Ruralen

staffing cut

by JelT Richardson
Tundra Times stalf

A powerlul urban legislator bns
denied senously diseupting rural
power programs. However, some
analysts say the personal involwe
ment of House Speaker Ramaony
Barnes (R Anchorage) i o hasty
amd sweeping reorgamization ol
those programs has lelt stite rural
encrgy palicy in disarray. They
siny severe stall cuts may have lefi
villuges without the techmical us
sistance they need o deal watl
emergencies that could put rural
lives and property at risk.

Stale epergy stoff positions
have been slashed by 50 percent
since July, leaving many local utili-
fios and power gencrators won-
dening how bulk fuel storape 1ank
repairs, power project planning,
systemupgrindes, maintenance amd
troubleshooting of electnical haz
ards 18 going 1o be carpied out in
the state’s 200- plus roral commu
mities

Of particulor concem are 16
technical or engineering posinions
specifically dedicated to provad:

“ introuble;
90 percent

g rural service. Analysis ol the
curment aorganizational chart for
the encrgy progeams indicates thin
cipht of those positions have been
chimmated while one has been
downgraded, Thive other positions
hawe been renmmed, possibly indi
cating o refocus of thewr duties
awity Trom taral poonties

I8 (the) provess gomg 1o be
etiective Tor maintmming salely
anel power in the villages?" asked
Brad Reeve of Kotzebue Flectrn
Associition. AL this pomt, T
not convineed that oas”

Cienermtor linlures in Napashiik
st week and White Mountinn
this week appeared to provide the
Fiest criticad test for the downsized
energy stall.

Althouph the lepislure or
dered encrgy programs reoiga
mized last session with a preater
emphasis on contrac g sule sei
vices lo the privile seclor, expers
i and oot of govermment say the
work simply can't be done with
such a rapud and steep drop i
personnel. Staff that remam say
they aren’t sure if they can deliver
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on commitments they are making
I maintain service al current lev-
cls (see related story this page).

“We're sull going to strive for
the level of quality control that
we ve hiul," said Tke Waits, acting
division director. “"'We may be on
a mission impossible, or we may
be real creative.” '

Chns Noanan, a project man
ager al the diviston, said the e
duction 18 hurting. “We're mov-
mg forwiand in the hopes that
nobody s Teft belind. That's our
b comeern, that the linde unlities
aren’t el hanging out there. 10s
very uitknown at this time,” he
sind

Hut others e more direct i
therr assessment.

“They took ot and jpmmed 1
(the reorganization) into two
weeks mstead of two years,"” sand
e stite worker who asked not o
he sdentihed . " We' re already run-
ming into problems, we're oo
thin™

Infonmation provided by past

and current employees of the new
Division of Encrgy within the
Diept. of Community and Regional
Aftfairs indicate that House
Speaker Ramona Bamnes has been
closely involved in the disman-
tling of the Aluskn Energy Au-
thority and the transfer of its pro-
grams to DURA and the Alaska
Industrial Development and Ex-
port Authornity.

Somecemployees have been luid
ol others have resigned in dis-
gust or outnght protesi over the
bk of direction and mounting
evidence of legislative interfer-
ence. Even former employees are
fearful of speaking on record be-
cause they fear that Barnes' per-
visive pohiticalinfluence may pre-
vent them from getting work even
in the private sector.

Bames has supponters of her
own in the prvate sector who are
profiting from the power program
reorganization. Scolt Thompson,
president of Aloska Power Sys-
tems Ine, recently hosted a polit:
cal Tundraiser Tir Bames, Re

cently, Alaska Power Systems re-
ceived a contract worth approxi-
mately $489,000 10 provide power
system inspection and training
services to 58 rural communities
on a circuit rider basis. While
former energy division employ-
ces sny nothing was improper in
the way the contract was devel-
oped, put out for bid and awarded,
they say Thompson made his
views known as the scope of ser-
vices and request for proposals
were being drafted earlier in the
SUTmer.

“"He ook more of an interest
than the typical contractor,” in the
way the scope of services was
drafted, said one source, Though
state officials ultimately rejected
his input on the circuit rider RFP,
it is common knowledge among
former and current energy divi-
ston employees that Thompson,
like Barnes, has been involved in
the reorganization behind the
SCCNCS.

Some observers say Barnes'
heavy involvement indismember-

ing the Alaska Energy Authority
may stem from other motives. She
has made no secret of her disdain
for middle and top level employ-
ces of AEA who may have pro-
vided incriminating information
to State Troopers investigating
Charles Bussell for alleged viola-
tions of procurement rules when
he briefly headed AEA acouple of
years ago. Bussell is a political
ally of Bomes.

While Attorney General
Charles Cole determined there was
insufficient evidence for a crimi-
nal prosecution, he informed the
AEA board that Bussell had pur-
posefully violated established pro-
cedures, had sttempted to misrep-
resent his actions and used poor
judgment.

As recently s September and
October of this year, Bussell and a
member of his family contributed
$2,000 0 Barnes' 1994 campaign,
according 1o documents on file
with the Alaska Public Offices
Commission,

The names of Bames, Thomp-

son and Bussell repeatedly came
up at a "very tense” 10 a.m. all-
staff mecting of the new Division
of BEnergy on Tuesday, October
19. The meeting was presided over
by Bruce Geraghty, DCRA deputy
commissioner. The purpose of the
meeting was (o introduce lke
Waits, along-time DCRA planner
and middle manager, as the acting
division director to replace Don
Harmns. This caught many staffers
by surprise, as Harris had only
been on board since June and by
several accounts had made steady
progress on the reorganization.
Some staff members demanded to
know from Hurris himself what
had transpired, Harris, fed up with
weeks of interference by DCRA
managers and others, had appar-
ently decided over the previous
weekend to resign but had yet o
make it official,. He went to the
front of the room and according to
one staff member present, told the
approximately 45 people gathered
that he had been given the author-
ity to make certain organizational
changes, but that he was being
constrained from doing so.

Geraghty was asked why legis-
lators like Ramonn Bames and
contractors like Scont Thompson
had been given direct input into
the new organizational chart which
had eliminated half the division's
positions. Geraghty replied that
he had talked to Bames, Thomp-
son, Bussell and a number of
other legislators and contractors.
When asked when he had last spo-
ken with Barnes, he said the after-
noon of the previous day, October
18, a state holiday.

Burnes insists that herinvolve-
ment in reorganizing the energy
stafl has been confined o insuring
that last spring's legislation man-
dating the chonge was properly
implemented. She said this is a
very proper legislative function,
Contrary to comments by others,
she says most of the funds appro-
priated for rural energy programs
for fiscal year 1994 was for the
power cost equalization program,
not 10 support state agency staff
positions and that there was no
legisintiveintent to fully fund AEA
programs in DCRA through the
end of that period.

For his part, Geraghty said
Bames has not told him what to do
with respect (o the reorganization.

“Speaker Barones didn't dictate
anything to me. She ex her
opinion, but not dictating. I'm not
one to' be bullied by anyone,”
Garaghty said. “1 quit keeping
track of phone calls from legisla-
tors and people outside in the pri-
vate sécton!”

Geraghty said he was among
those at. thn Im fundraises




