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Introduction 
 
Following is a summary of the Alaska Community Erosion Survey conducted in 2007 
and 2008. This survey was in response to the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2005, 
PL 108-447, Division C – Energy and Water Development Appropriations Act, 2005 
under the heading of Tribal Partnership Program, which reads in part: 
 

 “The conference finds there is a need for an Alaska baseline study to 
coordinate and plan the appropriate responses and assistance for Alaska 
villages in the most need and to provide an overall assessment on the 
priority of which villages should receive assistance”.  
 

In order to establish the baseline for Alaska erosion issues, the Corps developed a 
personal interview survey to contact Alaska communities known to experience erosion. 
Through the study process of the Baseline Erosion Assessment (BEA), 161 communities 
were identified for the survey effort.  The survey was developed by Alaska District and 
approved by the Office of Management and Budget on 12 June 2007.  A copy of the 
survey instrument follows this summary and includes the OMB number 0710-0001 which 
expires on September 30, 2009. 
 
Survey Methodology 
 
In conjunction with the Army Corps of Engineers, Alaska District, a package containing 
an introductory letter along with personal interview questions was mailed by the Corps to 
161 Alaskan communities known to have erosion. The intent of the early mailing of the 
package was to provide communities with the advance opportunity to prepare and gather 
all necessary information.  Mailing of the survey was followed by telephone contact. As 
of this analysis, 127 communities have completed the survey. 
 
A contractor to the Corps utilized previously published reports, Corps files, survey 
responses, and documents collected from communities through the interview process in 
the development of Erosion Information Papers (EIPs) for each of the surveyed 
communities. The papers were then reviewed by the Corps and made available to the 
community for review. The individual EIPs were then assessed by the Corps and others 
to assess how best to address erosion in Alaska.  
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The Alaska Community Erosion Survey questions are grouped into a few basic sections: 
general, coastline erosion, river or stream erosion, continuous, or discrete.  The following 
discussion summarizes responses to each question.  
 
 
Erosion Characteristics 
 
The first question asked communities whether they would characterize their erosion 
problem as coastline erosion, river or stream erosion, or both coastal and river or stream.  
A total of 118 communities answered this question, or 93 percent of the survey 
respondents. A majority of the communities (68 out of 127) indicated that they 
experienced river or stream erosion. A breakdown of the type of erosion Alaskan 
communities are experiencing is illustrated in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1.  Type of Erosion Experienced by Alaska Communities 

 
 
If the community indicated that erosion was river or stream related, they were further 
asked to indicate what conditions cause the erosion or make it more severe. Ninety-five 
respondents answered this question (out of a total of 96 who indicated they experienced 
either exclusively river or stream related erosion, or indicated that they experienced both 
river/stream and coastline erosion), for a response rate of 99 percent. The following table 
shows the distribution of those aggravating conditions. Most respondents indicated that 
flooding contributed to their river or stream erosion (75 percent of communities).  
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Table 1. Causes for River or Stream Erosion 
(n =  95) 

Contributing Factor # of Responses
Flooding 71 
Natural River Flow 59 
Ice Jams 55 
Spring Breakup 51 
Other 35 
Melting Permafrost 35 
Vehicle/Boat Traffic 22 
Beach/Bank Traffic 14 

Note:  Communities were asked to check all factors that apply. 
 
If the community indicated that erosion was coastline related, or responded that they 
experienced both coastline and river or stream erosion, they were asked to indicate what 
conditions cause the erosion or make it more severe. Forty-eight respondents out of fifty 
answered this question, for a response rate of 96 percent. The following table shows the 
distribution of those aggravating conditions. Most respondents indicated that storm 
surges contributed to their coastline erosion (98 percent of communities who responded) 
followed by wind and waves (90 percent). 
 

Table 2. Causes for Coastline Erosion 
(n = 48) 

Contributing Factor # of Responses
Storm Surges 47 
Wind and Waves 43 
High Tides 39 
Melting Permafrost 12 
Late Forming Coastal Ice 12 
Other 8 
Vehicle/Boat Traffic 6 
Beach/Bank Traffic 6 

Note:  Communities were asked to check all factors that apply. 
 
 
The survey then asked communities to answer questions based on whether erosion was 
caused by discrete major events, or from on-going gradual erosion. The respondents were 
asked to answer two questions if they believed their erosion was based on discrete major 
events and a separate single question if they believed their erosion was gradual and on-
going. Twenty four respondents answered the questions for discrete events (18.9 percent), 
and thirty-two respondents answered the question for on-going erosion (25.2 percent). 
Twenty-one additional communities responded to both (16.5 percent). The following 
chart shows the distribution of those categories. 
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Figure 2.  Erosion Event Classification 

 
 
Discrete, Major Events 
 
When communities responded that they experienced discrete major erosion events (or to 
both discrete and on-going), the survey asked how many major events had occurred in the 
last 20 years in their community. Thirty communities responded to this question, with the 
average number of erosion events being just over three. The minimum number of events 
was zero, with the maximum of eighteen.  
 
