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Purpose
Covid-19 and the Denali Borough
The Denali Borough was incorporated in 1990 and contains four recognized
communities: Anderson, Healy, McKinley Park, and Cantwell, and a number of
smaller settlements, along the George Parks Hwy. The Borough is home to about
1900 residents year-round, but sees significant seasonal growth due to its location as
a tourism destination.
The largest source of income for the Denali Borough is the ‘overnight accommodation
tax’ which is collected from nightly accommodation providers. In fiscal year 2019-20
this was approximately 3.2 million dollars, or about 80% of the 4 million dollars in
annual revenue.
With the appearance of Covid-19 on a global scale, and the resulting changes to
international, domestic and intra-state travel, the Denali Borough faces a significant
shortfall in expected tax collection, for an undetermined amount of time.
The Denali Chamber of Commerce and the Denali Borough have formed a collaborative
effort in the Denali Recovery Alliance, to assess and recommend potential action, as we
begin the process of reopening our country and communities.
The alliance has members from the local business community, the Denali Borough
School District, the Denali Borough Assembly and is led by Denali Borough Mayor, Clay
Walker and Denali Chamber of Commerce Executive Director, Vanessa Jusczak.

"Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much."
– Helen Keller
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Existing Economic Drivers
Usibelli Coal Mine, Golden Valley Electrical Association, Denali Borough School District,
National Park Service, and State of Alaska – Department of Transportation are the
largest individual employers in the Denali Borough. The economic stability they add to
the area, in regards to well-paying year-round jobs cannot be ignored, as it is the
foundation of the Borough as a whole.
Other large entities within the Denali Borough, who stand to wield considerable
potential impact include:
• Ahtna, Inc. - An Alaska Native Shareholder corporation, which owns large tracts
of land within the Denali Borough from McKinley Village south to Cantwell, and
along the Denali Highway.
• Alaska Railroad - A State of Alaska owned corporation, which also holds
considerable tracts of land within the Denali Borough, with much of it being near
the town of Healy.
• Clear Airforce Station - is a United States Air Force Station radar station for
detecting incoming ICBMs and submarine-launched ballistic
missiles[3] to NORAD's command center and to provide Space Surveillance data
to Air Force Space Command's Space Control Center.
However, the tourism industry provides more total jobs seasonally as a collective than
the year-round employers. Much of the tangible economic benefit to the Borough
comes from these tourism businesses, which bring the largest percent of tax revenue to
the Denali Borough, as well as a huge influx of spending from tourists, seasonal
employees and business owners to businesses who benefit indirectly (services, dining,
gas stations, hardware, etc).
While covid-19 is the catalyst for this recovery plan, there are a number of things that
could also have impacted our region on a large scale, which include, but aren’t limited
to: flooding, earthquakes, landslides or wildfire. The Denali Borough does have a Local
Emergency Planning Committee, which as addresses these possibilities, as well as
response to Covid-19. Their hazard mitigation plan can be found on their website.
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SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis was conducted and appears in a bulletin summary on page 11. The
Denali Recovery Alliance came to existence to mitigate the impacts of Covid-19 on local
tourism, though while conducting our SWOT analysis and the following assessments,
we attempted to keep our scope of vision broad and all encompassing, to make this
document useful for general advancement of the Denali Borough, and not specific to
only Covid-19 responses.
Following completion of the SWOT analysis, we identified:
• Goals for Progression
(Page 5)
• Plan Strategies
(Page 9)
o Short-term: Projects that can begin within the next 6 months, though
may not be fully complete within that timeframe.
o Mid-term: Projects that can begin in 6 months to 2 years.
o Long-term: Projects projected to start after 2 years.

The Denali Borough Land Use & Economic Development Plan does address many of
these issues. A link to this document can be found here.
The National Park Service development plan for Denali National Park also addresses
parts of this assessment. A link to park planning projects can be found here.

4

Goals
During the process of SWOT analysis, potential action identification and potential
partnerships, we were able to pinpoint these broad overall goals.

The Denali Recovery Alliance will work to:
• Support the growth of the local communities while maintaining community
integrity.
• Diversify revenue streams within the Borough, to strengthen our economic base.
• Ensure land and housing accessibility, for the growth of services, businesses and
residents within the Denali Borough.

Attainment of these goals will be realized through partnerships with the Denali
Borough, community organizations, regional business partners and residents - with a
long-term focus on sustainability and practicality.
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Economic Impacts
Data collected by the Denali Chamber of Commerce, in the early stages of assessment
from a small percentage of tourism businesses (April 2020) indicated:
•
•
•
•
•

739 jobs potentially lost (Including 78 local hire positions)
$6,591,5000 in lost wages
$16,665,000 in lost business income
$2,656,995 in lost Denali Borough spending
$4,827,430 in lost State of Alaska spending

Additional information regarding the overall economic impact of tourism on the Denali
Borough can be found in the 2016 Alaska Visitor Statistics Program report, which was
the last time this in-depth analysis was completed.
With this historically information and an understanding that the visitor industry has
grown since that time, it is safe to use this data as a baseline for impact. Information
specific to the Interior, as well as the Healy and Denali communities can be found in
Section 13: Summary Profiles - Interior Region and Communities.

