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The genesis of this presentation, a find from the past.



Early Fairbanks
The Town of Fairbanks was founded in 1903, 

following the establishment of a trading post by 

E.T. Barnette on the banks of the Chena River to 

service the influx of placer gold miners.   

The townsite of Chena, at 

the mouth of the Chena 

River where it met the 

Tanana River was already 

a bustling town.



Early Fairbanks

The source of electricity at 

this time was wood.  Wood 

also powered heat, 

transportation for the early 

Tanana Valley Railroad and 

steamboat transportation for 

supplies delivered via river.



Early Fairbanks
The Northern Commercial 

Company (N.C. Co.), the 

major supply company to 

Fairbanks and several 

towns in Alaska at that 

time, was given a 

franchise to provide 

electric service to the 

Town of Fairbanks by the 

Common Council.



Early Fairbanks

In 1908, there was a population of 5,000.  

In 1913, the N.C. Co. burned 8,500 cords 

of wood to generate electricity.   

As the gold boom faded in the early 

1920’s, the population dropped to 1,200.

The area revived with the 1923 

completion of the Alaska Railroad that 

made it possible to transport coal from 

Healy to Fairbanks.



1921 Electric Rates



Early Fairbanks

In 1923, President Warren 

Harding hammered the last 

spike in Nenana, marking the 

completion of the railroad 

from Anchorage to Fairbanks, 

authorized by Congress in 

1914.  He died on the way 

home, either from food 

poisoning or the stress of the 

long distance travel.  



The Next Boom
In 1922, the Fairbanks Exploration 

Co. (F.E. Co.) began setting up 

giant dredging operations in the 

valleys surrounding Fairbanks.  

Fueled by coal, their 

administration, operations and 

housing were established on Illinois 

St.  They ran a 9.5 mw power plant 

serving their operations.



The Next Boom

The Town of Fairbanks continued to 

franchise the N.C. Co. to provide electricity 

in the core area of Fairbanks until 1949 

when the then City formed the Municipal 

Utilities System to provide sewer and water, 

telephone, and electrical generation and 

distribution.   Beginning in 1951, MUS built a 

succession of coal fired generating units 

numbered Chena 1,2,3,4,5 and 6 on Lower 

2nd Ave.  Most still exist, if not in use.



World War II
The war shut down the F.E. 

Co. exploration as it was 

considered non-essential.  In 

1940, Ladd Field (now Ft. 

Wainwright) was built with a 4 

story coal plant, shown here. 

In 1954, they built a new coal 

plant for heat and power, still 

in use, but as of 2021 seeking 

replacement. Another story….

Eielson Air Force Base had a 20 mw coal plant in 1952, 

replaced with a 37 mw coal plant in 1972.



Delta-Ft. Greely
Fort Greely, just south of Delta 

Jct. built a 20.2 mw nuclear 

power plant, taking 4 years to 

complete in 1962.  The GE SM-1A 

operated for less than 10 years to 

supply heat and electricity.

Too expensive to operate and with containment 

issues, it has been in shutdown mode since.  It is in 

process of being decommissioned now for about $100 

million. GVEA supplies electricity to Ft. Greely. 



University of Alaska
The University was on its own for 

electricity.  As the Agricultural 

College and School of Mines 

before becoming the University of 

Alaska, it was like in Fairbanks 

small wood fired power plants 

from 7 kw to 15 kw in the 1920’s, 

when President Charles Bunnell

authorized a 50 kw generator for 

heat and electricity. Later, they 

converted to coal.



University of Alaska
1937 saw a $125,000 congressional appropriation to 

construct a concrete structure for a 64 kw power plant, 

built in 1938. This was in the footprint of the Rasmussen 

Library.  It was well constructed as, following its 1964 

replacement with the $2 mm Atkinson plant below 

Alumni Drive, they had to use dynamite to demolish it.

1937 Power Plant (left)

Atkinson Building power plant (right)



University of Alaska
The Atkinson power plant was aging 

out in the mid 2010’s and a major 

effort to replace it was undertaken.

Despite the desire to use a cleaner 

fuel than coal, the lack of available 

natural gas and the lack of committed 

Legislative support for annual 3x fuel 

cost if natural gas could be found or 

for fuel oil led to the current $245+ 

mm new plant, capable of 17 mw. 

Excess electricity is being sold to 

GVEA at least short-term.



GVEA
Golden Valley Electric Association

Post WW II, there was a marked increase in 

homesteading and farming, influenced by veterans 

who had served in Alaska and decided to stay.

GVEA was incorporated in 1946 through the Rural 

Electrification Act of 1936 which sought to help 

fund electricity to rural areas that investor owned 

companies didn’t find profitable enough to serve,  

kind of like internet is today. GVEA was formed to 

provide electricity to the more rural areas outside 

the City of Fairbanks.



