Rural residents discuss reapportionment fears

by Geoff Kennedy
for ibe Tundrs Thmes

BETHEL — Rural Alaskans face a
further erosion of their political power
after the upcoming siate reappor-
Honment.

Rural Alaska is growing st o health
rate, 18 1o 24 percent since the 19
census, but the Railbelt is growing a
lot fagter. The Mat-Su Borough grew
114 percent, and the Kenai Peninsula
65 percent since 1980, state officials
sAy.
While Anchorage and Fairbanks
have grown less rapidly, the r-
tunity to get Permanent Fund
dividends is enticing more military

personnel to declure thomselves
Alaska residents.

Since the Supreme Court has
declared the one-person-one-vole prin-
ciple, the Railbelt threatens to gain
more representation in the Legislature
at the expense of the Bush.

When Alaska became a state, rural
Aluskn had 11 representatives in the
House, now it has only five, according
1o Mike Brdner, executive director of
the State Reapportionment Board,

The growth in lation in the
Railbelt has I'I'IE'F:.IFI'I' election

districts not unFI‘L fewer h“p::.lm e
widespread. exum Senate
District M stretches from Mekoryuk

on Nunivak [sland to the Canadian
haorder.

Rep. Lyman Hoffman, D-Bethel,
said he hod to log 12,000 miles cam-

igning for the Senate seal represent-
ng 69 Yup'ik and Athabascan
villages.

After new stute census figures come
in, the Senate district may have to in-
clude a part of Fairbanks or "'wrap
around’’ Fairbanks to include rurnl
Railbelt communities, Bradner said
during the O¢t. 16 reappoctionment
hearing in Bethel.

Such n could mean Raifbelt
Alaskans dominate the Senute
district and reduce the political power

of Alaskans who live away from the
highway system.

me  Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta
residents already are concerned that
political boundaries fall 10 reflect
culturtl and linguistic entities.

The Association of Village Council
Presidents this month passed a resolu-
tion in favor of cremting election
districts that conform to the ""com-
monality of needs and families in the
region.

egates object to having Yup iks

spread over three House districts, said
Myron Naneng. AVCP president

“I’s very illogical,"" sl a Mouniain
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Village man ot o reapportionment
hearing in the village during the
AVCP annual meeting. **We are ticd
(o Bethel by our transpontation needs,
by our similarity in Hoguistics and our
similarity in service needs.””

State  Reapportionment Board
member Gene Pelwola of Bethel
agrees,

“There's i real need o unify. It
doesn’t make sense 1o have Sennte
District M from Mekoryuk to the
Canadian border, ™" he said during the
AVCP meeting.

After the 1980 census, Chevak,
Hooper Bay and Scammon Bay were
inchuded i a districl represeming
Nome, he suid.

At the Mountain Village reappor
nonment hearing, one villuger com:
plained about being represented hy o
legislitor from Fort Yukon, who, he
sdys, makes service o Athabascans
finunty,

At the Bethel hearing, John Guinn
recommentded keeping the sume Kinds
ol people with the swme Tifestyles in
the same distnicts. Such distocts
showlid b set up by matural boumdiiries,
he sad, He suggested creating a
Seonte district with cobstal villages
replacing Eastern Athabascan villages,

State olficials should draw districts
by witersheds, restificd Harold Sparck
of Bethel al the Bethel reapportion
ment hewnimg. He also proposesd o
Semie dhsiney thar would comprse the
AVOR-Calisty amd  Brisiol Bay
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Chbher stites barve baepger lepisltures,
iy wdth M) senators or more amd 6
representtives o mone, sand Bradnes

But even Wyommg., which has
fewer people thian Alaska, i a Larger
legislature, swd Chuck  Robinson,
charrmuan of  the  Reapportionment
Hoard

The state has another possible alwr-
MNative, o unicameral legislature, On
Iy one stnie. Mebriska, has a single
howse of legistutors. But o umcamernl
legislature conld ervure miral Aliskans
pel represeoted in orurnd  electun
districts without icreasing the 1wl
number of legislators, sad Reappor-
tiomment Board member Karen Parr
al the Bethel hepring.

Rural Alaska will get some protec-
ton from the federal government. The
Voting Rights Act requires Alaska to
pet s redstricting plan approved by
the LS. Justice Department 10 " in-
sure that minorities pnd language
groups will not be worse of f under a
new election redisinicting plan than
they were under the existing plan. ™

Linlike other state ngencies which
draw up plans on their own and then
seck comments from the public, the
board has not decided how to sanisfy
both federal requirements, Bradner
s That is why the board is asking
Alaskans for their own solutions
Board members have not made up
thewr minds, he wnsisted,

That openness makes it more crucial
for rural Alaskans 1o get involved in
making the decisions, Peltola said.

“We have not begun to discuss solu-
tions 1o the problems,”" said Peliolu.
“"We need our district 1o include like
and similar needs.'’

Aluskans may send theirr written
commuants to: State Reapportionment
Boand 360, C Street, Suite 758, An-
chorage Y501




