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Narrative Climatological Summary

Anchorage is in a broad valley with adjacent  nar-
row bodies of water. Cook Inlet, including Knik 
Arm and Turnagain Arm, lies approximately 2 
miles to the west, north and south. The terrain 
rises gradually to the east for about 10 miles, with 
marshes interspersed with glacial moraines, 
shallow depressions, small streams, and knolls. 
Beyond this area, the Chugach Mountains rise 
abruptly into a range oriented north-northeast 
to south-southwest, with average elevation 4,000 
to 5,000 feet and some peaks to 8,000 to 10,000 
feet. The Chugach Range acts as a barrier to the 
influx of warm, moist air from the Gulf of Alaska, 
so the average annual precipitation is only 10 to 
15 percent of that at stations located on the Gulf 
of Alaska side of the Chugach Range.

The Alaska Mountain Range lies in a long 
arc from southwest, through northwest, to 
northeast, approximately 100 miles distant 
from Anchorage. During the winter, this Range 
is an effective barrier to the influx of very cold 
air from the north side of the Range. Extreme 
cold winter weather, associated with a high 
pressure system over Interior Alaska, may lead 
to a succession of clear days in Anchorage, with 
temperatures dropping to -15°F to -30°F, as 
contrasted to the -50°F and even -60°F readings 
in the Interior. There are some factors, however, 
which tend to offset the sheltering effect of this 
mountain barrier. Chief among these is cold air 
entrapment in various suburban areas during 
periods of light winds. This results occasionally 
in temperatures on the outskirts of Anchorage 

as much as 15°F to 20°F colder than observed 
at the official observation sites.

The four seasons are well marked in the 
Anchorage area, but in length, and in some 
major characteristics, they differ considerably 
from the usually accepted standards in middle 
latitudes.

During winter the ponds, streams, and lakes are 
frozen; this normally extends from mid-October 
to mid-April. The shortest day of the year has 
5 hours and 28 minutes of possible sunshine. 
Periods of clear, cold weather normally alternate 
with clouds, mild weather during the Anchorage 
winter. The clear, cold weather is frequently 
accompanied by significant fog because of the 
important low-level moisture source provided 
by the arms of Cook Inlet which surround the 
area on three sides; while considerable floating 
ice is prevalent, the high tides maintain some 
open water throughout the winter. Visibilities 
of ½ mile, or less, occur about 5 percent of the 
time during December and January, and most 
of these low visibilities are associated with fog. 
Snow visibilities generally range from 1 to 3 
miles though heavier snowfalls will, of course, 
restrict visibilities to less than a mile on a few 
occasions. The first measurable snow occurs, 
on the average, on October 15, but has been as 
early as September 20; latest measurable snow 
in the spring averages April 14, but has been as 
late as May 6. Snow occurs on 20 to 25 percent 
of the midwinter days, and most of the snow 
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falls in relatively small daily amounts, with 
only 2 percent of the midwinter days having 
more than 4 inches. The heavier snows occur 
in conjunction with vigorous storm centers 
moving northward across South-central Alaska. 
Normally, the depth of snowfall on the ground 
does not exceed 15 inches. Strong, gusty, north 
winds which occur, on the average, once or 
twice during the winter will, under favorable 
snow conditions, cause drifting and packing 
of snow cover. Although normally an area of 
light winds, strong "Northerns" at Anchorage 
occasionally result from the rapid deepening 
of storms in the nearby Gulf of Alaska at a time 
when the Interior is covered by an extensive 
mass of quite cold air.

Spring is the period immediately following 
the famed Alaska "Break-up". This season is 
characterized by warm, pleasant days and chilly 
nights; the mean temperature rises rapidly; 
precipitation amounts are exceedingly small.

Summer comprises the period from June 
through September, and is, in reality, two seasons 
of about equal length. The first is dry, the second 
wet. At the time of the summer solstice, possible 
sunshine in Anchorage amounts to almost 
191⁄2 hours, and the sound of singing birds and 
pounding hammers is nearly as common at 
midnight as noon. About the middle of July 
average cloudiness increases markedly, and the 

remainder of the summer usually accounts for 
about 40 percent of the annual precipitation.

Autumn is brief in Anchorage, beginning shortly 
before mid-September and lasting until mid-
October. The frequency of cloudy days and 
precipitation drops sharply in early October. 
Measurable amounts of snow   are rare in 
September, but substantial snowfalls sometimes 
reaching 10 or 12 inches occasionally occur in 
mid-October. Some of the stronger southerly 
winds, a few with damaging effects, occur in 
the late summer or fall. These are post-frontal 
winds following the movement of a storm 
from the southern Bering Sea or Bristol Bay, 
northeastward across the Alaskan Interior. 
Somewhat less frequent, but more damaging, 
are the southeasterly "Chugach" winds which 
are funneled down the creek canyons on the 
northwestern slopes of the Chugach mountains 
east of the city; gusts estimated at 80 to 100 mph 
have caused considerable damage to roofs, 
power lines and trailers on a few occasions. 
The growing season in Anchorage averages 124 
days, with the mean daily temperature above 
freezing from April 8 to October 23. May 15 is the 
average date for the last occurrence in spring of 
a temperature as low as 32°, while September 16 
is the average first date with 32° in the fall. The 
latest date with 32° in spring has been June 6, 
and the earliest with 32° in the fall August 14.

This information was reprinted to support the Alaska Million Solar Roofs Coalition.

Visit our website at: www.uaf.edu/ces/faculty/seifert
and/or www.sustainalaska.org
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