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Issue

In order to manage national forests in Alaska to a standard consistent with the rest of the agency, budgets for the Alaska Region must be higher than regions in the Lower 48, because higher salaries, higher cost of materials and supplies, and higher transportation costs all combine to reduce the funding available for projects. Project unit costs also reflect the increased cost of doing business with the majority of projects located in isolated areas solely dependent on air and water transport.

Key Points

· Mean wage in Alaska is 12% higher than the rest of the United States.

· Per diem rates in Alaska are 1.75 to 2.25 times higher than the standard continental U.S. rate.

· Common carrier costs to Washington, D.C., are generally 1.6 to 6 times higher than the other Forest Service regional offices.

· The primary modes of transportation between communities are jet service, fixed wing aircraft, and ferry.

· Routine passenger transportation methods to project sites include boats, float planes and helicopters. Vehicles, equipment, materials and supplies are mainly transported via barge. Remote locations often require helicopter sling-load transport of materials and supplies.

· Shorter field seasons coupled with weather-related delays in transporting employees, goods and services result in higher costs with lower productivity.

Discussion

· Salaries: Alaska has no locality pay. All Alaska federal employees receive 25% above base salary as a cost of living increase except for Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau which receive 24%. Other regions have a mixture of locality pays ranging from 12.64% to 30.33% (with four areas in NJ, TX & CA having rates ranging from 22.9% to 30.33%).

· Cost of Living: Housing, food, medical care, appliances, transportation, miscellaneous goods and services are all more expensive in rural Alaska, and, while prices in urban Alaska are relatively lower, they still exceed the national average. The latest cost-of-living allowance survey for the first quarter of 2006 shows Alaska costs ranging from 4.7-31.5% higher than similar cost items in Washington, D.C.

· Per Diem: Rates across Alaska reflect the higher cost of housing and food—costs which tend to increase sharply during the summer visitor and agency field season.

· Transportation: Few communities in the Chugach National Forest, and only one community in the Tongass National Forest, are connected to a mainland public road system. While public ferry service is available between most communities, this mode of transportation is slow and scheduled routing seldom accommodates need. The alternative is air travel with a significant increase in cost. The average cost of fixed wing (Beaver) is $546/hr., while that of helicopter (McDonald-Douglas 500D) is $635/hr.
· Productivity: Projects dependent on routine access by air and/or water have additional hidden costs. Weather delays result in shorter fieldwork weeks as well as additional transportation cost based on several attempts of an aircraft. Project timeframe extensions result in additional employee and/or contract hours along with higher total transportation costs.

More Information

Brian Goettler, Director of Performance & Budget Accountability, Regional Budget Officer, (907) 586-8732

Reviewed April 2008.
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