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Tonight's meeting purpose is to
provide an update on mitigation
activities specific to the Project’s
cultural resources program.

Cultural resource site location and other confidential
site information is restricted in order to protect sites from
unauthorized disturbance under Alaska state law (AS
40.25.110) and under the federal Freedom of
Information Act (PL 89-554). The restriction of cultural site
information is allowed by AS 40.25.120(a)(4), Alaska
State Parks Policy and Procedure No. 50200, the
National Historic Preservation Act (PL 89-665, 16 U.S.C.
470), and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act
(PL 96-95).



We respectifully acknowledge the Kahtnuht’ana and other Dend’ina
Peoples on whose fraditional lands we reside.

We honor the Kahtnuht’'ana and other Dena’ina Peoples who have
been, and continue to be, stewards of Alaska’s air, lands, and waters
from time immemorial; the Elders who lived here before; and the
Denad’ina People of today and future generations to come.
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1. Introductions
Background

Project Mitigation Efforis
Lessons Learned

Planned Activities for 2027 and Beyond

R COR

Poster Session including Q&A with Project staff



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The project has been doing a great deal of archeological work over the past many years. This open house is focused on sharing what we’ve been doing and why.
You’ll learn about the efforts we’re making to preserve the history of this region, some of the challenges our team has faced in completing this work, and what’s left to do.
Following the presentation, we’ll have a poster session where you can further explore the concepts and talk with our cultural resources team, one-on-one, about the things that are most important and/or interesting to you.








Julia Hanson, PE
DOT&PF, Project Manager

Robyn Miller
HDR, Cultural Resources Lead

Ruby Willoya-Williams
Kenaifze Indian Tribe

Support Team:

= Mary Ann Sweeney, MA, DOT&PF, Statewide Environmental
= Debra Corbett, KIT, Tribal Archaeologist

= Rosanne Darby, KIT Tribal Historic Preservation Officer

= Sean Teeter, HDR, Field Director

= Elliot Hubbard, HDR, Assistant Field Director

= Alex Sonnabend, HDR, Consultant Project Manager

= Paige Barker, HDR, Public Involvement

= Morgan Miller, HDR, Public Involvement
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» |nitial archeological surveys date back to the late 1970s.
= Surveys for the new alignment began in the early 2000s and again the 2010s.
* Programmatic agreement signed in 2018 and the EIS issued in 2019.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As many of you are probably aware, plans to reduce congestion and improve highway safety within the Cooper Landing corridor have been being explored and advanced for quite a long time. The record of decision on the environmental impact statement (or EIS) for the Sterling Highway MP 45-60 Project was issued in 2019, but archeological studies have actually been underway in this area for more than 40 years.   
 
We know that human settlement in the Project area dates back more than 10,000 years. The first archeological surveys, back in 1978-79, identified more than 40 sites. Additional studies around that time investigated Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) claims and defined the Sqilantnu Archaeological District. The word Sqilantnu is the Dena’ina place name for the upper Kenai River.
 
Archaeological surveys in the early 2000s and 2010s looked at various proposed alignments for the project and identified prehistoric and historic sites throughout the Sqilantnu.



PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Overview
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Mitigation:

Measures that avoid,
minimize, or compensate
for effects caused by a
proposed action or
alternatives as described

in an environmental
document or record of
decision and that have a
nexus to those effects.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Starting in 2019 and in compliance with federal requirements, Project archeologists have been working in Sqilantnu to document archaeological and physical materials in the Project area dating from pre-history through the modern era.

Cultural resources are non-renewable resources, and disturbing or destroying these resources removes important context that helps tell the story of human habitation. 

Environmental laws require that federally funded or permitted projects identify adverse effects and find ways to avoid or minimize those impacts to historic properties. An adverse effect for our purposes means something that diminishes the integrity of a historic property’s characteristics that make it ineligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places.




The Project’'s Programmatic Agreement outlined the following mitigation measures:

Archaeological survey and identification of historic properties

Avoidance of historic properties, if feasible

Construction monitoring by a qualified archaeologist and Tribal observer

Testing and data recovery

Reporting and data analysis

Digitizing Kenaitze Indian Tribe (KIT) Oral Histories

Publicizing findings in a scientific journal and educational booklet

Nomination of the Sqilantnu Archaeological District to the National Register of Historic Places

Installing interpretive signage


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In 2018, DOT&PF and the Alaska State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Forest Service, CIRI, the Kenaitze Indian Tribe, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation entered into a Programmatic Agreement (PA) as part of the Project’s development during the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act process.
 
The PA establishes the measures for mitigation of  adverse effects on historic properties due to the Project’s construction. Mitigation measures include archaeological surveys in advance of project construction to identify potential historic properties, design of highway to avoid historic properties (if feasible), monitoring of construction activities by a qualified archaeologist and tribal observer, testing and data recovery at archaeological sites before they are adversely affected by project activities, reporting and analyzing data, digitizing Kenaitze oral histories, publishing a report on the findings in both a scientific journal and an educational booklet, nomination of the Sqilantnu to the National Register of Historic Places, and installing interpretative signage
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Field Surveys
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The current footprint directly impacts approximately 4 acres of 21 historic properties.

