Legislator Attitudes on Issues Related to 

North Slope Gas Development

Summary Results of Interviews Conducted from 8/01 to 2/02

Harold Heinze working under Personal Services Contract to the Alaska Legislative Council

Scope of Work

A series of non-attribution interviews with individual legislators were conducted (face-to-face or by phone) to identify areas of consensus and non-consensus on a broad array of issues relevant to the Legislature’s strategy on North Slope gas development policies and decisions.

This project was developed from an unsolicited proposal by the consultant and was designed to provide feedback to the Legislature with the intention of helping the Legislature strengthen its go-forward strategy for considering gas development legislation and policy.  The feedback was defined as both oral and written; anonymous as to an individual Legislator’s position; and to be publicly delivered.  The identification of consensus areas and strategy suggestions are exclusively the consultant’s and were formed over the last year entirely based on the private interviews, a review of legislative history, numerous public meetings & hearings, and a variety of media reports.

I wish to thank and acknowledge the positive responsible attitude I felt in the discussions and the generous grant of time by every Legislator interviewed.  I applaud their willingness to tackle the many facets of this big, complex, and important opportunity for Alaska.

Study Method  and  Interview Structure

To provide a consistent framework for the interviews a packet of briefing materials was developed and sent a few days prior to the interview.  A list of issue elements was developed to organize the thinking and discussion.  Pipeline routing considerations was viewed as a major discussion element and the broadest list of gas to market alternatives was portrayed in both schematic and bulleted narrative formats.  A study of TAPS impacts (and personal memory) was used to develop a tabulation of potential benefits and impacts of any gas project.  A series of “thought provoking” questions were developed to spark a Legislator’s interest and help identify specific areas of their focus in the interview.  While recognizing no exhibit is ever complete, no modification of the briefing package was indicated or made during the interview process.

All interviews were complete and lasted from one-half hour to over an hour.  A two-page interview outline and recording form was used.  After some preliminary definition of the legislator’s background and interest in the gas development issues, the remaining time was spent going through the list of issues.  Interview time included both explaining the exhibits and asking questions.  Open-ended questions were used to allow the Legislator to focus in on aspects of the gas issues that were the most important to them.  Scattered throughout the interview was a series of questions to test agreement (or disagreement) with potential areas of consensus identified as the interviews developed.  Interviews concluded with a discussion of the Legislator’s comfort with various broad approaches to moving forward and potential fall-back positions. 

I felt all the discussions were free-flowing & frank, and that no important thoughts or feeling were withheld.

Demographics of Legislators Interviewed

A list of Legislators targeted for interview was developed based on committee memberships and balancing of political & geographic representation.  While the 24 legislators actually interviewed was less than the target, the spread of views and regions was achieved as illustrated in the following tables.



Republican   Democrat


Anchorage   MatSu/Kenai    Interior    SouthEast     Western
House 
         11               4                                 6                     4                  4               0                   1

Senate

 7                2   


        4                     1                  2               1                   1
Total

         18                6


      10                     5                  6               1                   2

Legislators Involvement in Gas Development Issues

Time Spent on North Slope Gas Issue  --  About half those interviewed spent less than 5 % of their legislator time on gas issues (one of many issues).   The other half felt that because of their committee work the gas issues occupied more of their time and in a few cases, North Slope gas was a major legislative commitment on their part.

Background & Knowledge  --  A super majority of the legislators interviewed were not comfortable with their current information base and understanding of major aspects of North Slope gas utilization issues.

Importance of Gas Issues  --  Two-thirds of the legislators interviewed put the gas line in the top 5 issues before the legislature.  Higher importance of the gas issues (top 3) was attributed to high constituent interest (Fairbanks as an example), while lower interest (top 10) was attributed to the lack of direct relevance to constituents (Anchorage as an example).

Areas of Apparent Legislative Consensus

· A broad set of reasons support the feeling that any North Slope gas pipeline is a bigger project than any other Alaskan opportunity on the horizon and that potential legislative decisions regarding it are very important.

· Alaska needs to be in a more pro-active posture on gas development, transportation, & marketing.

· The Legislature is the resource policy maker and needs more quality information to make decisions and support positions.

· While willing to consider an investment (or subsidy) by the State in a gas pipeline project; there is a skeptical fiduciary reluctance (“show me” & “convince me”); and a full airing and understanding of terms would be required for approval.

· Potential impacts (including local communities) can be anticipated and managed to acceptable levels.

· Reasonable gas transportation access (both gas-in and gas-out) in Alaska is a requirement.

· The Port Authority concept has been studied and is less leveraging than initially thought.

