Stevens: Rural
Alaska’s future
looks tenuous
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Rural Alaska is fucing some wugh
times ahead, according to Sen. Ted
Stevens, who sakd in g recent interview
that he 18 worried sbout o

Speaking in his Anchorage office
Wednesday morning, Stevens also
discussed the ssue of 1991 legislntion
i Congress and sad it bs questionable
whether the bill o extend restrictions
on the sale of Native corporation
stock beyond 1991 will be passed this
your

s sl possible, but it's less and
less probable, " he sail

As for rural Alaska in peneral,
Stevens voiced concern about it in the
fuce of drastic revenue declines,

“The futwre of rural Alaska st the
present time s omuch more tenuous
than the future of urban Alaski,™ he
sand

Stevens saud he believes mmuch of the
problem facing the rural ureas of the
state stems frinm the Tuct thin the
lederul govemment s comtinully v
ung s spending, while ot the s
ume the stme’s ol revenues are
declinipg,

He poimtend out than during Alaska's
oil  boom, the stae Legislature
generally divided up the money on
district-by -chstrict  basis. Then.
Stevens s, it was casy 10 make deci
sioms about where the money wem
hecause thore wis siv much, Under
mone poomal conditions, however, less
populated areas would not fare so
well

Stevens saud the difficulty with the
way the money was divided until very
recently s that ““we've raised capec-
tations 80 hagh. "’

Andl the senator said rural Alaska's
prablems nre exacerhated by the fact
that it s very difficult for the miral
areas 1o generate their own revenue,

He stressed that developing the Arc-
tic National Wildlife Refuge in nor-
theastern Alaska may be one of the
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¢ Unemployment 22.8%
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there may not be enough resident
warkers with the necessary job skills,

Shively disagreed. **'We have lots of
qualified people to work on this pro
ject,'’ he said, adding that beciuse
there are plenty of workers, the cost
will nit be increased.

The emergency regulations arc
designed o improve a sagging
gconomy in areas determined 1o have
significant need of economic md —
cither through high unemployment
rtes or low income rales.

The June unemployment take for the
MNorthwest Arctic Borough area was
22.8 percent — which was (wice as
high as  Aluskia's June statewide
unemployment rate of 11,1 percent.

Once an drea is labeled economical-
ly distressed, certain publicly funded
projects require employers to hire 500
percent of their workers from local
Arcis

According o the regulutions, of con
tractors are uasble 1w find S0 percent
of their employees f{rom local
residdents, they must file & waiver with
the Labor Department in order 10 hire
non-resident workens from elsewhere
i Alaska.

The regulations state that the Labor
Department has up w 20 working days

about o month — 10 decide whether
w  awthorize the hiring of nons
ressdents

Blankenship said he was concerned
abour the waiting period, **We have
1 schedule we have 1o meet,”" he said
Il impedes our progress, and it com-
pounds through the entire job."

Wilson Hughes, president of
Enserch, also agreed that becanse of
the hiring regulations, problems will
arise in the curremt project.

** Anything that affects the schedule
will affect the cost,”” he said. Hughes
also said thatl until the Labor Duflirl-
ment further defines their regulations,
they will have no estimate for the in-
crensed cost of the project.

Bert Wagnon, AIDA executive
director, said he was unaware of
Enserch's claim that the designation
will boost Enserch’s costs. He declin-
ed further comument.

Earlier this month, conflicts bet-
ween Enserch and Alaska Native of-
ficials in the area begun when Native
officials said not enough of the 50
workers originally hired by Enserch
were local residents

Sen. Willie Hensley of Kotzebue
and other Native leaders were nsking
the Labor Department to designate the
arca as economically distressed in an
attempt to find ways of improving the
economy in the area.

NANA officials had been trying 1o
huve the Kotzebue area declared
ccomimically distressed since early
lasl year.



