Let’s Get the Best Deal for Snow Removal in Anchorage        
              December 31, 2000
By Chris Birch

                


         346-3265 (home) or 266-2709 (office)

EIGHTY TWO HOURS. It’s not such a long time, unless you're waiting for a city-operated snowplow to clear the road. In Anchorage, waiting more than three days for a city-owned snowplow is unacceptable. Nonetheless, in areas it directly manages the City has reduced the snowplowing budget for the Anchorage Road and Drainage Service Area (ARDSA) by 5-8 percent, increasing the time required to remove an 8-inch snowfall to 82 hours or more.

Fortunately, in the rest of Anchorage there are other successful ways to provide for timely, low cost removal of snow and other road maintenance.  More than two-dozen independent local Road Service Areas (RSA/LRSA’s) outside the City-operated ARDSA effectively maintain some 294 miles of road at an average cost that is less than half of the city’s cost.  For example, snow removal in the Valli-Vue Service Area is first rate and generally complete within 12 to 24 hours. This timely service is competitively taxed at 1.4 mills, less than half the 3 mill road maintenance tax burden in the City managed ARDSA area.

What are the facts: To evaluate road maintenance options we need to benchmark the cost for these services against the best performers.  Comparing costs and performance can establish an effective baseline for building community support and consensus on preferred road maintenance solutions.  In the Municipality of Anchorage road maintenance is provided by the below listed organizations at the noted annual costs.  This does not include self directed, privately funded neighborhood maintenance areas.

· City operated ARDSA



589 miles for $15.2 million or $25,932/mile

· State of Alaska DOT&PF



315 miles for   $6.6 million or $21,104/mile

· Road Service Areas (private contractor)

213 miles for   $4.0 million or $19,121/mile

· Local Road Service Areas (private contractor)
  81 miles for   $1.0 million or $12,851/mile

The areas served by LRSA’s encourage local participation and involvement with over 70 elected commissioners volunteering their time in support of their neighborhoods.  Service levels are varied to fit each neighborhood.  There is no waste from “one size fits all” approaches because service is based on local needs and conditions to insure accountability and enable immediate feedback. If we are to make Anchorage a better place to live we need to retain the flexibility of the current LRSA system so we can work together to improve our quality of life and provide quality service at a reasonable price.  

The existing LRSA structure combined with the discussion of comparative benchmarked costs for all road services provides beneficial forces that will encourage competitive prices for our citizens. This fits well into the Mayor’s stated objectives of providing better service at a lower cost for the City. It is anticipated that legislation to preserve and protect the well functioning neighborhood Road Service Areas will be reintroduced by the next legislature.    

EIGHTY TWO HOURS is a long time. Let’s take a close look at something that works to improve service and reduce road maintenance costs.  Our neighborhood Road Service Areas are islands of accountability, competition and performance. Please contact your assembly member, your legislator and the Mayor to support state legislation protecting our local Road Service Areas.  In an effort to expand the discussion on Service Areas, the Mid-Hillside and Hillside-East Community Councils are sponsoring a Workshop on Road Service Areas at 7:00 pm, January 18, 2001 in the Service High School Band Room.  Those interested are encouraged to attend.  Call 346-3265 or e-mail chrisbirch@gci.net for additional information.

Chris Birch is a civil engineer, former Limited Road Service Area Commissioner and President of the Mid-Hillside Community Council.

