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I want to thank the Commission for coming and certainly Mayor Botelho and Mayor Schaeffer, who are representatives of communities in Alaska as well as having a great background in rural justice as well.  

And rural justice is probably one of the key issues, if not the key issue in all of Alaska.  It’s a service that many people in urban Alaska just can’t imagine; it doesn’t really exist in a practical extent in many parts of our State.  And that’s pretty shocking, but I think it’s important for people to know that.  And there’s a lot to do.  So we really commend this panel for working on this issue.  And I think there’s enough work basically for all of the partners in rural Alaska and urban Alaska.  Certainly the tribes, municipalities, Native Corporations and there’s other organizations that provide public services, including rural justice in Alaska and they all need to work together.  As partners, municipalities--the structure for municipalities can be a great service delivery option for rural Alaska.  

What I have provided to the panel and I’ve got some extra copies, not enough for everybody.  But for others, if you’re interested.  Basically a full recitation of the local government article—the Constitution.  Just real briefly, the Constitution calls for maximum local self-government in rural and everywhere else.  That means all the partners working together.  All local government power shall be vested in cities and boroughs.  Clearly that’s how the State delivers services.  And in rural Alaska it’s just as valid as urban Alaska.  So we can be better partners than we are.  
The borough and city structure for rural Alaska needs some work.  And that’s a thing I’ll talk about real briefly.  

The entire State shall be divided into Boroughs, organized or unorganized.  We have one big unorganized borough that’s sort of like God on the seventh day, after he got done creating boroughs, got tired and just decided to put everything else into one big unorganized borough.  But in terms of service delivery, it’s a very important thing to continue the evolution of government in rural Alaska and to start delivering services instead of, as a famous former Senator called it, the spaghetti system.  There isn’t as good a coordination now to provide services in rural Alaska as there could be in the future.

And the legislature: in the Constitution, says the legislature shall provide for the performance of services it deems necessary or advisable in unorganized boroughs.  Essentially the legislature may exercise any power or function in an organized borough which the assembly may exercise in an organized borough.  What that essentially means is the legislature is the borough assembly for the unorganized borough.  And we’re hoping we’ll take a very active role in implementing the recommendations of this Commission.
What I included in the tables, is something from the Department of Commerce, Community, and Economic Development which lays out some of the powers and duties of first class boroughs, second class boroughs, home rule cities, second class cities and so on.  And so that might be a good background for you.  
And the last thing I wanted to touch on—to finish up is that one of the reasons why we’re here in Fairbanks at the 54th Annual Local Government Conference is we are having a crisis throughout Alaska in terms of financing our municipalities, but certainly in rural Alaska.  
We have a number of cities that are literally disintegrating.  Meaning pieces are falling off and ultimately some of these communities may not be there—some are not there right now.  We did a financial survey of all the communities in Alaska.  We had 93 responses.  Actually we were unable to contact a number of communities.  One community, Nikolai.  There may be reasons for this.  We called Nikolai and we got a message that the phone’s been disconnected.  
Many communities don’t even have the basic person to carry on the process of taking care of city council business, doing the sorts of things that need to be done just to maintain a local government.  
And in fact, a number of communities don’t provide services at all any more.  A number of communities in our survey have stopped providing fire protection, for example.  Critical.  Obviously a number have not had public safety services to a great extent for quite a while.  
And the last thing I want to say is that we’ve been working with the Commissioner and the Governor’s office and a number of legislators talking about revitalizing the evolution of local government in Alaska.  
One of the concepts that’s being explored right now, because many of the many boroughs that we have simply don’t have a tax base to speak of.  But can be very effective.  Local government service providers in partnership with other organizations in rural Alaska.  And we’re looking at the possibility of having a rather large base funding—a type of a revenue sharing that would actually encourage and provide some of the resources necessary to provide a good structure for rural Alaska, including public safety.  
So with that, I want to thank you for very much and if there’s any questions at all that you have, I’ll be happy to answer them.  And we will continue to work with you to any extent that we can.
BOTELHO:
Kevin, part of the federal legislation talks about the creation of first, second and third class villages.  Do you see that as either a necessary or enviable option for us to explore?
RITCHIE:
Mr. Commissioner, you could probably add much to this with your background in State law.  But my understanding of the Constitution, how it’s written, specifically talks about all local government powers shall be vested in boroughs and cities.  

And so if there’s something other than a borough or city, it would be a Constitutional change essentially to create that.  But actually, the concept that I think that’s being worked out in that way is creating ways of sharing between municipal governments and tribal governments and other entities.  

And a lot of those pathways already exist.  Like Kiana recently entered into a partnership with its tribal government.  Unfortunately I think that Kiana lacks the resources to be a very active partner in a relationship.  Obviously you need two strong partners to go forward.  

So I guess my answer is that by understanding of the laws—a tribal government primarily governs members; it is not a land based power as a city might be, that can have actual zoning laws and sort of a regulatory control over the land.  That relationship doesn’t quite exist.  And I’m not sure if it legally could.  

END OF STATEMENT

