
Rob Goldberg 
PO Box 1154 
Haines, AK 99827 
 
16 February 2011 
 
To Haines Borough Assembly: 
 
The following are my comments on Ordinance 10-10-243 
 
Although I hadn’t planned on it, somehow along the way I became the spokesman for the 
working group.  At the initial meeting I stated that my goal was to find a solution that 
everyone could agree to.  I took no position as to whom I was representing.  When Mayor 
Hill left on vacation I was asked to chair the meetings.  I presented ideas to the group and 
listened to ideas from other group members and from people in the audience.  Ideas were 
discussed at length, modified, and either accepted or rejected.  The accepted ideas were 
then brought by me to the manager and formatted into the ordinance.  We then sent them 
to the borough attorney for review.  Lately there have been those who have questioned 
my role in this process.  Someone had to be responsible for taking the verbal ideas 
discussed in the working group and turning them into written language for the ordinance. 
Otherwise, you would not have an ordinance in front of you today.   When no one else 
jumped up to do this, I decided to take on the responsibility.  
 
My approach to problem solving is to come into the negotiation from a perspective of 
compassion rather than animosity.  If you can understand what all the participants need to 
get out of the negotiation there is a better chance of achieving a final product that will be 
satisfactory to everyone.  If you approach the negotiation with only self-interest in mind, 
the process will fail.  I think this is what has happened in this group.  There are members 
of the group who have expressed the opinion that they are happy with what they have 
received through the negotiation, but they are unhappy because they think the other side 
got too much of what they wanted.  This attitude -  “I’m not happy because the guy I 
don’t like is happy” is a recipe for failure.   
 
The Map 
 
The map was modified during two meetings in December.   The map committee 
consisted of myself, Scott Sundberg (SEABA), Sean Brownell (AKHeliskiing) and Sean 
Gaffney (AMG).  The first thing we did was to fix many areas that were considered 
problems by the heli skiers.  The old lines were drawn mid-slope, but there were no pick 
up spots until the bottom.  This is why the heli skiers have been resisting using GPS.  
They knew they were going outside the boundaries, but they had to in order to pick up 
their clients.   
 
New places for skiing were added in the Summit Creek, Boundary Glacier and Ferebee 
Glacier areas.   
 



In total, approximately 135 square miles of new terrain were added to the 150 square 
miles of existing terrain, for a total of approximately 285 square miles.   
 
One small area, the Rainbow Glacier, was removed from the skiing area to correct a 
mistake that had been made when the original map had been drawn.   
 
There were some areas the heli skiers wanted that were not added to the map.  The 
Takhin Ridge and part of the Takshanuk Ridge were left out because of concerns from 
subsistence hunters in Klukwan.  Scott Sundberg made a presentation in Klukwan.  The 
village council considered his proposal and rejected it.   
 
Scott Sundberg also wanted an area called Haska Bowl and the lower Pyramid Valley.  
These areas were left off the map because they face residents along the Chilkat River on 
River Road.  The narrow Haska and Pyramid valleys concentrate and amplify the 
helicopter noise, and then the river reflects it onto the residences.   
 
Complicating the map issue for this season is the fact that BLM has closed all of its lands 
pending the release of a new management plan.  These lands include some areas south of 
the Takhin and south to the Davidson Glacier, and most of the Ferebee Glacier area.  This 
puts a crimp on the heli skiers, but there is nothing the borough can do about this.  There 
are no other state lands that can be added without causing conflict with other user groups.   
 
Skier Days 
 
I want to say up front that the number of 2600 skier days that I presented at the last 
assembly meeting did not come from the working group.  It came from my own 
calculations and discussions with the manager.  This 2600 number has caused 
considerable anxiety among a lot of people and has been the source of a lot of anger 
directed at me.  I am not attached to this number, and I ask the assembly to do with it 
what you will.  You have the authority to change it.   
 
I should explain, again, how this number came to be.  Currently, the existing ordinance 
allows 1200 skier days and 140 photographer days.  The photographer days include an 
unspecified number of staff.  In the working group, Sean Brownell of AKHeliskiing 
suggested that we look into converting the photographer days into skier days.   
 
When I looked at the numbers from the past two seasons, I found that on some days there 
was only one staff person accompanying the photographer and on other days there were 
ten.  The average was 3.4 staff per photographer.  3.4 staff plus one photographer equals 
4.4 people.  A helicopter load is 5 people.  Since 4.4 people in a helicopter has the same 
impact as 5, I used 5 as the factor.  140 times 5 equals 700.  This represents the permitted 
amount of skier days that comes from 140 photographer days.  The actual amount was 
somewhat less, just as the actual amount of skiers is somewhat less than the permitted 
amount of 1200.   
 



