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Senator Torgerson, members of the committee, and distinguished guests:

My name is Mike Aamodt.  I have lived on the North for 29 years, and I’ve been on the North Slope Borough Assembly for 14 years.  I am currently Assembly vice-president.

Thank you for this opportunity to address the Joint Committee on Natural Gas Pipelines. For more than a quarter of a century, the people of the North Slope have played an active role in Alaska’s oil and gas development.  Ever since the first oil flowed from Prudhoe Bay, North Slope residents have worked in partnership with the state and the industry to expedite development and ---at the same time--- protect the land and wildlife that feed the people I am married into and form the spiritual core of Inupiat culture.

We believe natural gas development is the next logical step in North Slope resource extraction.  We salute the legislature and the governor for firm support of a highway route in delivering gas to market.  The highway route makes a lot of sense, because it increases the potential for in-state use of gas.  This can help to create new industries along the route and keep communities viable, especially in rural areas where energy costs are so high.

Most important to residents of the North Slope Borough is that the highway route makes the best environmental sense.  By using the existing pipeline corridor instead of the ice-choked Beaufort Sea, the highway route minimizes damage to the land and risk to the wildlife.  From our perspective, putting a pipe out in the Beaufort Sea is just asking for trouble.

When the Alaska Highway Natural Gas Policy Council held a hearing in Barrow a few weeks ago, many whaling captains and elders showed up to tell them about the current- and wind- driven forces of ice they’ve seen out there.  It’s going to make more than a few feet of ocean floor to protect a pipeline in the Beaufort Sea.  That’s why the North Slope Borough, the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission, the whaling captains association and other local organizations have expressed opposition to the over-the-top route.  

In the short term, any summer construction activity will disrupt the bowhead whale migration around Kaktovik, Nuiqsut and Barrow.  This is unacceptable.  In the overall scheme of things, three small communities are probably meaningless when the cost savings of the northern route is considered.  But for the people dependent on that resource, the loss is beyond value.

Apart from the concern over where the pipeline goes, there is also the political and economic question of how to make it happen.  The North Slope Borough took an early interest in the possibility of public sector involvement in financing the gas line.

As a member of the Alaska Gasline Port Authority, we explored finance options as mechanisms for lowering the effective cost to industry and maximizing the return to the state and communities all over Alaska.  The port authority has sponsored some good discussion and has brought consultants with relevant expertise to the state.

However, now that your committee and the governor’s Gas Policy Council have commenced hearings, the borough believes it should defer to both groups and wait for the results of these hearings.

The North Slope Borough will remain open to ALL development scenarios under consideration, including the port authority.  We also want to see the results of industry efforts through the Consortium Group and the Sponsor Group.

We feel so strongly about this that the North Slope Borough Assembly has passed resolution #44-2001 to put our position on the record.  That resolution says, in part:

“1. The Assembly supports the Administration’s current efforts to use borough participation in the port authority as ONE means of encouraging the development of North Slope natural gas resources;

2. The Assembly believes it is in the borough’s best interest for the Port Authority, at the present time, not to expand its role until other development strategies are fully explored; and

3. The Assembly supports the Administration’s continued efforts to take into account the entire political picture and pursue and support the natural gas development strategy which will best protect the Borough’s tax base and method of taxation, and ensure the continued vitality of the economic and political structure of the North Slope Borough.”

I need to make one comment about the resource revenues.  We have been approached by the producers and asked to consider support for the over-the-top route.  While we are predisposed not to grant that request, we are getting such mixed messages from the legislature that it’s hard to tell where the greater danger lies.

It is fitting that our testimony is given in Fairbanks, because on the one hand, the legislature wants us to join in promotion of the highway route so that Fairbanks and other parts of the Interior can benefit, but at the same time the North Slope Borough is under intense and very pointed attack from Fairbanks legislative leaders over our method of resource taxation and our ability to issue bonds.  That is not exactly the kind of gesture you make to a development partner.

In the meantime, our interests and concerns remain constant.  We support the statewide effort to develop our natural gas resources, and we strongly favor transportation down the existing pipeline corridor and the Alaska Highway.  This is consistent with our preference for onshore development instead of taking unnecessary risks out in the unstable ice pack of the Beaufort Sea.  Also, it will occur largely within the existing resource development area, which helps to confine the impacts on our land and wildlife.  Finally, gas development will help to sustain the state and local revenue stream.  

After all, we ARE partners in resource development, and the borough looks forward to working together with you for the good of Alaska.  We look forward to the results of your work in this committee and to a continued partnership in the responsible development of the resources we have been blessed with.  We are all in this together, and through mutual respect, we can achieve the goals of all Alaskans.

Thank you.

