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“Develop, Conserve, and Enhance Natural Resources for Present and Future Alaskans.” 

FISH HABITAT CASE NUMBER FH-07-IV-0428 

November 26, 2007 

Mr. Brian Lindamood  
Alaska Railroad Corporation 
P.O. Box 107500 
Anchorage AK 99510-7500 

Re:  Port MacKenzie Rail Extension Pre-Application Scoping Comments 

Dear Mr. Lindamood; 

Pursuant to AS 41.14.870 and AS 41.14.840, the Department of Natural Resources, Office of 
Habitat Management and Permitting (OHMP) has reviewed the proposed routes presented by the 
Alaska Railroad Corporation (ARRC) and the Matanuska-Susitna Borough for the Port MacKenzie 
Rail Extension Project.  The purpose of this project is to provide rail access from the main ARRC 
track to the marine port near Point MacKenzie.  The ARRC has asked that OHMP review the 
alternative routes and submit scoping comments based on our statutory permitting authority.   

The three proposed routes divert south from the existing rail line near Willow, Houston (north and 
south alternatives) and Big Lake (see attached map).  The rail line would then intersect, via three 
possible connector segments with two alternative routes (Mac-East and Mac-West) continuing 
southward to the Port Mackenzie area.   

All of the potential routes for this project traverse a large geographic area and have the potential for 
negatively impacting a wide range of sensitive habitat areas.  All work associated with this project 
that could potentially impact anadromous streams (AS 41.14.870) or could potentially block the 
free passage of fish (AS 41.14.840) requires a Fish Habitat Permit from the OHMP prior to 
commencement of any construction.  

All comments contained herein are submitted as scoping comments and should be viewed as 
preliminary in nature.  The OHMP offers the following comments: 

Information Needs 

• Comprehensive stream sampling to determine/confirm anadromy and the presence or 
absence of fish will be required.  Fish usage patterns may have changed since the area was 
initially surveyed, and many smaller streams have yet to be sampled. 

• Fragmentation of aquatic habitat is a concern.  Hydrologic studies will be required to map 
wetland areas associated with fish bearing drainage systems.  This project has the potential 
to isolate the free flow of water through these wetland areas, thus impacting fish-bearing 
waters.  
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Routing and Design Considerations 

• To the maximum extent practicable, the route should be sited to avoid wetlands, fish-bearing 
streams and anadromous water bodies.  Any preferred route should minimize the number of 
stream crossings, particularly over systems that produce significant numbers of salmon such 
as the Little Susitna River, Willow Creek, and streams in the Nancy Lake and Big Lake 
watersheds. 

• The use of bridges to span floodplain areas is the preferred method of providing for the 
long-term free passage of fish on anadromous systems.  Bridge abutments should be located 
outside the floodplain and above the ordinary high water mark (OHW) to minimize potential 
impacts to riparian vegetation and streambank integrity.   

• Culverts should be designed using stream simulation methodology.  The culvert design 
width at the OHW should be greater than or equal to 125-percent of the width of the stream 
at the OHW stage.  The culvert grade should approximate the surrounding slope of the 
stream channel (± 1%).  Culverts should be buried to approximately 40-percent of their 
diameter with substrate material that will remain dynamically stable at all expected flood 
discharge rates.  Other design criteria will apply as well.  We can meet later to flesh out the 
necessary design criteria for fish passage if you have any questions. 

• It shall be the responsibility of the ARRC to ensure the free passage of fish throughout the 
lifetime of each stream crossing.  Beavers are common along the various alternative routes.  
Culvert designs should account for long-term maintenance for fish passage and be of 
sufficient size (diameter) to discourage blockages associated with beaver dam construction.   

Route Preferences 

OHMP prefers a route that would minimize potential impacts to wetland areas associated with fish 
bearing waterways, minimizes the total number of actual stream crossings and avoids crossings of 
important salmon producing systems such as the Little Susitna River, Willow Creek, and streams in 
the Nancy Lake and Big Lake watersheds whenever possible. These criteria appear to be met best 
with the following route: 

1. Houston South 

2. Houston 

3. Connector 3 

4. Mac East 

Route Discussion 

This conclusion is based on our initial examination of existing data and aerial imagery and should 
be viewed as preliminary.  Also note that we recognize that selection of final routing should be 
based on other considerations as well.  Influencing factors should include fragmentation of wildlife 
habitat, the presence of cultural sites, native allotments, parks and refuges and historic land use 
patterns.  Land ownership and the successful acquisition of Rights-of-Way will also significantly 
affect the final route selection.   

Based on our analysis of existing materials, we believe that the Willow route will result in more 
fragmentation of fish and wildlife habitat, particularly in undeveloped areas, than the other 
alternatives.  Crossings over Willow Creek and the Little Susitna River would be necessary.  



FH 07-IV-0428 November 26, 2007 
 

Page 3 of 3 

Because of the extended length of this route, the potential impacts to wetland areas associated with 
these drainages could be significant.  It is the view of OHMP that this route (Willow) is the least 
preferable of all of the alternatives.   

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on your project.  If you have any questions, please feel 
free to contact me at the above address and telephone number or by e-mail at 
mike_bethe@dnr.state.ak.us.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Michael L. Bethe 
Habitat Biologist 
Area Manager 
Palmer Mat-Su Area 
 
 
Attachment:  ARRC Alternative Routes Map 
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