Adding 1200 skier days plus the 700 from the photographer days equals 1900 skier days.  
This number, 1900, represents the permitted number of skier days we have had for the 
past few seasons.  I know this is hard for some people to grasp, but we currently allow 
1900 skier days, not 1200.   
 
The next number, 500, is the one that is most upsetting to some people.  In my 
discussions with Mark, we talked about the past two seasons.  In 2009, the operators 
came to the assembly to ask for more skier days.  It was not a pleasant experience for 
anyone.  In 2010, SEABA ran over their limit, and then came to the assembly to ask for 
forgiveness.  Since there is no provision in the new ordinance for the operators to come to 
the assembly to ask for more skier days, we decided to suggest adding 500 skier days, 
divided proportionally between the two operators.   This number was not based on 
anything other than an effort to avoid what has happened the past two years. 
 
Adding 1900 and 500 equals 2400.  Dividing proportionally to the way the skier days are 
apportioned now would give AKHeliskiing 1500 skier days and SEABA 900 skier days.  
 
The final 200 skier days are suggested for AMG.  The reasons for permitting them are 
detailed in the next section.   
 
 
Number of Permits 
 
The ordinance allows for three heli skiing permits and one for a special event.  The 
permit for a separate film crew was removed.  Any film crews will now have to contract 
with our local operators for guiding services.   
 
Some, including SEABA and AKHeliskiing, are opposed to the addition of a third permit 
for AMG.  Personally, I think including them is a good idea for several reasons.  AMG is 
a very reputable, established company.  They have always been more than happy to 
follow the rules, they are responsive to the wishes of the community and they have been 
very generous in offering free summer trips to dozens of local youth.  They will set the 
standard of behavior in the heli ski business by which the other companies will be judged.  
Allowing them 200 skier days from the Haines airport will have little or no impact on 
anyone.  200 skier days amounts to 40 helicopter loads of people, or 40 take offs and 
landings.  Spread over a typical season of 50 days of skiing, this amounts to an average of 
less than one take off and landing per day from the airport.  This is hardly an impact.  
SEABA and AKHeliskiing have already made arguments that giving AMG a permit will 
cause crowding and is a safety issue.  I think they are just afraid of a little competition.   
 
Another benefit to Haines that AMG brings is free advertising.  Sierra Designs, a huge 
manufacturer of outdoor gear and clothing, has contracted with AMG for an advertising 
campaign.  Full page ads in all the outdoor magazines will feature AMG guides using 
Sierra Designs gear.  It will be to our benefit if all the spectacular photos say Haines at 
the bottom instead of Skagway.  We can’t buy that kind of advertising.  
 



Heliports 
 
On November 4, 2010 the planning commission passed a motion to recommend to the 
assembly that heliports be added to the list of conditional uses in the general use zone.  
For some reason, this motion was not forwarded to the assembly.  If it had been, I believe 
we would not now have the controversy surrounding a fourth heliport on Chilkat Lake 
Road.   
 
Language was inserted into the ordinance that limits the heliports to the airport, 33 Mile 
and 18 Mile unless approved by conditional use.  At the working group meeting of 
February 8th, Scott Sundberg protested this part of the ordinance.  When questioned 
directly, he admitted that he was planning to use his property on Chilkat Lake Road as a 
heliport this season.  It was apparent to me that he wants to establish this property as a 
heliport before the new ordinance is in place.  The last time he landed a helicopter there, 
nearby residents protested vigorously.  The Eagle Vista subdivision is about a half mile 
from this proposed heliport, and there are 22 occupied residences within a mile.  The 
ordinance mandates a half mile separation between helicopter landings and mountain 
goats.  I think we should offer our human neighbors at least the same courtesy.   
 
Scott also stated that he had the OK for the new heliport from seven adjoining property 
owners.  I investigated at the borough office and found that he had subdivided off six 
small lots on the perimeter of his property and sold them to his associates.  These are 
presumably the property owners he was referring to.    
 
It is very disturbing to me that Scott Sundberg never mentioned his plans at the working 
group meetings, and that he would have kept his intentions secret if I hadn’t questioned 
him.  This directly contradicts the spirit of the working group, which has been working 
toward a solution that promotes community harmony.  The sudden appearance of a new 
heliport in a residential neighborhood will destroy the community harmony we are 
working to achieve.  This will be bad for Haines and bad for business.  Our reputation as 
an argumentative community will grow instead of diminish.  No one wants to be a tourist, 
move to, or open a business in a war zone. 
 
