Butte residents object to plans for oval stock car track 

NORTH STAR: Drag strip owner wants to put in a 1/3-mile raceway. 
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PALMER -- "Residents have tolerated one race track long enough," proclaims a Butte community group's Web site. "A second track is too much!" 
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The North Star Speedway, located off Jenson Road near the Mat-Su Regional Medical Center, is now for sale. The owners of Alaska Raceway park are planning on building a new oval racetrack in the Butte, an effort opposed by some area residents.

Residents there plan a petition drive aimed at halting development of a 1/3-mile, paved oval racetrack on Alaska Raceway Park property. Butte Area Residents Civic Organization, a community group that fought much of last year for stricter rules at the Knik River Public Use Area and Jim Creek, is behind the petition drive.

"The petition asks the borough to employ any and all means to stop expansion of the track," said Butte resident Brit Lively. 

Alaska Raceway Park is a quarter-mile drag-racing strip. Company owners recently announced they plan to build an oval racetrack on their land. It's a deal they struck with North Star Speedway owners. The speedway, a 1/4-mile dirt track off Jenson Road near Mat-Su Regional Medical Center, is now up for sale.

Steve Mihalski, manager of Alaska Raceway Park, said development on the new track should begin next month. He's heard "whispers" in the community about residents rankled at the track's expansion plans, but said the new track shouldn't be any more of a disturbance than the existing quarter-mile strip. 

Mihalski said he wished people concerned about track development would call him and ask questions. Maybe he could quell concerns about the new track. No one has, he said.

"We're not looking to add any more days to the racing schedule," Mihalski said. "The track is going to be in the back corner of our lot ... nothing's changing, as far as noise levels."

More noise is, in part, what people who live near the track are worried about. David Pelto lives on McKechnie Loop, smack in the middle of the Butte community, population 3,101. Pelto's home has an incredible view of Pioneer Peak. 

"We're less than 2,000 feet away from a mountain that rises 6,000 feet, straight up," Pelto said. "It's a mass of rock that just reflects sound. That's what we're up against."

The racetrack shouldn't be there, he said. The acoustics make sound bounce and carry for miles. A flat space, like Point MacKenzie, would dissipate the sound and have less effect.

But the track has been there since 1964. Matanuska-Susitna Borough officials say the residents' argument is weakened by that fact and because the community has refused to start a community planning process or adopt development rules. 

"We don't have any racetrack ordinance that would apply in the Butte area," said borough code compliance chief Ken Hudson.

"We don't have any way to (block) it. There's nothing there," said borough community development director Ron Swanson.

Racetracks are regulated only in the borough's core area, roughly the area between Palmer and Wasilla. Only driveway and flood hazard construction permits are needed before construction can begin, Hudson said. Neither requires public comments be taken. 

The track, once built, must comply with rules limiting noise from loudspeakers and music, Hudson said. That's where the borough's regulatory control ends.

Hudson said the Butte civic group's only hope to regulate the new track would be to get rules governing racetrack operations expanded to include Butte. He said he told Alaska Raceway Park owner Earl Lackey to plan for that possibility when they discussed Lackey's construction plans recently. The Assembly shied away from making those rules broader a few years ago, and no further attempt to expand the rules has been made. 

Lackey was traveling Monday and not available for comment.

Lack of rules is the borough's problem, not the community's, said Friends of Mat-Su executive director Kathy Wells. Her nonprofit group was formed when North Star Speedway, the race track poised to move to the new Butte site, opened near Wells' home off Trunk Road. 

Wells and other neighbors immediately launched an effort to get regulations on racetracks. The Mat-Su Assembly eventually passed a package of rules, but they were only effective in the core area. Butte, east of Palmer, is outside the core area.

"The borough has dropped the ball. They're not protecting us on a borough-wide basis," Wells said. "It's somewhat arbitrary and discriminating."

Though they're making noise and planning a petition drive in hopes someone will intervene, Pelto said he doesn't hold out much hope.

"As far as my experience goes, money talks and the chants of 'no zoning' will go on forever," said Pelto. "The thing that kills me about all this is, the Valley insists we're not going to have zoning. When the borough says they're not going to act, it's de facto zoning. (Now) what I'm going to be looking for is a serious reduction in my taxes."

Pelto and his wife, Judith Anderegg, bought their home in 1982. They knew the track was there, he said, but it didn't run for the first few years they lived there. He didn't balk when racing began again, although he protested when track owners wanted to buy state and borough land to make the track permanent. 

Promises by track officials at the time put his mind at ease: Some of the purchased land would be kept as a vegetative buffer and parking area and no oval track would be added at the site. 

"I haven't raised any kind of stink over the raceway in years. They have been fairly good neighbors," Pelto said. "Now they're turning around. I was really disappointed to hear that coming from folks who we worked with in good faith several years ago."

Mihalski said he wasn't in the Valley when those promises were made. Butte Community Council minutes from April 12, 2000, show that a council member asked whether an oval track would be built for motorcycles. Track owner Earl Lackey, according to paraphrased meeting minutes said "there would never be an oval track there."

Mihalski said he couldn't vouch for Lackey, but as a former small-business owner, he guessed the statement might have been misunderstood.

"Anybody knows businesses change," Mihalski said. "It's not fair for anybody to say you're never going to do something. You can never say 'never.' "
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