Agency on hot seat for
rural energy services

by Jefl Richardson
Tlmdm Times stafl

Rep. Eileen MacLean of Bar-
row believes many rural energy
programs can be contracted to the
private sector, or “privatized,” as
a way to save money and create
rural jobs. However, she doesn’t
much care for the way the Dept. of
Community and Regional Affairs
has handled the transfer of those
programs from the dismantled
Aldska Energy Authority into its
new Division of Energy.

Officials from DCRA were
summoned to a legislative over-
sight hearing last week to answer
pointed questions about how they
plan to maintain existing rural ser-
vices with a 50 percent reduction
in staff,

“We have had a lot of concerns
within the rural areas. There's a
lot of concern among the utilities
about erosjon of service,”
MacLean told department repre-
sentatives, *"We will hold DCRA
responsible for erosion of service.
I want to put that on the line."”

Rep MncLean to
DCRA on energy:
“We will hold DCRA
responsible for
erosion of service.”

Department staff included
depuly commissioner Bruce
Geraghty, administrative services
director Remond Henderson and
acting energy director Tke Waits.
Also present at the heaning via
teleconference were Rep. Tom
Brice (D-Fairbanks) and staff for
two other legislators.

Among MacLlean's concerns
were:

—how powercostequalization
rates are going to be set under the
reorganization;

—how bulk fuel storage and
repairs have been sccomplished
with the recentupheaval inencrgy
programs,

~—how the technical assistance
circuit rider program was being
administered;
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—whether three new positions
in the commissioner's office hd
heen funded with enerpy program
lunds;

—how the elimimation and
transfer of 40 many positions

would affect rural service deliv
cry.

~how the department intended
to secure funds for new concrpy
capital projects,

The meeting began with
Geraghty summarizing recent de
velopments in the new division,
He said “personnel actions™ had
been started September | to elimi-
nate staff not included in the reor-
ganization. He snid the energy di-
vision will have 29 positions, with
another 12 administrative and ac-
counting positions moved to
Henderson's division, from which
they would provide support to
energy programs. Geraghty as-
sured the committee that adequate
consideration had been given to
the number and type of positions
necessary to protect rural progrms
with a priority on trying to protect
technical expertise.

“Our goal has beento do this in
a manner that does not injure rural
Alaska in any way,” he said, He
said morale and stability have been
on the upswing in the Jast couple
of weeks.

Geraghty said although the en-
ergy reorganization bill passed last
session appeared to transfer rate-
setting authority to DCRA, this
was apparently a technical error
and all parties seem to, agree that
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“The capital budget is the nexl
thing on our agenda,” said Wails,
addmg that final resolution was
yet 2-3 months away. He said the
division's goal has been to Tulfill
the legistative mandate to privatize
enerpy services, maintain the ex-
isting level ol weehmeal services
andd include focal inpat,

"Welve got W Dipore out now
wilh the stall we have how we're
going o provide the services
the same level and the same qual
iy, That's our goal," sad Waits,
adding, "Those sound like prety
stff challenges."

After the heanng, Macl.can
repeated herwarning that the sharp
reduction in energy stall not resuli
in & reduction of service to rural
ArcHs.

"We will hold DCRA respon-
sible for any erosion of rural util-
ity programs. They re on the line
tor that. We don't want the rural
programs o salfer, it's o cru-
cial.”

MacLeon said she had received
dozens of calls from rural utilities
concerned that without the same
level of staffing, villages would
be left without an adequate level
of technical expertise to deal with
power plant faillures and emer-
genciesthat could jeopardize prop-
orty and safety.

According to Brad Reeve of
Kotzebue Electric Association,
“Reducing the number of engi-
neers they have had is going to

 haye an impact and the support for

the engineers is (also) disappear-
ing." ,
Reeve challenged the notion
that contracting the services to the
private sector would allow a com-
parable level of technical assis-
tance. He said contractors gener-
 ally don't offer the sense of trustee
" responsibility provided by civil

servapls and predicted tha
privatized services would be more
superficial and less responsive o
local needs. “You can’t take 27
prositions away and the sapport Lo
those people and expect 1o do the
same b,

Healsoguestioned the assump
hon that privatizing rural enerpy
propgrams would create new jols
i Che Bush, “Owiee you st gomge
into a contract, you've pot people
hiring people they know ™

Reeve charged that the veguest
lor proposals for the ciremt nder
of which way
awarded 1w Kotzebue Electric
were lawed because they pro
vided for oversight only on power
plants (not distribution systems),
did not adequately address the
potential for life and safety hazard
issues and advance planning 1o
new power supplies.. Noting that
many of the rural energy technical
assistance services emerged in
response oo string of senous vil-
lage fires in the 1970s and 1980,
Reeve questioned the adequacy of
the reorgamzed energy division to
prevent such problems in the fu-
ture.” 15 (the) process going to be
effective for maintaining safety
and power in the villages. Al this
point ' m not convinced that it is.”

Charles Walls, of the Alaska
Village Electric Cooperative, is
also concerned about the disarray
and reductions at the new divi-
sion.

“How that's been carried out
has not been very smooth. The
transfer is not going too orderly,”
Walls said. “Tt's been in constant
upheaval, and a lot of that's due to
legislative interference. Since the
last session of the legislature, the
agency has become increasingly
paralyzed. That has us concemned.”

s Reeve
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