State shelves
new fees for
rural airports
Hearings ongoing

by JelTrey K. Richurdson

T it Winiabicm Thisnirs

A propesil o use Landmg ey and
cither weer charges (O mabntin existing
levels ol rbintenance o vueal rpaors
had heen put on hald

Acvording oy Mark Hickey. com
prisstomer of trnosporiaton amd publn
lacalities, as the state’s budgel prcture
improves  with msing ol pricesy
resuling Trom e Mauddbe East orisis,
thie anticipated maintenance dificit of
$2.2 million appears  less  likely
Hickey told the Tundra imes thia
fodloowiang a reguest by the Legisltive
Budget and Audin Committee o delay
nnplernenting the plan, his departinment
wis reviewing the feasibility of seek
g a supplemental appropoanon in
Faihiary

Wi have a very dilferent environ
ment. Mow we have revenue that we
thought wasn 't goung o be there, They
worlld like 1 see any pction o vollec
thiese Foes postponed until pext session,
I think it's reasonable,” Hickey sand,

The plian drafted by the depariment
culls for o Landing lee OF absiut 70 cents
per OO0 posuds for cortan arcrall
(typically those seating more than M
pussengers) ulihizing one of 27 rural
arrports. Adrport land and bailding
rents would also be instituted o
roised.

The plan was drafted ufver dous:
siom of other CHMIOnS which included
cutting maintenance levels, which
might have forced partial closure of
vital regionid airports.

Although agrecing to the postpone-
ment of fees, Hickey expressed con-
cern that a contingency plan was sull
necessary in case the Legislure failed
et of the price of oil dropped sgiin,

“We (still) have to Tive within the
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budger we were given. We have (o
have a plan in effect 1o collect sufli-
clent revenues s by next June, we
haven't busted the budget,”” Hickey
said.

lnnﬂerl 17 lemver to interested par
ties, Hickey elaborated:

VAN tmporent consideration is how
1o balance providing adeguate thime w
cpnstder these issues next session, ver-
s insuring the new fees can generile
sulficient invome once implemented i
supplemental funding sn't upproved.

I this balance is not found, the
depuartment may fiee o neésd o instituie
severe service reductions nexi
spring. "

He also warned that beyond the im-
medinie budget ditemamu, there s a
meed for long-term planning that an
ticipates  budpet  irtegulantics  and
shares the burden of airpon
mintenunce fairly among users.

Hickey noted thut while rising oll
prices have improved the state's
revenue picture, the corresponding
hike i fuel prices has been a blow 1o
alrlines and air wxi operators,

He said commercial operators have
long reststed the idea of paying user
lees for the rural airports. According
e Hickey, there s a growing will-
ingness o explore options for shiring
the burden of mamicnance costs, bul
concerms reman about equity between
hurge and soall carriers,

Because of ﬁnlilicul and budgetury
uncertainties, Hickey suid hearings on
the lamd fee proposal will continue into
the first week in October,

While hearnings in Falrbanks, Bar-
row, Nomie, Anchorage, Bethel, Dill
ingham and Juneau may produce some
information about how the landing fee
plan might affect the cost of hiving and
doing business in rural Alasko, Hickey
ncknowledged litle was known abou
cconomic impacts at this time,

“It's m hard question 1o answer
defininvely: We need o get n betier

hundle on the impacts, " Hickey sail,

Acknowledging there was  no
specilic plan or methodology for such
wiv anadysis, Hickey promised the mal
ter would be pursued

“Yes, we believe we need 1w do
more than we've done, we need o do
more of that work.™" he said.

Al Aluska Airlines, spokesmun Bill
MeKay said carners are uncertain
what the outcame of the landing fee
discussion will be when the
Legislature reconvenes. He sid 1 is
100 500m 1o ghuge apecific economig
veripact, bue spid i the plan us deafied
went forward, some difficalties could
be anticipated

1 think you"d have to bissume there
would be an impact, ether in service
levels or the price of travel or ship
ping gonds, " Mokay sad




