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Background
· The Sustainable Utilities Work Group, originally called the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee, is the oldest standing committee under the umbrella of the Denali Commission’s inter-agency Memorandum of Understanding.   Its formation grew out of concerns by funding agencies (USDA Rural Development, the Denali Commission, AIDEA, the Environmental Protection Agency, the Indian Health Service, Village Safe Water and others) over the long term viability of rural energy, bulk fuel and sanitation facilities in terms of their management, operation and maintenance capabilities.
Membership
· The Work Group is jointly chaired by Bill Allen, State Director, USDA Rural Development and Ernesta Ballard, Commissioner, Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation.  The Work Group has a large and continually expanding membership.  It includes representatives from the following agencies and entities:  Denali Commission, USDA Rural Development, Alaska Dept. of Environmental Conservation, AIDEA/Alaska Energy Authority, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, U.S. Indian Health Service, Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium, Alaska Dept. of Community & Economic Development, U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development, National Rural Water Association, the Alaska Native Health Board/Rural Alaska Sanitation Coalition, Alaska Housing Finance Corporation, Alaska Village Electric Cooperative, Inc., Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Corporation, Tanana Chiefs Conference, Alaska Power Association, Utility Services of Alaska, Regulatory Commission of Alaska, University of Alaska, Institute of Social & Economic Research, Alaska Rural Development Council, and others.
Activities to Date
· Since its beginnings, in mid-1999, the work of the Sustainable Utilities Work Group has been in three distinct phases.  
· The study phase began in June 1999 and extended through September 2001.  The Work Group’s initial focus was on developing a scope of work needed for a comprehensive examination of the issues of operation, management and maintenance of rural utilities systems, including electric power, sanitation facilities and bulk fuel facilities.  This project was undertaken by the University of Alaska, Institute of Social & Economic Research (ISER), and was funded by USDA Rural Development, together with the Denali Commission and the Alaska Science and Technology Foundation.  AIDEA was the contract administrator.  The Sustainable Utilities Work Group was closely involved in helping to guide the development of this report and monitoring progress.  This phase is now complete.  The final report has been published and the report is also available on ISER’s website.
· The implementation phase began in September 2001.  At that time, the Work Group held a two-day facilitated retreat in Talkeetna to develop policies and recommendations designed to implement the major findings of the ISER report.  A report developed from this retreat listed 42 recommendations that were assigned to individual agencies or groups of agencies for implementation.  Subsequent meetings of the Work Group have focused on progress made or issues associated with the different recommendations.

· The validation phase began in September 2003 at a two-day facilitated retreat in Girdwood.  At this retreat a comprehensive review of the 42 recommendations made two years earlier was undertaken.  It was determined that 19 of those recommendations had been completed or were no longer valid; work was in progress on 13 others; and significant work remained to be done on 10 more.    The Work Group also reviewed its priorities and developed 31 new or revised recommendations designed to improve the sustainability of rural utilities systems.  (A copy of the report from this retreat is attached)
 Upcoming Work
· The next meeting of the Sustainable Utilities Work Group will be held early in 2004.  The main focus of that meeting will be to more specifically define the recommendations developed at the Girdwood retreat, together with the entities responsible and time lines for completion.
· The Sustainable Utilities Work Group has accomplished much during the past four years.  It has completed or is on the way toward completing most of the tasks it set for itself in September 2001.  It has also spearheaded the formation of several of the other Denali Commission MOU work groups.   However, perhaps its greatest contribution is that it provides a forum for utilities-related agencies or entities to work together to help resolve issues of common concern.  Agencies and entities that never used to work together now do so as a matter of course.  This is good news for the future of rural utility systems in Alaska.
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