Neighborhoods

Soldotna neighborhoods will be attractive, vibrant, clean, safe and desirable. They will be well-
maintained, provide for mobility, and be well-connected to the larger community. The City will
encourage neighborhood interaction and a strong sense of community.

Most residents of Soldotna prize the family-friendly feel of the city, which is small town, compact, safe
and comfortable. Residents also noted that the citizens of Soldotna are the key to the quality of the city,
creating strong neighborhood and community relationships. Soldotna’s young age also contributes to
the character of the city - where new residents live alongside the original homesteaders that founded
the city.

The physical character of Soldotna’s neighborhoods is shaped by the river, the Sterling and Kenai Spur
Highways, and the initial settlement patterns, resulting in two distinct residential neighborhood areas.
The western part of the Soldotna, north of the Kenai River contains the largest residential area with
mostly smaller urban-type lots. The area also includes suburban residential lots, primarily on the outer
edge of this zone. The zoning in this area is primarily Single Family/Two Family Residential, though most
of the developed housing is single family. Scattered throughout this area are smaller undeveloped
residential properties. Recent subdivisions on the west side of the city have had average lot sizes of
11,000 square feet (sf) to 18,000 sf.

The east side of the city is zoned mostly Rural Residential. The sizes of the lots vary and range from
approximately one-quarter acre to five acres. Recent subdivisions in this area have been from 40,000 sf
lots to 4 acre lots. Many of these areas are impacted by wetlands and limited utilities. This area creates
pockets of more suburban development, similar to the development that has occurred outside the city
limits. Large areas on the east side remain undeveloped due to the prohibitive development constraints
associated with large wetland areas.

The economic value and desirability of river front land has resulted in higher density development along
the Kenai River both inside and outside of the city. Outside the city limits, development is rural with
large lot residential development, except along the river. Much of the current and expected population
growth is occurring in the unincorporated areas outside the city limits.

Neighborhood issues include maintaining the quality of residential neighborhoods and providing a
variety and mixture of housing options within the city. Conflicts associated with the interaction between
commercial and residential development are occurring, especially in areas where commercial use is
expanding into formerly residential areas. Also, there is a growing desire for more connectivity for
pedestrians and bicycles, especially as health awareness is growing and fuel prices are increasing.

Neighborhood Quality and Housing Diversity

As mentioned previously, Soldotna is a young city, incorporated in 1960. The 2000 census indicates that
over 56% of the residential structures have been built within the last 30 years. Housing that is over 30
years old may provide opportunities for upgrades and transitions in some areas. The annual volume of
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new residential permits has remained fairly steady over the last 10 years, averaging 20-30 permits per
year. The average value of those permits has varied significantly over the decade, from a low of
$128,081 in 2003 to a high of $291,647 in 2007. Approximately 62% of the city’s housing units are single-
family. Soldotna continues to have affordable housing available, with a median house value of $111,600
in 2000.

The aging population trend that is occurring throughout Alaska and the United States is evident in
Soldotna. In addition, the availability of affordable housing and the location of the hospital and the
growing medical services sector in Soldotna appear to be attracting a larger number of retirees to settle
in the city. This is changing the dynamics of some neighborhoods, as retired households may have fewer
vehicles and look for closer access to community services and facilities. Older households may also
prefer smaller housing units requiring less yard maintenance.

The increase in the older components of the population and the increasing medical service industry in
Soldotna also provide opportunities for younger professionals needed in the medical and other service
sectors. These younger workers in turn create other work opportunities to support the activities and
amenities a growing population will attract, such as shops and restaurants. Maintaining a well-balanced
population and providing diverse housing options will promote a stable economy and assure that the
demand for local community services, such as schools, can be maintained as key facilities in the
community.

