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Dividend Announcement – Sept. 25, 2002, Juneau
I’m honored to be here tonight in one of my last public acts as Revenue Commissioner.  It’s been an educational eight years, facing the challenges of declining state revenues.

Alaska wasn’t challenged much the first 20 years or so of its oil wealth.  The money flowed like hot oil from the cold ground, and Permanent Fund dividends rained, well, like it rains in Juneau – nonstop.

But the past few years and the next several will be demanding.  Though some may choose to avoid reality, we are quickly approaching the day when Alaskans will have to help pay for the society we enjoy.  And Permanent Fund earnings will be part of that payment plan.

As the late Ernest Gruening said, “Leaders often find themselves alone.”  I hope that isn’t true, as we cannot afford a shortage of leadership today.

I know Alaskans statewide are waiting for my final words when I will announce the amount of the 2002 dividend.  But bear with me for a few minutes as I reflect on my 10½ years as a member of the Permanent Fund Board of Trustees and eight years as Revenue Commissioner.

Remember the nursery rhyme about Old Mother Hubbard?  She went to the cupboard to give her poor dog a bone.  But when she got there, her cupboard was bare, and so the poor dog had none.

I worry that Alaska is like Old Mother Hubbard, and I love this state — and dogs — far too much to let people ignore the truth that our cupboard, the Constitutional Budget Reserve Fund, is on its way to going bare.

We face an enormous gap between annual revenues and the cost of providing essential services to the public.  It is inevitable that the answer to keeping food in that cupboard is going to include some use of Permanent Fund earnings.

Some Alaskans complain about the evils of government and the ills of public spending, but they miss the purpose of government.  All of us need to recognize that only by acting for the good of all can we protect the freedom of individuals to enjoy life.

Article 1, Section 1 of the Alaska Constitution says, “All persons have corresponding obligations to the people and to the state.”  And Section 2 says government “is instituted solely for the good of the people as a whole.”

People for centuries have chosen government as the means to achieve the goals of an organized community, the delivery system for many of the needs of society such as schools, roads, justice and health systems.

A strong, functioning society is a collective effort, and government is an essential part of that effort.  Everyone benefits from services delivered by government, regardless whether they use them directly or not.

For example, I plan to retire in Alaska.  But I have no children in school, so why should I help pay the billion dollars a year the state spends on elementary, high school and college?  Because I want good roads and I will need medical care and I hope to enjoy a safe and healthy community as I grow old, and I know it will take educated people to provide those services.  Unless I am willing to help Alaska today, there will be no one here to help me in the future.

So what about using some Permanent Fund earnings to help pay for the public services we need as a society?  What is so sacred about this account that we’re all here tonight to honor?

The constitutional amendment that established the Permanent Fund in 1976 said the earnings would go into the state general fund, unless otherwise provided by law.  As deputy attorney general and as attorney general, I helped draft the legislation creating the dividend program.  The intent was to follow the constitution, in that we were providing, in law, directions on how to spend some of the earnings.

That statute said use a little more than half the earnings for the dividend, and the assumption at the time was that the other half eventually would go toward public services.  But we didn’t need the money at the time, so the law said to leave it in the Permanent Fund earnings reserve.

Then we again changed the law governing the fund’s earnings.  At the behest of Trustee Elmer Rasmuson, Senator Arliss Sturgulewski and others, the legislature amended the statute to use some of the earnings to inflation proof the principal of the fund.

Society survives, actually it thrives, by adapting to change.  Alaska’s financial picture is changing, and so should the laws governing the use of Permanent Fund earnings — how much of the earnings we can use, and how we can use that money.

Let’s prove Ernest Gruening wrong, and show that leaders do not stand alone.

It’s time to plan for using some of the Permanent Fund earnings for the collective good of Alaska, not just the individuals who live here today.

The amount of the 2002 dividend will be $1,540.76.

Thank you.
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