Golden Valley Electric Association
GVEA started with some small diesel generation units, 

purchased the F.E. Co. 9.5 mw power plant in 1952 

and eventually settled its administration/operations 

campus in the same Illinois St. area of the F.E. Co.

GVEA is a not-for-profit electric cooperative, member-

owned with a democratically elected board of 

directors.

Its mission: GVEA is committed to safely delivering reliable 

electricity, quality service and innovative energy solutions at fair 

prices, recognizing GVEA’s importance to the economic, 

environmental, and social viability of our communities.







Electric Cooperatives
GVEA is one of about 900 electric cooperatives in 

the U.S., but only in Alaska and the Island of Kauai 

act as generation, transmission and distribution 

cooperatives.  Most co-ops are distribution only or 

G&T only.

Over time, GVEA has developed the most fuel 

diverse electric utility in Alaska, serving Interior 

Alaska.  GVEA and FMUS were often at odds in 

coordinating power sharing and service areas, as 

the City boundaries expanded, such as in 1964. 



GVEA’s Diverse Mix 
• 1953 F.E. Coal Plant on Illinois St. 9.5 mw 

• 1967 Healy 1 Coal Plant  25 mw (nuclear considered)

• 1971-72 Zehnder G.E. Frame 5 Power Plant (2 x 18 mw 

diesel)

• 1976 North Pole G.E. Frame 7 Power Plants 2 x 60 mw 

diesel

• 1985 Northern Transmission Intertie – allows 70 mw from 

South Central utilities and Bradley Lake Hydro

• 1991 Bradley Lake Hydro (Homer) – 20 mw of 120 total

• 1997 – Delta Power Plant, former Chena 6, acquired 

from FMUS – 27 mw diesel



GVEA’s Diverse Mix (cont)

• 2003 – Battery Energy Storage (BESS) – 24 mw 

backup for 15 min.

• 2006 – N.P LM 6000 Co-Gen Plant – 65 mw naptha

• 2013 – Eva Creek Wind Farm – 24 mw max

• 2018 – Demonstration Solar Farm  564 kw max

• 2018 – Healy 2 coal fired power plant 

Purchased Power
• 1997 & 2006 – Aurora Energy (formerly FMUS)

• No gas fired economy energy from S.C. utilities due 

to gas constraints.  Bradley Hydro (20 mw capacity) 

+ Battle Creek Diversion 2022

• Delta Wind – 2 mw capacity



The Big Picture
Even prior to statehood in 1959, Alaska was seen as a 

resource breadbasket.   The first one in Interior Alaska 

was the proposed Rampart Dam to generate up to 6 gw

and stimulate such industry as aluminum smelting. 

Proposed in the mid-1950’s, the final nail in the coffin was 

in 1978 from the federal OMB to the Army Secretary.







The Big Picture
The next big project was a two dam proposal on the 

upper Susitna River.  It would have generated 1.2 gw of 

energy, about twice what the entire Railbelt needed.  

The excess again was to subsidize aluminum smelting 

probably at Pt. MacKenzie across from Anchorage.  

Sucking up a lot of state energy funding in studies, it 

met great opposition and was put to sleep, only to be 

revived as a scaled back one dam 600 mw proposal as 

of 2021 still needing $100 mm to complete the studies 

necessary to apply for the Federal Energy Regulatory 

Commission license. Cost in 2014 was estimated at $4.6 

billion, but significantly more today.  Stay tuned.
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The Big Picture - It’s the Railbelt

As the Railbelt from Homer to Fairbanks has 

developed, it has long been recognized there needs to 

be coordination among the electric utilities that serve 

these areas.  Numerous plans and efforts have been 

made for decades without much progress.

The Legislature instructed the Regulatory Commission 

of Alaska to firmly encourage Railbelt utilities to 

cooperate more for the benefit of all Railbelt 

ratepayers and also to integrate our transmission 

backbone.  



Railbelt 

Transmission

Map

Need to do an 

Integrated 

Resource Plan for 

the entire 

Railbelt 



The Big Picture
Lots of talk for decades about N. Slope natural gas and 

now about importing, but at a higher cost in any case.

GVEA is working on transmission and battery storage to 

support proposed wind farms west of Murphy Dome and 

in Delta to reduce use of expensive diesel and provide 

more stable rates.  With federal support from the IRA, 

it would significantly reduce the $300 million cost, but 

now under threat with recent legislation cutting back 

that support as well as the Trump Administration 

working to cancel our already approved grants.

History is being written now

Photos courtesy Pioneers of Alaska, Smithsonian, GVEA, UAF, Alaska State Library


