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Regional, economic divides hinder compromise on state’s fiscal future

CLASSIFIED
RUMMAGE SALE
Saturday, from 10 a.m. to 2
p.m., at Island of Faith
Lutheran Church.
FREE ADS
Do you have something to
sell? Having a garage sale?
Looking to buy something?
Classified ads for individuals
and community groups are
free in the Sentinel. Contact
Amber at 874-2301 or email
wrgsent@gmail.com.

HELP WANTED
Tongass Federal Credit Union is
seeking a qualified individual
for the Branch Manager
position in Wrangell. Five years
of
financial
institution
supervisory experience and
lending
knowledge
is
preferred. We offer competitive
pay, health and employee
benefits, paid time off and a fun
atmosphere!
For
more
information, please contact
Trish
Hup
at
trishhup@tongassfcu.com.

By LARRY PERSILY
Sentinel writer
Some of the key players in
legislative efforts to reach a compromise on a long-term fiscal
plan for the state — in addition
to settling on an amount for this
fall’s Permanent Fund dividend
— say growing regional, political and economic differences,
plus a large number of first-term
legislators, make the effort
harder.
“To find a common ground
means people have to give up
something,” said Anchorage
Sen. Natasha von Imhof.
That compromise of spending versus revenues versus dividends has to add up to a
solution that balances the checkbook and “does not cripple our
state” for future economic

Correction
The Sentinel on July 22 incorrectly reported that
Baked for Breakfast plans to
add something similar to
“Diamond C hash browns”
to its menu. The news story
should have reported the
dish would be similar to
“Diamond C hash.” The Sentinel apologizes for not hashing out the difference before
publication.

growth, the Senate Finance
Committee member said in an
interview last Friday.
“The biggest issue is that we
are a representative government,
and the Legislature represents
the different viewpoints all
around Alaska,” the senator
said. “People’s perspectives are
different,” increasingly influenced by which state services
they use, their household size,
how much they may depend on
the PFD, how much they might
pay in taxes — if the state were
to adopt any new taxes.
“People vote their pocketbook,” and Alaska, like much of
the nation, has a wide diversity
of household incomes affecting
what people want out of government, what they want to pay
and how much they can afford
to pay, she said
One of von Imhof’s Senate
colleagues, Sitka Sen. Bert Stedman, sees the geographic and
economic differences between
Alaskans widening, and adding
to the strain to find a compromise.
Looking over his 19 years in
the Legislature, Stedman said,
“The most concerning issue is
the resurfacing of the urban versus rural divide.” Those differing
perspectives
helps
determine what residents think
is important, what should be in-
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cluded in the state budget, and
what can be cut.
“There is an apparent philosophical difference between
families who have been here
multiple generations and people
who have been here a very short
amount of time,” he said in an
interview near the end of the
regular legislative session in
May.
Stedman, co-chair of the Senate Finance Committee, sees
some of the most noticeable differences in attitudes over the
Permanent Fund dividend, financial aid to residential electricity
customers
in
rural
communities, and village water
and sewer improvements.
“The Power Cost Equalization is at risk of elimination by a
handful of legislators,” Stedman
said of the rural aid program,
which is in jeopardy if lawmakers cannot muster a three-quarters majority vote when they
reconvene in special session in
August.
The division also shows up in
legislative debates over funding
public services in small communities, such as driver’s license
and vehicle registration services,
and school expenses in villages
without a sufficient tax base for a
local contribution.
Reapportionment of legislative seats for the 2022 election
based on the 2020 U.S. Census
could further erode the count of
rural lawmakers, as population
gains in Southcentral Alaska will
continue the ongoing shift of
seats and political influence to
that region.
Lawmakers are scheduled to
convene in special session Aug. 2
to decide on this year’s dividend
and work toward a long-term fiscal plan, with an eight-member
joint House-Senate working
group meeting to look for com-