Compatibility Adjacent to Residential Areas

The limited commercial zoning district is designed to provide for low intensity commercial use as a
transition between commercial areas and residential areas. The expansion of limited commercial areas
into residential neighborhoods changes the character of the neighborhood and has to be carefully
reviewed to ensure that measures are incorporated to ensure that the commercial uses do not
adversely affect the existing neighborhoods as a result of increased traffic, noise or overflowing parking.
This is particularly true fort the expansion of medical '
facilities near the hospital. Clear rules for expanding
limited commercial should be established to provide
opportunities for this essential economic engine to
expand without resulting in conflicts with the existing
residential development. In addition, a close-in supply
of convenient housing for medical industry employees
promotes more efficient development of the area. The
sharing of commercial and residential space could be
mutually beneficial.

Non-Vehicular Connectivity
Within the town core, Soldotna is technically a “walkable” community; many destinations are within a
distance that can be reached by foot. However, most of the streets are broad with sidewalks directly
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adjacent to the traffic lanes and little or no
buffer or vegetation, resulting in an unpleasant
pedestrian experience. Design features that
would enhance the pedestrian experience have
often not been incorporated, such as landscape
buffers, greenways or separated pedestrian
pathways. In addition, many of the connectors
for both pedestrians and bicycles are missing.
Pedestrian and bicycle connections are needed
across the Sterling and Kenai Spur Highways,
particularly to Soldotna Creek Park and across
the river to the college.

The following goals and recommendations focus on these three main issues.
GOALS

1. Enhance the quality of Soldotna neighborhoods while providing for a diversity of housing
options.

a. Explore implementing additional zoning standards that result in a higher standard of
development for new residential subdivisions and consider providing incentives to
encourage high quality retrofits of existing development.

b. Tighten the standards for granting of waivers and variances from the zoning regulations.

c. Ensure new development is integrated/linked in with the community. Isolation, such as
a gated-community subdivision, defies the basic tenets of community.

d. Develop subdivision standards that address appropriate lot size, public or common open
space, and connections to the community for vehicles and pedestrians.

e. Consider revisions to the landscape standards to promote retention of existing
vegetation for all zoning districts, including residential uses.

f. Re-evaluate the landscape standards to promote more variety in the number and
arrangement of trees and shrubs for multi-family development and non-residential
areas adjacent to residential. The tree canopy of many species is much larger than 10
feet in diameter. Even smaller trees, such as Amur Cherry, have a canopy of 25 to 30
feet when mature. The current spacing requirement does not allow for flexibility in
design, such as massing some trees and leaving areas open for sunlight penetration.
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g. Investigate code changes and tax
incentives to promote or encourage a
diversity (size, design, cost) of housing
options for people of all ages, incomes
and household size.

2. Reduce land use conflicts in residential areas.

a. Consider development of a transition
zone of higher-density residential uses
between low-density residential and limited commercial districts.

b. Evaluate revisions to the zoning code to provide incentives for small scale commercial
sites within walking distance of residential areas.

c. Continue to provide buffer landscaping between residential and non-residential land
uses.

d. Consider increasing the width of landscape bed required
for buffer and screening landscape, especially for large
commercial developments. Current requirements for a 5
to 10 foot bed do not provide a healthy amount of
planting area for trees.

e. Consider requiring site plan reviews for limited
commercial development adjacent to residential uses to ensure adequate consideration
of parking, pedestrian and vehicular circulation, and screening.

f.  Consider requiring site plan reviews for redevelopment of residential structures into
non-residential uses.

3. Provide for increased connectivity throughout Soldotna

a. Continue to implement the
recommendations of the 2001
Roads & Trails Master Plan to
address missing critical connections
for pedestrians and bicycles.

b. Evaluate the potential for greenway
trails connecting neighborhoods to
other major community
destinations using parks, public
spaces, and trails.
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Develop a natural systems/connectivity corridor plan using existing green space to co-
locate stormwater systems, open space and trails throughout the community.

Add standards for the provision of connections to
pedestrian facilities as part of the site plan review
standards for non-residential development.

Consider changes to the city’s road design standards
to require pedestrian and bicycle facilities within the
right-of-way.

Consider requirements for open space dedication for new large residential

developments.

Provide for a grade-
separated green space
connection between
Soldotna Creek Park and
the north side of the
highway to facilitate the
connection to this key
community resource.

Provide a grade-separated
pedestrian connection
across the Kenai Spur
Highway to link the east
and west halves of the
city.
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