Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee

September 10-11, 2003 Meeting Summary

SUSC Vision: Sustainable vibrant healthy communities

SUSC Priorities

(Quantify sustainability and expectations

(Identify the relationship between choices and consequences – consistency 

(Produce incentives for borough formation and regional government

(Improve rural quality of life by creating private sector wealth 

(Use common planning principles, definitions, and guidelines 

(Communicate and educate about sustainable utilities

(Gain effective regulation of utility performance

(Stimulate innovation and elimination of unsuccessful programs

Quantify sustainability and expectations

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to quantify what agencies mean by sustainability and agency expectations of the ability for utilities to meet the agency sustainability criteria.

1. The Denali Commission should draft and circulate a white paper on common principles, definitions and guidelines for sustainability.  The Rural Development Council should distribute the common principles, guidelines and definitions to communities.

2. Each agency needs to communicate to other agencies how the agency measures its program outcomes, to demonstrate accountability to the public and other agencies.

The relationship between choices and consequences

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to identify the relationships between choices made by communities, tribes and funding agencies and consequences of those choices for the communities and tribes, with the goal of achieving consistency in approach and results.

3. State participants should reconfigure programs to allow local choice based on consequences. The state needs to clarify the statutory basis for sanitation choices and consequences for communities.  

4. Federal participants  - Denali Commission lead – should clarify the federal statutory authority for sanitation programs funded through the state and to tribes.  The federal agencies should clarify the federal issues of sanitation choices and consequences to tribes and communities.

5. Federal and state agencies need to recognize the choices they make have consequences in villages.  There is a societal responsibility to educate communities of the consequences of choices made by communities and agencies.

6. Agencies should ensure communities have choices as to the level of utility service that meshes with community characteristics, including community need and utility sustainability. 

Incentives for borough formation and regional government

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to produce incentives that support Alaska’s constitutional expectation for the formation of boroughs, with the goal of achieving regional and community buy-in to sanitation facility decisions.

7. The Denali Commission should ask federal agencies whether they could award additional credit on scoring of projects where there is a regional governmental entity that has identified a critical need and committed to a sustainable project.

8. The state should determine whether state agencies could award additional credit on scoring of projects where there is a regional governmental entity that has identified a critical need and committed to a sustainable project.  The scoring can follow the work completed by the Local Boundary Commission on local government capacity.

9. The Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee should form a Financing Committee, chaired by the AHFC Executive Director, to examine sustainable utility financing issues for local governments and tribes.  The committee recognizes that local bonding and tax authority creates long-term funding, with full disclosure to communities, and demonstrates a binding commitment to a project.  

10. The SUSC Financing Committee should identify opportunities and constraints for local government bonding of portions of sanitation projects. The committee should examine how to package grants and financing, and how financing might be used in service areas in the unorganized borough.  The committee should determine if borough land selections could be used as an asset toward utility project financing.

11. DCED should undertake a study of regional and self-governance models, examining alternative regionalization efforts, including the CRAS model and the TCC model, applying appropriate metrics to determine success.  The department should examine natural groupings as potential examples that could get economies of scale while respecting local control, educating local communities while respecting voluntary community choice.  

12. The EPA should develop stories of success under self-governance models, looking at compliance and health impacts, applying the same metrics as regional approaches to those that have worked.

Improve rural quality of life by creating private sector wealth 

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to ensure that state and federal utility programs enhance private sector economic development in rural communities in order to improve the quality of life in rural Alaska.

13. Wherever possible, utility planning should be coordinated with DCED’s “Access to the Future” program.

14. Federal and state agencies need to acknowledge in their literature and decisions that government programs are not sustainable economic development.

15. Agencies should identify how to allow government investments, whether in the form of loans or grants for utility infrastructure, to connect to private sector capital.  

16. Agencies should identify and use new road connections to enhance utility sustainability.

Use common planning principles, definitions and guidelines

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to establish common principles, definitions and guidelines among state and federal agencies, with the goal of process simplification and clarity for users.

17. All state and federal agencies in the MOU group should catalog current resources available for comprehensive community planning.  USDA Rural Development should link resources available from agencies with planning money to create a pool of money that can be used by communities.

18. The Denali Commission and USDA Rural Development should ensure that no agency will fund a project that is inconsistent with an approved local plan.

19. DCED should provide agencies with the common template for business plans, and agencies should use the template.  DCED should gather completed business plans from communities and circulate the plans to other agencies. The agencies need to develop a tool to measure the effectiveness of business plans.

