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Cama’i 

Means “hello” in the Chugach Alutiiq language. My 
home is in Valdez, pronounced “Val-deez,” a salt-
water coastal community located on a deep fjord 

in northeastern Prince William Sound. Our City is situated 
on the ancestral homeland of the Chugach Sugpiaq/Alutiiq 
peoples. I respectfully acknowledge the indigenous first 
people and Alaskan Native nations upon whose traditional 
lands Valdez is located, traditionally known as Suicit. 

I recently celebrated 32 years as the Valdez City Clerk. My 
City was incorporated as a home rule municipality in 1901. 
We have a population of approximately 3,800 and an 
annual budget of $53 million dollars. While Valdez is known 
for its world-class outdoor adventure and saltwater fish-
ing, the majority of our tax base is derived from taxation of 
oil and gas property. Our community is the terminus for the 
Trans-Alaska Oil Pipeline which stretches 800 miles from 
the North Slope to the Alyeska Valdez Marine Terminal. 
Workers at the terminal load oil on tanker ships, which travel 
south to open ocean through the pristine waters of Prince 
William Sound. 

The rich history of Valdez is often associated with the chal-
lenges we have faced, including earthquakes, tsunamis, 
avalanches, record-breaking snowfall and a major oil spill. 
Each of these challenges provided a door to opportunity for 
our community – a chance to learn and improve our circum-
stances if we recognized the lessons being offered. These 
doors for opportunity also exist for each of us, personally 
and professionally.

Before moving to Valdez, I lived in Portland, Oregon and 
served with the Portland Police Bureau. I spent the first five 
years of my public service career working as police records 
clerk, a role predominately held by women. Many of the 
positions at the Bureau until the early 1980s were either 
closed to women or traditionally only occupied by men. In 
1982 I was approached by another female co-worker about 
joining her to take an upcoming civil service exam to qualify 
for a more senior position. If we placed high enough on the 
test, we could be the first women assigned to the Bureau’s 
Criminalistics and ID unit. I was up for the challenge and 
chose not to be discouraged when our personnel officer 
told us not to “get our hopes up” since more than 50 people 
(men) signed up for the test. My co-worker and I were the 
only two female applicants for the position. We studied 

hard, placed second and third on the test, and got the jobs. 
Through courage and perseverance, we chose to walk 
through the door to opportunity offered to us - not only for 
ourselves, but also to pave the way for expanded profes-
sional opportunities for Bureau employees of all genders. 

In 1988 my marriage of eight years ended. Due to circum-
stances beyond my control, my ex-husband became a 
threat to my and my small son’s safety. My only option was 
to move away from Portland and give up the job that I loved 
with the Bureau. Not knowing where I would go, I was faced 
with an awful challenge. As a higher power would have it, I 
met a wonderful man from Valdez, Alaska, fell hopelessly in 
love, and again decided to walk thru the door to opportunity 
in front of me and move north.

After moving to Valdez in December 1988, my plan was to 
take a year off from work and be a stay-at-home mom to my 
three-year old son. However, the universe had other plans. 
On March 24, 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil tanker veered off 
course and went aground on Bligh Reef less than 30 miles 
from Valdez, spilling 10.8 million gallons of crude oil into 
the water and on to the beaches of Prince William Sound. 
Within 72 hours, more than 9,000 people descended on 
Valdez to respond to the spill, including a large contingency 
of news media from around the world. Over the course of 
the next month, responders continued to arrive in mass, 
challenging our small community with infrastructure capable 
of supporting less than 4,000 people. The City of Valdez put 
out a call for help. Having a background working in munici-
pal government and a sincere desire to help in the midst of 
chaos, I recognized the door to opportunity and responded 
to assist the City Clerk’s Office.

After the oil spill, I stayed on as the deputy clerk. In March 
1994, my husband was killed in a snowmachine accident in 
the mountains near our home. This challenge seemed insur-
mountable. For months I couldn’t find any light, let alone 
a door to lead me out. I had to keep working, but I barely 
made it through the day, doing my job with little purpose. 
Then the City Clerk announced she would be leaving her 
position and moving her family back to her previous home 
in Alabama. I, again, recognized the door to opportunity and 
applied for the position I currently serve in today. 

I tell you a bit of my story because I know many of you have 
experienced the same over the course of your careers. Many 

Sheri Pierce, MMC
IIMC President, 2021-2022
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