· Alaska hire is really a requirement of assuring that Alaskans are trained for the jobs.

· All potential deal stoppers are on the table and there is nothing sinister in the lowered profile of some stakeholder groups.

Gas Development Issues Lacking Legislator Consensus

· What are the producers up to ?  

Some legislators strongly feel that the producer’s reluctance/rejection of a gas line project as uneconomic is a negotiating ploy to get the most favorable terms over time.  Other legislators strongly feel that the producers hard look at basic pipeline technology and project costs calculates to marginal economics further burdened by major market and regulatory risks.

· What benefits should drive Alaska’s decision on routing ?

Construction activity and jobs are expected to give a big, but not huge, kick to Alaska’s economy.  Some feel that the biggest long-term benefit of bringing North Slope gas to market will be the increased revenues (royalty & taxes) for governments.  Others feel that the creation of new gas-based in-state manufacturing facilities and jobs will be the real payoff of a gas to market project. 

The regional differences in attitude and intensity toward gas pipeline routing and go-ahead are significant.  The interior group of Legislators reflects a stronger urgent feeling towards a gas pipeline inherent with a strong identity to many benefits to local employment and the economy.  Most of the Anchorage Legislators don’t see direct local benefits to constituents and reflect a more neutral and calm attitude toward gas pipeline alternatives.  

· How hard should Alaska push for a North Slope gas line over the next year or two ? 

There is a strong sense of urgency in wanting to resolve gas pipeline decisions (for economic and fiscal reasons).  That urgency is offset by a strong belief in the free-enterprise system that feels the private sector needs more time for a new group of proponents to reach a positive direction and move forward.  

· Should the Legislature take a position on the ballot initiative for a State LNG project in Valdez ?

This question was flagged and discussed with all legislators interviewed, without any attempt to decide.

Strategy Implications and Suggestions

· Define the information the Legislature needs to make good policy level decisions

Producers seem to have wrongly focused on the bureaucracy in the executive branch as the

“decision-maker” and missed the constitutional imperative that resource policy is made 

by the legislature.


A strategy focus on “defining the information needed” is pro-active and is neutral as to a 

specific gas utilization project or sponsor.


Each legislator is entitled to an understandable comparative benefits/impacts analysis 

before voting on a major resource commitment.


Legislative time used now to define informational requirements will save time 

when a major decision is needed.

· Make providing that information the responsibility of the sponsor


If a project proponent wants the State’s approval or endorsement of a specific gas utilization project 

it is reasonable to require a full and publicly available evaluation of benefits and impacts on the

State by that proponent.  If the definition of a project hasn’t progressed to include work and

logistics requirements, as well as permitting needs, the project is not ready for State policy 

level considerations.


State expertise (including contractors) could be better focused on evaluating the sponsor work 

rather than providing the initial ground-work on new issues.

Strategy Implications and Suggestions  (Continued)

· Expand the avenues to communicate with all legislators and public

Producers have been very stingy with revealing the results of a $100 M study.   Treating large

segments of gas pipeline related information as secret or proprietary is inappropriate and

unjustifiable in  transporting a resource from public lands down rights-of-way through 

public lands. 

While the Governor’s Policy Council made much of its information public, its dissemination was

disjointed to the point of not creating the full record to sustain the group’s decisions.  The 
Joint Committee on Natural Gas Pipelines has utilized the inter-net to organize and 

share the full record of information it has available.

Until there are much better answers to “what’s in it for my constituents?” the majority of legislators 

will only put a modest level of energy into these issues and decisions. 

· Keep the patience to let another group try

The broadly preferred next step (if the producers pass on directly building and owning a gas pipeline)

is to let a group(s) of pipeline companies try to develop a fundable project proposal.  A one-year

time frame was considered reasonable, with monitoring to assure that the producers are 

fully co-operative.  

Appendices

Pre-Interview Briefing Materials Sent to Legislator *
Issues List

Schematic and Listing of Potential Routes to Marketing North Slope Gas

Table of Potential Benefits and Impacts

Questions to Think About

Interview Materials Used

Interview Recording Form


Face-to-Face Interview Flip Chart Book

Relevant Background Research


State and Federal Statutes & Regulations


Prior reports to Legislature


Documents from Joint Committee on Natural Gas Pipelines


Documents and Final Report of Governor’s Alaska Highway Natural Gas Policy Council

Time Sheets (Includes Meetings / Hearings Monitored)

Public Information


Sponsor company briefing materials and press releases


List of print media sources and stories

* This Appendix is provided with the report.  Other Appendices are available with the file copy only.
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