The same communities were then asked to detail how much land eroded in each of these 
major events and secondly the date when the event(s) occurred. Thirty-three communities 
responded to one or both parts of this question. Nine communities provided an estimated 
length inland and estimated distance along coast or shoreline of land lost per major 
erosion event in feet, while other communities provided only a single measurement. Of 
those respondents that provided both measures, the average length inland lost per major 
erosion event was 37.2 feet, with a minimum of 5 feet and a maximum of 100 feet. The 
average distance lost was 1,600 feet, with a minimum of 350 feet and a maximum of 
2,400 feet. 
 
On-Going, Gradual Erosion 
 
When communities responded that they experienced on-going gradual erosion, the survey 
asked how much land is typically eroded on an annual basis in their community. Fifty-
two communities responded to this question. Some communities provided an estimated 
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length and distance in feet for the erosion, while other communities provided a singular 
measurement. Of the three communities that provided both an estimated length inland 
and distance in feet, the average annual land lost due to erosion was 29 feet inland by an 
average distance of 3,233 feet. 
 
Protective Measures 
 
Communities were asked to indicate what types of protective measures had already been 
utilized in their community to slow or stop erosion damages, who constructed the 
countermeasure, and how much the structure cost. Ninety-three communities answered 
part one of this question, for a response rate of 73 percent.  
 
The table below shows the breakdown of protective measures, as indicated by the 
community survey respondent. The category of “other” erosion protection measures was 
the most frequent response, with 47 communities indicating that “other” measures had 
been utilized. When this option was selected, the community was asked to further 
describe the measure utilized. Most communities indicated that they utilized some type of 
fill material. Specifics that were frequently mentioned include: fill, concrete blocks, 55 
gallon drums, dikes, and tree branches. A less frequently mentioned measure includes 
beach nourishment. See Table 3. 
 

Table 3. Previous Erosion Protective Measures Utilized  
(n = 93) 

Type of Protective Measure # of Responses
Rip Rap 31
Gabions 9
Sandbags 8
Articulated Concrete Mat 6
GeoTubes 1
Other 47

Note:  Communities were asked to check all factors that apply. 
 
Figure 3 shows the total number of protective measures utilized by each community, as 
indicated by the community respondent. The majority of communities who responded to 
this question indicated that they had implemented one type of erosion protection measure 
(44 out of the 93 communities). Two communities reported implementing at least five 
different types of protective measures in an attempt to control erosion.  
 
Additionally, those communities indicating that they had utilized at least one protective 
measure were further asked to provide an estimated cost for the structure(s). Of the 93 
communities that answered the original question, 67 indicated that they had at least one 
protective measure. Estimated costs for 22 protective measures were provided (including 
some communities that provided estimated costs for multiple types of protective 
measures) with an average cost of $428,576 per protective measure. 
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Figure 3.  Number of Erosion Protection Measures Used in Each Community 

 
 
All communities who had utilized protective measures were then asked to provide 
additional information concerning the ongoing costs of their protective measures. 
Communities were asked if they had experienced repair or operations and maintenance 
costs associated with their protective measures, and how much those costs were 
(including a sum of multiple costs if appropriate). Forty-eight communities answered part 
one of this question, for a response rate of just below 72 percent (based on the 67 out of 
93 communities that indicated they had at least one erosion protection measure). Twenty-
nine communities indicated that they had experienced cost of repair, operations, and 
maintenance of their protective measures, while 19 communities indicated that there had 
been no secondary costs involved.  
 
Of those twenty-nine communities that experienced secondary costs, twelve were able to 
provide an estimate for repair or operations and maintenance. Costs ranged from a low of 
$25,000 to a high of ten million. The average cost incurred was $1,146,408 per 
community for secondary repairs based on the twelve responses.  
 
Communities were further asked about the effectiveness of their protective measures. 
This included a question about whether the protective measures had been effective in 
addressing the erosion problem, and a secondary question asking if there had been a 
failure of the protective measure. Forty-eight communities answered at least one part of 
this question, with 44 responding about the effectiveness of the protective measure and 
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23 responding to whether or not there had been a failure (some communities answered 
both questions).  
 
Forty-four communities answered the first part of the question, with 84 percent of those 
indicating that the measure had been effective. Only 16 percent indicated that the 
measure had been ineffective. Twenty-three communities answered the second part of the 
question, with all twenty three indicating that there had been a failure.  
 
