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Honorable Michael Dunleavy, Governor State of Alaska 
PO Box 11001 
Juneau, Alaska 99811-0001  

Re: Declaration of Southeast Alaska Economic Disaster  

November 17, 2020 
Dear Governor Dunleavy-  

Southeast Conference is the state and federally-designated regional economic development 
organization for Southeast Alaska. It is our job to serve as the collective voice for advancing our 
region’s economy.  

Southeast Alaska is experiencing an economic disaster of unprecedented proportions, and we are 
asking you to declare an economic disaster area for the region as whole. The declaration is based on 
two economic failures – the loss of the statewide summer tourism season due to COVID-19, and the 
collapse of the regional Southeast salmon fishery due to poor returns, along with low prices. Several 
of our municipalities have already submitted similar requests, including Juneau, Wrangell, 
Petersburg, Ketchikan, Sitka, Hoonah, and Haines; while other communities are moving towards 
this process. The reality is, the events of 2020 have been devastating across the region, and a 
disaster declaration for the region as a whole is unfortunately warranted. We have included specific 
findings below to support this request. 

Department of Labor April through September Data 
Early job numbers published by the Alaska Department of Labor (ADOL) show the devastating 
effects of COVID-19 on Southeast Alaska jobs and the economy. Between April and September 2020, 
Southeast Alaska was down by more than 7,000 jobs, or 17% of its total workforce, compared to the 
same period in 2019. Jobs in Southeast have been lost at a much higher rate than the rest of Alaska, 
with ADOL data showing other regions being down between 6% and 14% of their overall workforce 
during the same period. 

Hardest hit were those sectors that provide tourism services. Combined the transportation, leisure, 
and hospitality sectors shed 4,350 jobs, with jobs in the transportation sector down by 50% due to 
the decline of scenic and sightseeing transportation activities. 

The Southeast Alaska seafood processing sector was down by 28% between April and September 
compared to 2019. Self-employment data for this period is not yet available and has not been 
included in this analysis. Approximately one-fifth of Southeast jobs are independent workers, 
including commercial fishermen. 
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The retail trade sector is continuing to perform more poorly over time. While retail jobs fell by 12% 
during the April-September period as a whole, the September only analysis shows that Southeast 
retail jobs were down by 22% compared to September 2019 – a loss of 1,000 jobs compared to 
September of last year. 

Visitor Industry Losses 
In 2019, the visitor industry sector made up 18% of all annualized jobs in Southeast Alaska and 
paid out 12% of all wages. In a typical year, Southeast Alaska would have been the most visited part 
of the state, with two-thirds of all tourists coming to the region. In 2020, tourists had been expected 
to spend nearly $800 million across Southeast Alaska communities. 
 

• Cruise passenger losses: In 2020, 43 cruise ships were scheduled to visit the region, 
carrying 1.41 million passengers on 606 voyages. Tourists in Southeast Alaska are 
predominantly cruise ship visitors, which had been expected to make up 90% all of tourists 
in 2020. All cruises but two were cancelled. Two small cruise ships attempted trips with 48 
combined passengers, but one of those trips was aborted mid-trip. This represents a decline 
of 99.9% of cruise ship passengers.  

• Air passenger losses: Air passenger traffic is also down significantly. Early data shows that 
between April and September, total air passengers arriving in Southeast Alaska decreased 
by 72%. 

• Ferry passenger losses: While data has not yet been reported by the state, we know that 
2020 numbers will include a steep decline of ferry passenger traffic.  

Salmon Returns 
Seafood represents 10% of the regional economy, and Southeast Alaska has just experienced one of 
the worst seafood seasons in our history. Preliminary harvest values by the Alaska Department of 



 

Page 3 of 4 
 

Fish and Game show that the value of the Southeast Alaska salmon harvest fell by half (-50.8%) 
from $101.8 million in 2019 to $50.1 million to fishermen. 
 