It is difficult for me to imagine someone being this insensitive to the lives of their 
neighbors.   
 
If SEABA goes ahead and begins flying out of this property, I think it would be grounds 
for the assembly to revoke their permit.   
 
   
Shared Use Policy 
 
At the working group meetings we heard a lot of input from backcountry skiers.  These 
are people, myself included, who like to hike up and ski on the same kind of terrain that 
the heli skiers use.  There are more people here who do this than you might imagine.  
Their issue is that heli skiers have taken over areas that backcountry skiers used to use.  



The area mentioned most is called Telemark Ridge, located across the Chilkat River from 
River Road.  I wrote a shared use policy that includes checks and balances to prevent 
either side from abusing the system.  I wanted this shared use policy to include all the heli 
skiing areas, but the operators were concerned that it would be too difficult to keep track 
of various groups using multiple areas.  We scaled the program back to include just 
Telemark Ridge.   We will assess in May how well the system worked.   
 
 
Access Routes 
 
This was the least debated part of the ordinance.  Everyone agreed that the best policy is 
for helicopters to stay as far away from residences as possible.  A resident of 18 Mile told 
the group that if the helicopters go downstream from the landing strip, the noise is much 
less for residents.  This is the kind of general guideline that was written into the 
memorandum of agreement.  Since the written flight guidelines are of a general nature, 
and not specific flight paths, they are not expressed as lines on the map.   
 
 
GPS 
 
Once the map was revised to include the entirety of the ski runs, the operators readily 
agreed to use GPS.  The question that remains is how to implement it.  Sean Cone, a 
professional helicopter pilot who attended several of the meetings, suggested using hand 
held Garmin GPS units that can be attached to the dashboard of the helicopter.  These 
cost about $200 each.  He said the drawbacks to this type of system are that people can 
forget to turn them on, the batteries run low and in some places they cannot get signal 
from the satellites.  Data can be easily transferred to a laptop and then to the borough.  
Another system is called Spidertracks.  This system is more expensive, but it comes on 
automatically and records data more reliably.  There is a dealer in Juneau.  I believe the 
signal from these units can be tracked in real time, since they are used to locate aircraft in 
distress.  
 
It will be important to have a meeting with the operators soon to work out the details of 
the GPS data gathering.    
 
 
Wildlife Concerns 
 
There are many people who brought information to the working group regarding wildlife, 
specifically mountain goats, bears and wolverines.  We had Ryan Scott and Anthony 
Crupi from ADF&G attend a meeting.  I also had extensive conversations with Kevin 
White, who is in charge of the research project on the local goats. We have written into 
the ordinance a half mile landing distance between helicopters and mountain goats.  
There is research that suggests that 1.5 kilometers, or about 9 tenths of a mile is a safer 
distance.  A letter from Ryan Scott also suggests this distance.  I, and probably most 
others in the group, would be happy to change the half mile distance to 9 tenths.  My 



question is, who is going to be out in the mountains to measure the distance?  Any limit 
we insist on is unenforceable.  We have to rely on trusting the operators not to fly near 
goats and other wildlife.  AKHeliskiing has said that their policy is to go somewhere else 
if they see a goat near an area where they want to ski.  The assumption we used in 
drawing the lines on the map is that heli skiers want deep snow, and goats want areas of 
little or no snow.  The two groups should be mutually exclusive.  Ryan Scott, Kevin 
White and Anthony Crupi agreed that this should be true.  We drew in skiing areas on the 
north facing sides of the peaks where the snow is deepest and left the south sides for the 
goats.  ADF&G currently has 23 GPS collared goats in our area.  The most important 
data is the winter location of the nanny and kid groups.  These groups don’t move much 
during the winter.  We currently have the location of one nanny, and presumably her 
group.  They are outside the ski boundary.  As we get more data, we will enter the 
locations on the map and pass the information on to the heli skiers.    
 
Transfer of Skier Days 
 
I have heard reasonable arguments on both sides of this one.  Personally, I don’t think it 
is a big deal.  If one company runs out and another has a surplus, I don’t see harm in 
allowing a transfer or sale.  It makes the skier days somewhat like halibut quota.  You can 
sell your quota or have someone else fish it.  This doesn’t affect the number of fish being 
caught.   
 
Flight Manifests 
 
The ordinance requires that the operators report to the borough on the number of client 
and other information.  I think that the pilot’s flight manifest should be submitted also as 
verification. 
 
Thank you for considering my comments. 
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