promises and take public testimony this week.
Many of those same diverse
constituencies that have divided
policy makers may now be coming together to push toward a solution to the state’s long-term
finances, said co-chair of the
working group, Sitka Rep.
Jonathan Kreiss-Tomkins.
“There are constituencies
within the political system that
I’ve never heard from … who are
saying this is a problem that
must be solved,” the representative said.
There is a growing recognition among Alaskans “from
across the political spectrum,”
Kreiss-Tomkins said last Friday,
that new revenues — taxes —
will be needed.
The state has operated at a
revenue deficit most years since
1990, as declining oil production
has fallen short of state spending,
pushing lawmakers and governors to draw down billions of
dollars from savings.
The high-profile divisions
over state spending also extend
to battles over raising new revenues to pay for public services,
Stedman said, exacerbated by
unachievable campaign promises.
As legislative candidates tell
voters they will oppose any new
taxes, it’s hard to tell those same
voters that the state cannot afford
all the services and large PFDs
they may want and have come to
expect.
One solution supported by
the governor and some legisla-

tors is to withdraw more money
from the Permanent Fund this
year to cover larger dividends
and other spending, promising
not to do it every year. Stedman
is one of the loudest voices in the
Legislature against drawing
down the fund for short-term
benefits, which would jeopardize
its long-term earnings potential.
Part of the problem in reaching compromise is that almost
half of the state House came into
office in the past two elections,
said Juneau Rep. Sara Hannan,
one those new members. A
dozen members of the 40-member House are new this year.
The lack of understanding of
the issues is a challenge, she said,
particularly for public services
unique to some areas of the state.
Such as Hannan’s advocacy
for state funding for the Alaska
Marine Highway System, which
has endured deep budget and
service cuts in recent years, presenting significant challenges
for coastal communities dependent on the transportation
service.
During a town hall meeting
in Haines earlier this month, she
explained her efforts to educate
Southcentral and Interior legislators who may not know that
many travelers to their districts
arrive in the state by ferry.
Before the pandemic closed
the border with Canada, a large
chunk of ferry travelers would
end up in Anchorage or Fairbanks, particularly military families moving to Alaska, Hannan
said.

Salmon runs have been weak
By CALEB VIERKANT
Sentinel writer
Salmon harvests are coming
in slowly in the Wrangell-Petersburg area, according to Sea Level
Seafoods and the state fisheries
biologist out of Petersburg.
Though it’s too early for a lot
of specific numbers, both report
catches have been lower than in
previous seasons.
“It’s going pretty slow,” said
Nik Morozov, manager at
Wrangell’s Sea Level plant.
“We’re close to half of what we
normally do.”
Morozov said he has three
tenders out right now, and had
been assuming they would fill
up and bring back loads of fish
quickly, but that is not happening. Catches are low, he said,
though the price for salmon is
high. That’s at least some good
news for the fleet.
“Southeast is just not there,”
he said. “I don’t know the cause
of that, but we’re not seeing the
pounds through this plant that
we were expecting.”
Paul Salomone, state fisheries
biologist in the Petersburg office,
which manages the area, said so
far he is seeing much the same
story.
“It’s kind of a similar story of
Petersburg proper, it’s slow developing at this point,” he said.
“It’s still early yet. Some areas
can be better than others. … I’ll
know more in August.”
In an update last Friday, the
Alaska Department of Fish and
Game reported “on-the-grounds
surveys indicated sockeye
salmon abundance well below
average for the time of year” in

District 6, which extends west
from Etolin and Woronkofski islands into Clarence and Sumner
straits.
“49 boats participated this
week (July 18-19), which is
below the 10-year average of 59
boats. Preliminary statistical
harvest estimates include 100
chinook, 2,700 sockeye, 8,000
pink, and 18,700 chum salmon.
Harvest of all five species was
below the 10-year average.”
District 8, in front of the
Stikine River and Wrangell, remains closed
“The 2021 preseason forecast
for Stikine River sockeye salmon
is 56,000 fish, which is well
below the average of 108,000
fish,” the department reported
last Friday. “This forecast includes: 28,000 Tahltan Lake and
28,000
mainstem
sockeye
salmon and results in a small
U.S. allowable catch of 2,120
Tahltan Lake sockeye,” but
whether that happens will depend on run counts.
Chum returns aren’t looking
much better in Southeast.
“Hatchery-produced chum
salmon runs throughout Southeast have been variable to date,
but harvests have generally
been below average, as forecasted,” the department said.
“The 2021 Southeast Alaska
pink salmon harvest forecast is
predicted to be average, with a
point estimate of 28 million fish.
… Pink salmon percent males
have generally been above average this season, indicating a later
than normal run. Pink salmon
average weights have been low,
averaging 3 pounds or less.”

