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PALMER — At a recent 
meeting to discuss the busi-
ness climate in the Mat-
Su Valley, TerraSond was 
highlighted as a local suc-
cess story.

Businesses can be based 
anywhere in the world, one 
commentator said, and the 
Valley needs to attract these 
companies by advertising 
its high quality of life.

While there are some 
concrete advantages for 
the terrestrial and sea floor 
mapping company to have 
a branch in Alaska, it’s true 
the world headquarters 
remains in Palmer for more 
subjective reasons. How-
ever, hurdles remain in try-
ing to manage a worldwide 
company from this corner 
of the 49th State.

TerraSond started in 1994 
when a couple of local sur-
veyors decided to strike 
out on their own, said co-
founder and CEO Thomas 
Newman. Using sonar 
devices attached to the bot-
tom of ships, the company 
mapped the contours and 
depths of seas, lakes and riv-
ers, mostly in Alaska.

Now, TerraSond runs 
operations all over the 
world. The multibeam 
sonar provides a high-defi-
nition look at what’s under-
neath the water’s surface. 
The company can detect oil 
and gas pipelines and fiber 
optic cables in thousands of 
feet of water. A laser scan-
ning process can create 3D 
modeling of oil rigs, bridges 
and other technical struc-

tures.
TerraSond’s largest client 

is the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administra-
tion in the agency’s efforts 
to update soundings on 
official depth charts. Oil 
companies use the sonar 
images to identify prob-
lems around offshore rigs, 
and villages have used the 
images to determine where 
to place hydrological elec-
tricity generators. Ships 
equipped with TerraSond 
personnel and equipment 
have responded to disaster 
areas to survey damaged 
ports.

Being in Alaska, the com-
pany has access to jobs 
around the state it may 
not know about otherwise. 
TerraSond has expanded 
on the benefits of having a 
local office by opening other 
branches around the world.

After opening its first 
office in the Valley 16 years 
ago, TerraSond has two 
branches in Texas, one in 

Seattle and another in West 
Africa. In all, the company 
employees about 90 people, 
about half of whom work at 
the Palmer headquarters. 
Asked why the headquar-
ters remains in Palmer, 
Newman said, “Because I 
live in Palmer.”

There’s no way he could 
have controlled operations 
in the South Pacific from his 
first office along the Parks 
Highway in 1994, Newman 
said. Communication tech-
nology simply wasn’t fast 
enough.

After fiber optic cables 
connected Alaska to rest of 
the global communication 
networks, projects in Haiti 
don’t seem so far away. The 
back room in TerraSond’s 
office on Industrial Way 
now houses a 100-terabyte 
server — more than 200 
average home computers — 
to accommodate the com-
pany’s massive database, 
website and e-mail system. 
Each branch has a smaller 

server, but this is the central 
nervous system of the com-
pany that relies so heavily 
on electronic data.

“I think the barriers are 
dropping rapidly,” New-
man said.

But, that’s not to say 
Palmer is the business city of 
Oz just yet. In each phase of 
running the business, New-
man said he has encoun-
tered problems one might 
not face in a larger city.

First, there was a physical 
constraint of simply find-
ing enough space. Moving 
the business from Wasilla 
to Palmer, Newman knew 
he needed an office of more 
than 6,000 square feet. The 
only space that large was a 
series of different offices in 
the Carrs mall. It was only 
through a friend of a friend 
who knew of a lumber yard 
going out of business that 
he was able to find the space 

the company is in today.
Then there is the constant 

problem of finding people 
to fill this office. Alaska 
doesn’t have a huge work 
force, especially people 
with the specialized skills 
he requires. For example, 
the 3D structure model-
ing work is based in Texas 
because the talent running 
that division didn’t want to 
move to Palmer.

“I don’t know why anyone 
wouldn’t,” Newman added.

When an employee is 
hired to work in Palmer, the 
cost of training becomes an 
issue. Working on software 
that often costs $20,000 per 
user, it makes it cheaper to 
fly the instructor to Alaska 
than fly 20 employees to the 
software company.

