I
recorded by the borough were
designated "cabins." Housing of
this type usually requires no
mortgage or lending activity.
Many of these cabins are recreJuneau
ational, but others are yeararound primary residences. This
Ketchikan
type of alternative housing is not
normally available to urban resiAnchorage
dents due to the cost of land, and
planningand zoning regulations.
Alaska
This affordable and attractive
option for some Mat-Su Valley
residents is not often captured
Mat-Su
by "average housing" data.

and Analysis
Section.

Kenai

Other advantages
Cost advantages are not limited to housing, but
also extend tibusiness
as well. As land and development costs continue to rise in Anchorage, the
Mat-su Valley becomes increasingly competitive
for certain projects. The Mat-Su Borough is positioned to capture an expanding share of the
economic growth taking place in Southcentral
Alaska. For example, GCI, a telecommunications
company headquartered in Anchorage, located a
call center in the Mat-Su Borough in 1992. There
are many businesses in the borough that cater
both to the Mat-Su Valley and Anchorage markets.
For example, the many car dealers in the borough
service the local population but also rely heavily
on Anchorage consumers.

Visitor industry a growing
economic player
The Mat-Su Valley is a major visitor destination. It
is home to Denali State Park and serves as a
gateway to Denali climbs and tours. Bisected by
the Parks and Glenn Highways, the borough offers
hundreds of lakes, rivers, and attractions such as
the state fair. For decades, the Valley has been one
of the primary recreation areas for Southcentral
residents. In fact, in 1990, 21 percent of the
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housing units counted by the
Census Bureau in the Mat-Su
Borough were for seasonal or
recreational use. Hundreds of
new cabins are built in the borough each year, many of which
are for recreational purposes.
Their owners spend money in
the local economy and pay property taxes. Many others who may
not have recreational property
also spend time in the Mat-Su
area fishing, hunting, snowmobiling, boating or enjoying other
recreational activities.
Thousands of out-of-state visitors
and Alaskans from around the
state make their way to the MatSu Borough each year. Most of
the borough's visitors are independent travelers and are not
part of larger organized tours.
The Valley's visitor industry, however, is beginning to change and
diversify. This year, Princess
Tours, one of the state's largest
tour operators, opened a 160room hotel in Denali State Park.
In addition, Cook Inlet Regional
Corporation recentlyannounced
plans to build a new hotel/lodge
in the Talkeetna area.
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Traditional players still
have economic role
Although eclipsed by other economic sectors, agricultural production in theMat-Su Borough is
the largest in the state. In 1996,
the Mat-Su Valley produced $7
million worth of farm goods representing 56 percent of all agricultural production in the state.
Since the closure of the Valdez
Creek gold mine in 1995, mining in the borough is limited to a
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' Transportation employment 7996 adjusted for post benchmark correction. This figure differs from annual
average industry employment published in the 1996 Employment & Earnings Summary Report.
Source: Alaska Department o f labor, Research and Analysis Section.
few small operators employing
very few workers. There is some
potential in the coal mining arena. Recently the state's only coal
producer, UsibelliMines, bought
butthe wishbone Hill coal interests, a move that could eventually bring back coal mining to the
borough.
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The Mat-Su Borough
is still growing faster
Recent population figures
describe the area's strong
growth. During the 1990s, MatSu Borough growth has outpaced population growth statewide. Between 1990 and 1997,
the population of the borough
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ment in the Mat-Su Borough
grew more than 40 percentcompared to a little over 10 percent
statewide. (See Figure 5.) In diRank Employer
1996 rect contrast with other areas of
the state, most of the employment growth in the Mat-Su BorMatanuska-Susitna
Borough
School
District
1,482
1
Vallev Hospital
365
ough is a result of population
2
3
Carr Cottstein Foods
339
growth. Nearly two-thirds of
4
Matanuska Telephone Association
284
these new jobs were in retail
Wal-Mart
259
5
and services, which constitute a
Matanuska-Susitna Borough
202
6
bigger slice of the borough's
Mat-Su Community Counseling Gelnter
7
172 wage and salary pie than they do
Alaska Department of Corrections
171 statewide or in Anchorage. (See
8
University of Alaska
164
9
Table 2 and Figures 6 and 7.)
lob Corm (Advanced Concepts in Education)
127
10
This is because a disproportion11
Nye Frontier Ford
124
ate segment of Mat-Su employ12
Matanuska Electric Association
121
ees serves the local population
Alaska Department of Administration (Pioneer Home) 118
13
and visitors. There are excep14
Kinn Enter~rises(McDonald's)
99
tions,
however. For example, in
Safeway Stores
89
15
1994,
JobCorps built a campus
16
CCI Communications
81
in Palmer to provide training to
17
Tony Chevrolet
79
Mat-Su Services for Children and Adults
71 Alaskans around the state. It has
18
now become one of the larger
Lake Lucille Inn (Best Western)
66
19
employers in the borough. (See
20
Chugach Development Cor~oration
21
City of Wasilla
Table 3.) Other sizable contrib22
U.S. Post Office
utors to employment growth
23
Wolverine Supply
were the construction industry
5 6 and local government. Most of
Spenard Builders SUDD~V
MECA-Employment Connection
56
local government's growth has
55
New Horizons Telecom
come from the Matanuska-SusCity of Palmer
53
itna BoroughSchool District, the
Alaska Department of Health & Social Services
51
borough's largest employer. Big
increases in the Mat-Su Valley's
student population have made
grew 32 percent primarily as a result of in-migra- this necessary. (See Figure 8.) Much of the intion. During the last four years, Anchorage and the crease in construction has resulted from a need for
state as a whole experienced net out-migration infrastructure to accommodate this population
with population growth increasing only 13 and 11 growth.
percent, respectively, due to natural increase.
(See Figure 1 and Table I.) In 1997, the Mat-Su
Borough's population reached 52,488, making it Wages and income still lag
the third most populous borough in the state,
Wages and income have traditionally been lower
behind Anchorage and Fairbanks.
in the Mat-Su Borough. In 1996, the average
In addition to rapid population growth, theMat-Su monthly wage and salary job in the borough
Borough has enjoyed impressive employment earned $2,320 versus $2,673 statewide. (See
growth. From 1990-96, wage and salary employ- Table 4.) Most of this difference is explained by
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the employment mix. More jobs
in the borough fall into lowerpaying industry categories such
as retail, services, and financeinsurance and real estate while
fewer are available in the highPopulation (1997)
er-paying industries such as oil,
transportation and government. Mat-SuBomugh's populationisolder,
As we have noted, many Mat-Su Median age
residents work elsewhere in the lessraciallydiverse,
state, where wages are higher. White
Even considering higher wages NativeAmerican
earned outside the borough, Black
Asian & Pacific Islander
Mat-Su's per capita income was
only 72 percent of the statewide hasmorechildren,rnoreseniors,
average. This lower income is a Percent under 20
partial reflection of lower wag- Percent 20 to 64
Percent 65 years & over
es, larger households, higher unanaverageproportionof females.
employment and other factors.
Percent female
Fewerresidenlt
shave collegedegrees,
,----.
Unemployment rates fall High school graauate or nlgner (-I
YYU)
Bachelor'sdegree or higher (1990)
but remain high
moreareunemployed,
The unemployment picture in
Percent of all 16 years+ in labor force
the Mat-Su Borough has imPercent unemployed
proved, but figures remain stubbornly high compared to those incomeandwagesare lower.
of Anchorage. This is somewhat Personal per capita income (1994)
Annual average monthlyearnings
vexing because much ofthe borough shares a common labor Housing istighter,
market with Anchorage. (See Percentvacancy rate
Figure 9.) For example, in Julyof rentsdiffer little.2
Anchorage --$667
this year, Anchorage's jobless Average rent

