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CHAPTER	EIGHT:	PRIORITIZATION	OF	IMMINENTLY‐
THREATENED	ALASKA	NATIVE	VILLAGES	FOR	FUTURE	RISK	
MAP	STUDIES	

A  long-identified need for providing assistance to Alaska’s at-risk communities is a fair, defensible 
methodology which identifies the communities at greatest risk, thereby enabling resources and 

assistance to be prioritized to the greatest need.  In 2009, the Immediate Action Working Group noted in 
its Recommendations Report to the Governor's Climate Change Sub-Cabinet: 
 

“The number of potentially affected communities impacted by climate change phenomena 
will grow and will require a systems approach if the State of Alaska is to effectively address 
the increased needs for each community on a prioritized basis.” 
 

Partially in response to this need, in March 2017 the Denali Commission funded the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers Alaska District, the Cold Regions Research and Engineering Laboratory, and the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks in a Statewide Threat Assessment Project to collect flood, permafrost and erosion data 
for rural Alaskan communities, analyze this data, and then develop a methodology that assigns a risk index 
for each threat for individual communities, as well as an overall aggregate risk index for all three threats 
when considered together. 
 

On September 13, 2018, the Denali Commission held a meeting in Anchorage where the draft Statewide 
Threat Assessment was presented to a diverse group of stakeholders.  Additional meetings are planned in 
Bethel and Fairbanks. Data collection, evaluation methodologies, and the results of aggregate risk analysis 
were discussed at the Anchorage meeting.  While the final product of this effort has not yet been released, 
information has been provided on the most vulnerable communities impacted by flood, erosion and 
permafrost degradation, as well as the most vulnerable communities for combined threats.  The 
recommendations for Alaska’s future study needs for 2019-2020, are based on this information.  
 

A spreadsheet providing the draft results of community evaluations for threats related to flood, erosion, 
permafrost and combined threats were provided to the State Risk MAP Coordinator with the request to not 
publish them in the Alaska Mapping Business Plan because the final threat assessment report has not been 
released. 
 

The categories of "highly vulnerable" and "vulnerable" represent the top two categories of threat levels 
defined by the threat assessment.  Other categories (not listed) include "somewhat vulnerable," "slightly 
vulnerable," and "low vulnerability." Community names were intentionally alphabetized within each 
category, because the uncertainty in the available data do not support the production of a ranked list of 
individual communities within each vulnerability grouping. 
 

The watersheds selected (page 144) for future Risk MAP studies were identified in the following manner: 

 The list of highly vulnerable communities in the combined vulnerability group were considered first. 



Prioritization of Imminently-Threatened Alaska Native Villages for Future Risk MAP Studies 

Alaska Mapping Business Plan

Integrating Mapping, Risk Assessment, and Resilience Planning 

142 | 

ο  Of this group, the villages of Kivalina, Newtok and Shishmaref were omitted for the Risk MAP 
study selection as these communities have already undergone extensive study, are in the process of 
implementing relocation or expansion plans and therefore would be less likely to benefit from 
additional study of the existing community. The village of Shaktoolik was included in the Risk 
MAP study selection because the community does not have relocation plans underway and could 
benefit from additional hazard study and analysis to inform the next steps to increasing resilience. 

ο  Highly vulnerable communities in which a Risk MAP study is already underway were omitted.  
Emmonak is an example of this. 

 Of the communities identified in the group above, those who were also identified as highly vulnerable
in one or more of the individual hazard categories (flood, erosion, permafrost degradation) were
selected.  This narrowed the selection down to communities in five Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC)-8
watersheds.

 Additional communities located within these five watersheds were included if they were identified as
highly vulnerable in one or more of the individual hazard categories (flood, erosion, permafrost
degradation)

 Of the five selected watersheds, a few contained many highly vulnerable communities.  These
communities were further prioritized.  Communities were identified as primary if they were identified
as highly vulnerable in the combined vulnerability category as well as one or more of the hazard
categories.  A few communities were also identified as primary if they:

ο  Were identified as highly vulnerable in at least one of the hazard categories, and

ο  Had recently requested assistance from state and federal partners due to severe environmental
threats and,

ο   DCRA had already begun providing planning assistance to the community.

A 	 	E ‐V 	C 	
In 2019, the State Risk MAP Coordinator developed a new webpage and interactive map on the 
communities identified as highly vulnerable in the Statewide Threat Assessment:  

 Assistance to Environmentally-Vulnerable Communities webpage: https://www.commerce.alaska.gov/
web/dcra/PlanningLandManagement/EVCs.aspx

 Interactive Map of  Environmentally-Vulnerable Communities: http://dcced.maps.arcgis.com/apps/
MapSeries/index.html?appid=8cd30ff01c024413bad404154db699c7

The State Risk MAP Coordinator will provide assistance to these communities to help reduce their risk to 
natural hazards through community planning assistance and the identification of local mitigation projects.  
While the village of Kotlik is the first of these communities* to be involved in a Risk MAP study, the plan 
is for more of these communities to participate in Risk MAP in the future. 

*Emmonak, identified as a highly vulnerable community, is also an NFIP-participating community which
completed Discovery in 2015.
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