Once the building is fully 
staffed with trained employ-
ees, communication still 
presents a problem despite 

all the recent advances. 
TerraSond’s office only has 
access to the Matanuska 
Telephone Association’s 
cable Internet network, 
making it vulnerable with-
out a back-up provider.

“We’ve been shut down 
by a guy digging with a 
backhoe on the corner,” 
Newman said.

With all these challenges, 
Newman said the company 
has considered moving 
its headquarters to a more 
accessible location like 
Houston, Texas, but, it’s 
clear Palmer still has a cer-
tain hold on the business for 
reasons less well defined.

“We would have to be a 
much larger firm,” New-
man said. “And I would 
have to retire.”

Contact Todd L. Disher at 
todd.disher@frontiersman.
com or 352-2252.
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In just a couple of weeks, 
the snow will be gone, trees 
will be budding and soon 
summer visitors will start 

to arrive. 
Though 
the 
numbers 
may be 

down this year, still more 
than 100,000 tourists are 
expected to make their way 
through the Mat-Su Valley 
each summer.

As a small business, 
it’s always hard for me to 
prioritize where to put my 
marketing efforts. Bed and 
breakfasts, such as mine, 
craft shops, and specialty 
boutiques, for example, fre-
quently have few employees 
and fewer marketing dol-
lars. For these businesses, 
here are some low-cost and 
no-cost ways to reach out to 
summer visitors.
■ Remember that sig-

nage and curb appeal is 
key if you have a retail or 

physical location for your 
business. While visitors are 
traveling on our roads this 
summer, catch their atten-
tion and lure them in. 

Your sign needs to 
instantly tell them what you 
offer and why they should 
stop. Remember to keep 
windows spotless and put 
out pots of colorful flowers 
for a best first impression. 
Once they’ve come into 
your establishment, make 
sure they like what they see: 
no clutter and clean, clean, 
clean.
■ Go where the tourists 

go. Market to them directly 
in the places they already 
frequent. Have a rack card 
or brochure at the Palmer 
log cabin, Mat-Su Visitor 
Center and in the chamber 
offices. You’ve probably 
already joined these organi-

zations so be sure to maxi-
mize your benefits. Put 
your listings and specials on 
these organizations’ web-
sites to reach summer visi-
tors early as many research 
their trips before they even 
arrive in Alaska. The cham-
ber offers a wide range of 
marketing opportunities: 
present a “spotlight,” net-
work and volunteer at the 
Palmer Chamber weekly 
Wednesday luncheons. To 
find out more, visit palmer-
chamber.org.
■ Other ways to be “in 

their faces” is through com-
munity bulletin boards in 
locations such as grocery 
stores and Laundromats. 
For events, don’t forget the 
free calendars and bulletin 
boards in newspapers and 
on radio stations.
■ Consider going in on 

advertising together with 
other small businesses in 
your area or reaching out to 
similar demographics. Co-

op advertising can be a low-
cost way to have a big bang 
in a bigger ad by sharing the 
cost. Contact the chambers 
and Mat-Su CVB to inquire 
about co-op opportuni-
ties that could benefit your 
company. For example, this 
year the Palmer Chamber 
has a new map, a new visi-
tor/relocation guide, and a 
revamped website with new 
amenities for members.

No matter how small 
your small business is, and 
even if your marketing 
budget is just a $1,000 per 
year, you can still buy great 
proven return on invest-
ment advertising.

Karen Harris owns 
Alaska Garden Gate B&B 
and Cottages, and has been 
the marketing chair for the 
Mat-Su B&B Association 
and Alaska B&B  Associa-
tion and a board member 
for the Greater Palmer 
Chamber of Commerce.
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Company’s global ambitions start in Palmer
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At right, TerraSond co-founder and CEO Thomas Newman 
shows the different types of mapping the company does 
at its Palmer headquarters. Above, Brenna Poulson and 
Daniel Seamount discuss a mapping project.