I

m

.

0

.

Alaska

Mat-Su

611,300

52,448

30.9

32.4

74.6
16.5
4.5
4.4

92.9
5.4
0.9
0.8

34.1
61 .O
4.9

36.0
58.7
5.3

'Source: U.S.
Department of
Commerce,
Bureau of the
Census.

Source: Alaska
Department o/
Labor, Research
and Analysis
Section.

0

rate was 4.7% versus 9.2% in
the Mat-Su Borough. Part of the explanation is that
Mat-Su's economy tends to be more seasonal and
a segment of the borough's population is not
within an easy commute of Anchorage. Another
factor is that many permanent borough residents
employed elsewhere in the state return home
when they lose their jobs. There are, obviously,
other factors for this consistently higher unemployment rate which are difficult to identify and
isolate.
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' A verage monthly
rent for
apartments,
condominiums
and other rental
units, not
including single
family residences
or mobile homes.
Rent adjusted to
include utilities.
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Source:
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There is little doubt that the
growth rates of the Mat-Su Borough's population and economy
will continue to outpace those of
the rest of the state or Anchorage. The desire to live in the
Mat-Su Borough remains a key
factor in a healthy economic future. Growth will not be limited
to housing but also will be seen
in the business sector as well.
The Mat-Su Borough visitor industry will continue to expand
and diversify. Projects such as
ports and other industrial development are also high on the
borough'slistofgoals. In theshort
run, income will remain lower
and unemploymentwill be higher, but as the Anchorage and
Mat-Su economies become increasingly integrated, many of
the current differences will blur.
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