 
The total 2020 value of Chum in the region came in 58% lower, a loss of $21.9 million. Sockeye 
salmon harvest value was down by 76%. Nor was the 2019 fishing season a very strong year, as 
that catch was 31% below the 10-year seafood average in terms of pounds landed. Southeast 
Chinook harvest and values saw gains in 2020. Processors spent millions on COVID-19 mitigation 
measures, impacting ex-vessel prices and workforce levels. 

Regional Business Survey  
In June, a total of 460 regional business leaders participated in a regional business climate survey, 
representing 8,550 current regional workers.  On average, reporting businesses had lost 57% of 
their revenue due to COVID-19 in 2020 by June, compared to January through June 2019. There was 
significant variation between industry in community impacts. Revenue for businesses in the 
tourism sector were down by 83%, and businesses in food and beverage services were down by 
63%. By community, Skagway businesses have lost the most, with reported average revenue loss of 
80%, followed by Haines and Ketchikan. Additional datapoints from this survey are below: 

• Responding employers laid off 19% of their total workforce due to COVID-19 
• One-quarter of respondents said that they were at risk closing permanently  
• 89% of respondents called the current economy poor or very poor, and 62% indicated that 

the upcoming year will be worse 

Municipal Revenue Losses  
In addition to the enormous impacts facing our businesses and workers across the region, we are 
also concerned about the significant losses our municipalities are facing. Lost municipal revenue 
means decreased services and layoffs in our communities, all of which exacerbate the current issues 
in the region. 

• Sales Tax: Communities across the regional are is anticipating steep reductions in sales tax 
revenue during the summer of 2020.  

• The City of Juneau is projecting a $10 million sales tax loss. 
• The Municipality of Skagway collected $7.3 million in fewer taxes for summer 2020 

compared to the same time period in 2019 – a 95% decrease. 
• The City of Ketchikan is projecting a loss of $5 million – a 36% decrease in sales tax 

revenues for that community.  
• The Municipality of Sitka is projecting a $3.8 million loss. 
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• K-12 Enrollment: The mostly online-only start of the school year is having an extremely 
negative effect on K-12 enrollment. Early data indicates that enrollment could be down by 
as much as 12% across the region compared to 2019. A loss of funding allocation could 
significantly impact the financial position of regional schools. 

• Fish Tax: Given the reductions in processing volume, reductions in Fish Tax, which was $4 
million in FY19, are expected as well. 

• Port Losses: Commercial Passenger Vessel and Port Moorage Revenues: Municipalities 
lost significant revenue that would have accrued with the arrival of cruise ships, through 
commercial and moorage fees in 2020. These losses threaten the ability of municipalities to 
meet debt service and other financial obligations. While communities are still tabulating the 
full extent of these losses, some early data includes the following: 

• The City and Borough of Juneau lost an estimated $15 million in passenger fees, 
along with an additional $1.5 million in lost moorage and dock fees last summer.  

• Total revenue losses for the Port of Ketchikan in 2020 was $14.2 million, including 
$2.7 million in lost Commercial Passenger Vessel revenues, and $8.7 million in 
passenger wharfage revenue losses.  

• Municipality of Skagway lost $5.1 million in Commercial Passenger Vessel shared 
revenues. 

Thank you, Governor Dunleavy, for the good work your administration has already done in bringing 
relief programs to our region and providing some stopgap measures to help us in this time of 
pandemic and economic crisis. However, due to the seasonality of our region’s economy, we are 
looking towards a long hard winter for our region. We will need every tool possible to help stabilize 
our region during this darkest of times. A disaster declaration will start the process to allow the 
hardworking Southeast Alaskans to get federal disaster aid. This help is vital to our regional 
communities and economy. We thank you for your consideration and urgency on this matter. 
 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Markos Scheer 
Southeast Conference 
President 
 
Cc: SE Legislative Delegation  
       Federal Delegation  
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On behalf of the Southeast Conference 
Board of Directors 
 