Community

# of Visitors

Average spending
per visitor

Total Local
Economic Impact

Healy

43,000

$2044

$12,126,000

Denali

428,000

$1575

$104,432,000
$116,558,000

With an overall economic impact to local businesses of over $116 million dollars, it
becomes clear that the impacts of Covid-19 go beyond local tax revenue. Support of
the local business industries will be a critical component of recovery.
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Unemployment figures from the State of Alaska show a rate of 16.9% unemployment
in March of 2020. Historically this is average, and the figures coming for April and
May, when seasonal businesses typically begin operations, will be a more accurate
indicator of the effects of Covid-19 on employment in the Denali Borough.
Traditional numbers vary from 3.5% in summer months, to over 21% in winter months,
due to the seasonality of local employment.
Moving forward, regular monitoring of the following indicators will contribute to a
clearer picture of the total economic impacts of Covid-19 as well as the recovery and
sustainability planning impacts.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Unemployment rates
Employment numbers per sector (page 23)
Local bed tax revenue
Local alcohol/marijuana tax revenues
Number of home sales and average price
Number of land sales and average price
Number of new business licenses
Number of closed businesses

Finally, it is important to note there is a direct correlation and a distinct difference
between the overall health of the Denali Borough economy and the fiscal health of the
Denali Borough. Understanding both, and how they relate is imperative to discussions
moving forward. Complete copies of the Denali Borough budgets can be found on
their website. The accompanying graphics show the actual income and expenses for
fiscal year 2020 and the estimates for fiscal year 2021. When shown together, it
shows the significant impact of Covid-19 on Denali Borough income.
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Plan Strategies
These strategies are designed to help achieve the goals outline on page five, while
maintaining awareness on impacts to residents, neighborhoods, existing businesses
and the overall Denali Borough economic health.
Residents:
R1.
R2.
R3.

Identify best practices for accurate and successful information distribution.
Data collection and analysis for community priorities, needs and implementation
Ensure a complete and accurate count for the 2020 Census.

R4.
R5.

Ensure access to affordable land/housing
Promote planned development of residential, commercial, recreation and multiuse areas

R6.

Promote development of trail and recreation systems

Business
B1.
B2.

Identify best practices for accurate and successful information distribution
Data collection and analysis for business priorities, needs and implementation

B3.
B4.
B5.

Develop and implement a survey to identify & monitor economic and critical
needs
Identify and prioritize industries needing assistance
Identify pain points and potential mitigation for those

B6.
B7.
B8.

Promote and recruit for new business and construction in the Denali Borough
Promote visibility for businesses for sale
Provide information on financial assistance

B9.

Fund destination marketing efforts by the Denali Visitor Center
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B10. Create economic growth zones
B11. Diversity the economy

Workforce:
W1. Identify key sectors of operation and associated job requirements
W2. Identify key missing sectors and associated job requirements
W3. Encourage partnership between business entities and local education systems
for meeting workforce needs
W4. Provide workforce development training with Covid-19 funding for individuals
out of work.
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Tasks By Time-Frame
SHORT-TERM

0-6 Months

R1.
R2.
R3.

Identify best practices for accurate and successful information distribution.
Data collection and analysis for community priorities, needs and implementation
Ensure a complete and accurate count for the 2020 Census.

B1.
B2.
B3.

Identify best practices for accurate and successful information distribution
Data collection and analysis for business priorities, needs and implementation
Develop and implement a survey to identify & monitor economic and critical
needs
Identify and prioritize industries needing assistance
Identify pain points and potential mitigation for those
Fund destination marketing efforts by the Denali Visitor Center

B4.
B5.
B9.

MID-TERM
R4.
R5.
B6.
B7.
B8.

6 months – 2 years

Ensure access to affordable land/housing
Promote planned development of residential, commercial, recreation and multiuse areas
Promote and recruit for new business and construction in the Denali Borough
Promote visibility for businesses for sale
Provide information on financial assistance

W1. Identify key sectors of operation and associated job requirements
W2. Identify key missing sectors and associated job requirements
W3. Encourage partnership between business entities and local education systems
for meeting workforce needs
W4. Provide workforce development training with Covid-19 funding for individuals
out of work.
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LONG-TERM
R6.

2+ years

Promote development of trail and recreation systems

B10. Create economic growth zones
B11. Diversity the economy
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Summary
The Denali Recovery Alliance will work to:
• Support the growth of the local communities while maintaining community
integrity.
• Diversify Denali Borough revenue streams to strengthen our economic base.
• Ensure land and housing accessibility, for the growth of services, businesses and
residents within the Denali Borough.

As this work begins, input from Denali Borough residents and business owners will be
used to help steer the process in appropriate directions, through surveys, written
comments, and virtual town hall meetings.
Recommendations may be presented to the Denali Borough Assembly, non-profits, or
private businesses for consideration, as recovery work progresses.
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