2 ’ ‘I 54 Acres surveyed Pr;-)i(;%

2009
Professional archaeologists 2014

‘I 30 since 2019 (approximately
65 Alaska-based) 2016
2020
- 2021

‘I 2 Tribal observers

2022
2023
132 000 Hours worked 2024
’ 2025
2026

Total

954.4
367.4
103.1
221
74.8
393.4
216.5
7.7
3.3
6.0
5.5
0
2154.3


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The cultural resources program in its entirety is about 5% of overall Project costs. This includes staff, their room and board, support for the Tribal observer program, and other direct and indirect costs associated with fieldwork in Alaska. We have had about 130 archaeologists and support staff living and working in Cooper Landing over the last seven years, and about half of the folks you may have seen working along the alignment are Alaska residents. 

On the ground field surveys help identify and protect previously undocumented cultural resources from being adversely affected by Project activities. Our field surveys have identified new historic properties and refined the Project footprint to further avoid or minimize impacts to cultural resources. 


PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Tribal Involvement
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Kenaitze Indian Tribe is a signatory of the Project’s PA and has played a major role in determining mitigation measures for the project. 
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The Project is located on the traditional
lands of the Kenaitze Indian Tribe.

Since 2020, 12 Tribal observers have
worked on the project.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Tribal Observers:
The Project is located on the traditional lands of the Kenaitze Indian Tribe.

The Kenaitze Indian Tribe was actively engaged in the development of– and is a signatory of – the Project’s Programmatic Agreement. 

Tribal representatives helped identify mitigation measures, shaped requirements for Tribal observers, and are active participants in cultural resources efforts today. working directly with Project archaeologists on construction monitoring, data recovery and excavation, field surveys and reporting.

Since 2020, 10 Tribal observers have worked on the project:
2020 - 1
2021 - 5
2022 - 3
2023 - 5
2024 - 5
2025 - 4
2026 - 4

6 tribal observers have worked on the project for 2 or more years, with 2 having worked on project for 5 years. 
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Youth participants in the KIT Susten Archaeology Camp
visited the Project site for hands-on learning with Project

archaeologists.

~R



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Susten Archaeology Camp is for boys and girls in the 9th-12th grades and places an emphasis on cultural preservation, subsistence, traditional practices and healthy lifestyles. The Sterling 45-60 professional archaeologists hosted camp participants, leading fun activities to mimic conducting archeological surveys, mapping and excavation. The camp participants also visited the sites of the cultural resources excavation activities. The camp additionally gave the young participants exposure to job and career opportunities.

 
 


PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Data Recovery




Data that tells a story

Pre-historic and historic artifacts
Fire-cracked rocks and soil samples
Artifacts

Field notes

Photographs, maps, and drawings

Traditional cultural knowledge

450

Excavation units dug
(1 meter x 1 meter units)

1,698

Shovel tests dug
(60 cm x 50 cm units)

Professional posters/
presentations

14

Interim and annual data
recovery reports



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Data is anything that helps tell the story about the place and the people who lived there. For this project, Data Recovery refers to our archaeological excavations. We are recovering all that we can from sites that will be adversely affected by the project. This includes establishing a detailed plan for the data recovery, outlining where shovel tests and excavation units are placed, and what happens to the data once they are collected from the ground.

Each year following the end of the field season, we prepare interim and annual reports that are submitted to the PA Signatories that detail the work that was done for that year. Following the end of all data recovery, we’ll prepare a final data recovery report that summarizes and analyzes all data recovery efforts. Our archaeologists have also presented some of our preliminary reports in professional papers and posters at conferences in Alaska and the Lower 48.
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Data that
tells a story



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ultimately all the data , field notes, photographs, and artifacts will be catalogued and transferred to the Museum of the North in Fairbanks for preservation, potential display, and education for current and future generations.

Per the PA’s curation plan, CIRI retains direct control over artifacts associated with the Sqilantnu Archaeological District that are collected within lands covered by the Russian River Land Act (RRLA). Collections associated with USFS or USFWS lands not under the jurisdiction of the RRLA remain under the stewardship of the respective federal agencies
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PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Construction Monitoring
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Everyone on the feam is encouraged
to reach out to archaeologists with
questions or concerns about
identification and preservation of
potentially important findings.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While we have identified many of the sites and sensitive areas, we are always learning more.

Professional archaeologists are acting as observers on the ground during construction and earthmoving to make sure equipment doesn’t inadvertently damage something that hasn’t already been identified and mitigated through documentation, recovery, or other action. 

Archaeological monitors work directly with construction workers and other Project members, through training and education, to emphasize the importance of the area both culturally and historically. Archaeological monitors work closely with Tribal Observers who are representatives of KIT.

Everyone on the team is encouraged to reach out to archaeologists with questions or concerns about identification and preservation of potentially important findings.


PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Dena’ina Oral Histories Digitization Project
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“Cultural artifacts only tell part of the story;
they need the voices of the people to fill in
details and provide deeper understanding.