20. ANTHC should change its construction plan template to include validation points for business planning.

Communicate and educate about sustainable utilities

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to communicate sustainable community utility success, with the goal of teaching decision-makers how to be successful.

21. The federal and state agencies should pool resources to help the Rural Development Council and Rural Alaska Sanitation Coalition to get the story out.  RDC and USDA Rural Development should examine successes and produce case studies, using successful people to tell their stories.

22. The federal and state agencies should use a variety of methods to communicate with communities, including video, web distribution of materials, and regional meetings at which funding opportunities are identified and discussed.

23. Agencies need to understand cultural styles of communication, to approach rural residents on their terms, to ensure two-way communication is occurring.

24. The federal and state agencies should educate regional leaders to make choices while understanding the consequences of those choices.

Gain effective regulation of utility performance

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to ensure the financial and technical performance of rural utilities is effectively regulated.

25. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska welcomes comments on how its regulations define accountability and affect sustainability.  The RCA should establish a regulatory structure that reinforces that a consequence of choosing to develop a utility is an obligation to operate it.

26. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska and DCED should complete and communicate the standard chart of accounts for utility accounting.

27. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska should look at national practice in rate-making that would allow a percentage of capital replacement in amortization and depreciation schedules, regardless of the initial source of capital, so that grant-funded utility systems can receive sufficient capital replacement funds from rate-payers.

Innovate and eliminate unsuccessful programs

A priority of the Sustainable Utilities Steering Committee is to identify what works and what doesn’t, and to stop programs and projects that are not working, and to stimulate innovation in rural utilities, with the goal of improving technological, program and policy choices available to communities and agencies.

28. Each agency should examine its programs, in light of the agency mission to identify which programs are successful, and to shift resources from unsuccessful programs.

29. The Denali Commission should pilot a statewide competition that rewards innovation in sustainable utility projects.

30. Funding agencies should fund innovative pilot projects based on individual and community initiative.  Funding criteria should make clear that innovation is allowed, adjusting criteria to reward better ideas that make for more sustainable utilities.

31. Agencies should limit investments to avoid providing funding for unsustainable projects to communities

Appendix: 2001 SUSC Recommendations – Follow-up

Following is the status of the recommendations from the 2001 Talkeetna Retreat on Sustainable Utilities in Rural Alaska.  