However, 14 of the communities that responded that the erosion protection measure had 
been effective also indicated that there had been a failure (almost 38 percent of those who 
indicated the measure was effective). Notes provided on the surveys indicate that many 
communities feel the erosion protection was beneficial in slowing the erosion to some 
extent, but was not fully effective in stopping it. Several additional communities also 
commented that where the erosion protection measure was implemented had been 
effective in reducing erosion, however the protective measure covered an area that was 
too small to provide adequate protection to the community on a larger scale and so they 
deemed that protection measure a failure. Other communities indicated that the protective 
measure is in imminent danger of failure due to a lack of repair and/or maintenance. Five 
of the seven communities responding that the erosion protection measure had not been 
effective also indicated that it had failed. 
 
Erosion Site or Sites 
 
All communities were asked to describe the physical condition of their erosion site or 
sites including the length of the site in feet, the height of the eroded bank in feet, and the 
location of erosion relative to the community. Forty-two communities provided a 
measurement of the length of the erosion site, while 59 communities provided a height of 
the erosion bank. Those that provided information about the erosion site relative to the 
community provided it in varying formats such as: south river on community lots; on top 
of the west bank; etc. 
 
Of those communities that provided a length of the erosion site, many provided a range 
with a typical low and high erosion length. The average minimum length was 1,531 feet 
and the average maximum erosion length was 1,871 feet. The overall minimum erosion 
length, based on responses, was zero feet and the overall maximum was 10,000 feet.  
 
The responses to the height of the eroded bank in vertical feet were also frequently 
provided as a range, with the minimum average height of 22 feet and the maximum 
average height of 32 feet. The overall bank height ranged from a low of zero feet to a 
high of 300 feet. 
 
Communities were requested to identify what activities the eroding area (stream, 
riverbank, or shoreline) is used for. Ninety-nine communities responded to this question, 
a response rate of 78 percent. Most communities indicated fishing (76 percent), 
boat/snowmachine/ATV ramps (56 percent), and barge access (53 percent) occurred in 
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their erosion prone areas. The table below shows the distribution of activities in the 
erosion prone areas in descending order.  
 

Table 4. Activity Conducted in Erosion Prone Area(s) 
(n = 99) 

Type of Activity # of Responses 
Fishing 75 
Boat/Snow Machine/ATV Ramps 55 
Barge Access 52 
Boat Storage 45 
Hunting 43 
Cultural/social Events 40 
Other 39 
Driftwood Collection 29 
Processing Catch 28 
Beachcombing 27 

 
 
Most communities indicated that there are five activities or less occurring in their erosion 
prone areas. The most frequently indicated number of activities was 3, with 18 
communities reporting that three activities occurred within their erosion prone areas. Four 
communities reported that at least ten activities occur in their erosion prone areas.  
 
Communities were asked to provide information regarding the distance from erosion to a 
structure(s) or items(s) of importance. The communities could select from the following 
categories: less than 100 feet, more than 100 feet but less than 500 feet, or over 500 feet. 
Some communities indicated, for instance, that structures were located in all three 
distance categories. It can be assumed that most communities have structures located 
varying distances from the erosion area even though this was not always indicated, so for 
this analysis the shortest distance response for each community was used in the 
tabulation. Eighty-one communities responded to this question, a response rate of just 
below 64 percent (based on 127 communities surveyed). The distribution is illustrated in 
the table below. 
 

Table 5. Distance from Erosion Area to Structure(s) or Item(s) of Importance 
(n = 81) 

Distance from Community # of Responses 
Less than 100 ft 72 
More than 100 ft, less than 500 ft 8 
Over 500 ft 1 

 
Communities were then asked to specify what type of structure(s) or item(s) are 
threatened by erosion. One hundred and thirteen communities provided this information, 
a response rate of 89 percent. Communities were able to select multiple structures or 
items, and 55 communities indicated 5 or more different types of structures were 
threatened (43.3 percent of the 127 communities surveyed), while 15 communities 
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indicated 10 or more different types of structures were threatened (11.8 percent of the 
127 communities surveyed). This does not indicate the numerical count of how many of 
any particular structure was threatened (for instance, “house” was an option that could be 
selected, but the number of threatened homes in the community was not requested). The 
most commonly threatened structures were roads with 71 responses, homes with 69 
responses, and outbuildings/sheds with 46 responses. See the chart below (Figure 4) 
illustrating the number of times a type of structure was indicated as threatened.  
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Figure 4.  Type of Structure(s) or Item(s) Threatened by Frequency of Response 

 
 
Damages to Structures, Facilities, or Other Items 
 
Communities were asked to specify previous damages to structures, facilities or other 
items caused by erosion. This could include costs for repairs, replacement, or relocation. 
Sixteen communities responded to this question indicating that at least one structure had 
to be repaired, replaced, or relocated. Five communities provided estimated costs for 
those damages (with two communities providing estimates for more than one structure, 
for a total of seven estimated costs). The costs ranged from a low of $3,500 dollars to a 
high of $450,000 dollars, with an average of just over $105,000 dollars per structure. 
Many communities indicated that they had experienced damages, but were unable to 
provide a cost estimate.  
 
A copy of the Alaska Community Erosion Survey follows.  
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