KIT is working to collect, franslate, and
preserve Kenaitze oral histories in a digital
format and is currently transcribing and

digitizing existing inferviews.

KIT plans to develop a public website with
the full catalog of published documentation
and selected samples of digitized materials.”

*Some information may be redacted from public documents due
to its sensitive nature.

s

PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS: Dena’ina Oral Histories Digitization Project
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“As Dena’ina people, we have been part of
this land for time immemorial. Our oral
history says that we are the original stewards
of this land.”

“We advocate for the appropriate
removal and mitigation of the sites that
have been documented in this area that
will be impacted by the projects’ footprint.
Through working with CIRI, the Kenaitze
Indian Tribe has taken the role and
responsibility of monitoring and
documenting the work being done
through the project.”

“Dena’ina people live, gather, and travel
through this area and have for thousands of

years, to support the Kenaitze Tribe's mission
to assure that the Kahtnuht'ana Dena'ina
thrive forever.”



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ethnographic data and traditional cultural knowledge  is hugely important, too, for telling our story and informing what we learn from the archeologists. This includes place names, stories, and histories told by our Elders.

KIT is working to collect, translate, and preserve Kenaitze oral histories in a digital format and is currently transcribing and digitizing existing interviews. KIT plans to develop a public website with the full catalogue of published documentation and selected samples of digitized materials. 


PROJECT MITIGATION EFFORTS

Rhode Cabin
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Four structures at the
Rhode homestead on
Kenai Lake were
surveyed in 2023 and
2024 as part of the
Project.

All four structures were

determined eligible for
listing o be nominated
to the National Register
for Historic Preservation.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Cecil and Helen Rhode were pioneering documentary photographers and filmmakers whose work about Alaska’s wildlife and wild places were shown to national audiences in the 1950 and 60s. Four structures at their homestead on Kenai Lake were surveyed in 2023 and 2024 as part of the Project, and all four structures were determined eligible for listing on the National Register for Historic Preservation. The homestead is considered significant at the local level for its association with mid-century homesteading in Cooper Landing, and for its association with the Rhodes as nationally recognized, accomplished filmmakers and photographers.
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= Site challenges:

Flooding and
groundwater at
excavation sites

Falling trees
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Each year, as part of the PA’s requirements, Project archaeologists put together an annual progress report on identification efforts, progress on mitigation measures, and issues encountered.  The 2026 report won’t be available until spring 2027, but the 2025 report is publicly available (with sensitive content redacted). Visit www. sterlinghighway.net/project library to view the annual report that summarizes the PA mitigation activities completed the prior year. 

Some of the issues the team has experienced that impact their work includes flooding and groundwater at excavation sites, falling trees, snow, machinery and roadwork in close proximity, and frozen ground, to name a few. 


PLANNED ACTIVITIES

2027 and Beyond




Additional field surveys and data recovery if project footprint changes

A professional publication compiling past and current research on the
Sqgilantnu District, to be published in a scientific journal

An educational booklet on the Sqgilanthu Archaeological District

A nomination for the Sqilantnu Archaeological District to the National
Register for Historic Places

Interpretive signs within the Sqgilantnu Archaeological District


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Collection and identification of artifacts are only part of the story. Future research may be able to answer deeper questions about the lives of the people who lived on the upper Kenai Peninsula since time immemorial. 

Activities yet to be concluded include any additional field surveys and data recovery, the professional publication and educational booklet, nomination to the National Register, and interpretative signs.
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| 2021 , 2022 4 2023 , 2024 g 2025 , 2026 4 2027 4 2028 4 2029 , 2030 N %
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| Clearing & Geotechnical Investigations : Open to Traffic

Stage 1A Stage 1B

Stage 2

Stage 5

Stage 6

Funded-1A, 2, 3,4, 1B : Anticipated Funding - 5, 6


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Some detail about the construction status of the Project:
So far we’ve completed Stage 1a, which reconstructed the Sterling Hwy west of the new alignment.
We’ve blasted enough rock to partially build Stages 3 and 4, creating a traversable road from the existing highway all the way to Juneau Creek on both sides. As part of this work, we also installed all of the subgrade structures including several wildlife undercrossings, an undercrossing for a Forest Service road, and a pedestrian undercrossing. 
We’ve launched the Juneau Creek Bridge across the canyon and continue to build the rest of it.
We’ve also started building Stage 1B, at the east end of the project, where we’ll build a new “T” intersection to connect the old and new alignments.
The final push will raise stages 3 and 4 to final grade, build the new intersection at the west tie in (stage 5), and pave the whole bypass (stage 6). The new intersection at the west will be a tight-diamond interchange, with acceleration ramps in each direction.
We’re currently on schedule to open the bypass to traffic in 2031.


THANK YOU!

Poster Sessionll!

Have questions? Find a team member during the poster session!



Visit the website
www.sterlinghighway.net

Project questions?
Julia Hanson, PE
907-269-0753

Construction questions?
Shaun Combs, Project Engineer
907-595-2009
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