1. The Denali Commission should establish a forum for coordination among agencies on capital development and sustainable operations at the community level, consistent with the legislation creating the Commission. Completed
2. The Denali Commission should conduct a financial analysis of selected successful and unsuccessful village utility systems.  The Denali Commission should publicize success stories and best practices, as well as information on pitfalls that can be avoided. Completed
3. The Denali Commission should analyze current techniques for accountability and incentive structures, and gather reports from agencies by January 2002. Completed
4. The Denali Commission and granting agencies generally should be asked to look at life-cycle costs of village utilities and to identify gaps.  The Denali Commission should establish the factors used in life-cycle cost analysis, including discount rates, inflation assumptions and other criteria.  The Alaska Energy Authority should establish and annually revise the rates used for these factors. Completed
5. The Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium and the Denali Commission should solicit regional organizations to establish a demonstration regional sewer and water cooperative. Work in progress
6. The Denali Commission and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development should host a forum on community comprehensive planning.  Completed
7. The rural utility agencies should standardize measures of utility sustainability.  The purpose is to measure and assess gaps, not to erect a barrier to entry or funding. Completed
8. The joint committee should undertake a pilot project to make information about community utility systems available online.  All agencies involved in village utility systems should share their database tools, and commit to use them. Work in progress
9. Granting agencies should eliminate unnecessary duplication of state-subsidized utilities. Work to do
10. Granting agencies should understand that planning is an evolutionary process, and that planning for projects cannot be mandated without funding to accomplish the required planning. Work in progress
11. Granting agencies should provide funding for business planning and comprehensive community planning for sustainability from a variety of funding sources.  Granting agencies should incorporate the RUBA business approach into utility planning projects. Completed
12. Granting agencies should allow use of construction funds for planning and pre-construction feasibility specifications, including engineering, economic and management issues. Completed
13. Granting agencies should review all projects in light of the Regulatory Commission of Alaska’s revised “fit, willing and able” criteria. Completed
14. Granting agencies should require an assessment of a utility and village against the benchmarks prior to funding a new project. Work in progress
15. Before funding a project, granting agencies should require a business plan that shows all community financial resources and total costs of the project, including an analysis of the impact on owner finances.  The plan must be understood and adopted by the community. Completed
16. Granting agencies should require changes to utility practice or procedures when providing emergency assistance.  The Legislature should not bail out failing utilities that do not change practices or procedures, and should consolidate such utilities under a back-up operator. Backup in place
17. Granting agencies should make grants with conditions of and consultation with the grantee on performance improvement standards, evaluation and examination of results.  Future capital investment should be curtailed if the utility does not meet the performance improvement standards. Work in progress
18. Granting agencies should require grantees to use the standard financial reporting system. Work in progress
19. Granting agencies should give incentives for consolidation of utility systems. To do
20. Granting agencies should contract for independent third-party evaluation of services that villages receive. To do
21. USDA Rural Development should develop a plan for property insurance on facilities, through purchased insurance, a self-insurance program, insurance pool or other program. Work in progress
22. USDA Rural Development should make funding available for project feasibility planning. Completed
23. USDA Rural Development should report to the Alaska 20/20 Conference on sustainable utilities issues. To do
24. The Village Safe Water program should seek authority to spend USDA Rural Development funding for planning. Completed
25. The joint committee formed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, USDA Rural Development, the Alaska Science and Technology Foundation, the Alaska Energy Authority, and the Alaska Department of Community and Economic Development, should inventory existing agency planning requirements, sources of funding, define issues, and work to establish common standards for community comprehensive planning and specific project planning, including community buy-in to the business plan. To do
26. The joint committee should undertake a pilot project to make information about community utility systems available online.  All agencies involved in village utility systems should share their database tools, and commit to use them. Same as recommendation 8.
27. The Environmental Protection Agency should expand the planning capability within its funding programs. To do
28. Organizations that provide training to utility managers, such as the University of Alaska, the Denali Commission, RUBA, the Alaska Energy Authority and Sheldon Jackson College, should reach out to train the next generation of utility managers on how to measure sustainability. Work in progress
29. The Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium is developing a statewide utility association concept to promote economy of scale in procurement and administrative support activities.  In conjunction with this activity, the Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Corporation is developing a business plan to establish a prototype sewer and water regional utility cooperative, recognizing there will be a need for a subsidy during the ramp-up period. Work in progress
30. The Governor and the Legislature should recommend approval of amendments that would allow a portion of capital funding to be used for an operating and maintenance endowment if the life-cycle cost of meeting the village needs improves and if the change would increase the sustainability of a project.  The amendments could allow pooling of the operating and maintenance endowment for a broader group of project support. Recommendation abandoned
31. The Legislature should amend statutes governing the Regulatory Commission of Alaska to create incentives for utilities to opt into regulation, and to disallow subsidies without regulation. Work to do
32. The Governor and Legislature should strengthen the Rural Utility Business Advisor program in the Alaska Department of Community and Economic Development by increasing staff and resources. Recommendation abandoned
33. The Governor and the Legislature should recommend Congressional funding for a regional demonstration project to determine the true cost of a regional cooperative. To do
34. The Alaska Energy Authority should convene a group to look at alternative approaches to ensure long-term sources of funding for operations and maintenance. To do
35. The Alaska Science and Technology Foundation should provide support for a component of community comprehensive planning that measures market sustainability. Recommendation abandoned
36. The Alaska Science and Technology Foundation should develop a template for complete master plans for water and sewer projects, and a specific timeline and specification for how project engineers and funding agencies can work with villages to optimize their understanding, buy-in, and ownership of village utility projects. Completed
37. The Alaska Science and Technology Foundation should work with other funding agencies and rural representatives to develop a simple model and spreadsheet for determining and predicting existing and future revenue – both government and market (non-government) based – that will support all local utilities and increase their overall sustainability. Incorporated in business plan
38. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska should draft the financial measures of sustainability at the utility level and at the community level. Work in progress.
39. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska should establish a simplified form for uniform accounting to gather consistent data from utilities. Work in progress
40. The Regulatory Commission of Alaska should review the “fit, willing and able” criteria for village utility projects.  The agency should also identify community utilities that do not currently meet these criteria.  Work in progress
41. The Alaska Department of Community and Economic Development should provide a self-assessment tool and funding for villages to begin comprehensive community planning.  Work in progress
42. The RUBA program should draft the management measures of sustainability at the project/utility level and at the community level. Same as recommendation 7
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