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INVESTING IN ALASKA’S BEST IDEAS





Year One of Alaska Marketplace: Final Progress Report

Launched in 2005 and Executed in 2006, AFN Takes the Lead on America’s First Competition for Ideas Based on the World Bank’s Development Marketplace

Overview

The Alaska Marketplace is patterned after the Development Marketplace (DM), a World Bank project that held its first Innovation Marketplace in May 1998 for bank employees at the direction of World Bank President James D. Wolfensohn in order to develop new strategies to more effectively fight poverty.  The DM has expanded to a global competition for innovative development ideas which the World Bank organizes and hosts every 18-24 months.  Since 1998, the DM has invested more than $22 million in more than 370 innovative projects in 61 countries.  The Alaska Marketplace is open to all Alaskans, but the projects must benefit rural Alaska and rural residents.  

The Alaska Marketplace is a special project of the Alaska Federation of Natives (AFN).  The first year featured strong partnerships with the Alaska Manufacturing Extension Partnership, BP, ConocoPhillips, Denali Commission (administered through the State of Alaska), the Telecommunications Development Fund and others.

History of Services Provided: Year One of the Competition – Alaska Marketplace 2006
After significant lead research and preparation, the Alaska Marketplace was launched during the 2005 AFN Convention in Fairbanks.  The first year of Alaska Marketplace proved to be a big success, with active statewide participation.  More than $900,000 was raised in the first year for start-up funding and award money.  The In-Take Team received more than 170 applications in December 2005, with 156 applications meeting eligibility requirements.  Any Alaska innovator was welcome to apply.  Concept papers were submitted from all over the state with 39 percent from Southcentral Alaska, 20 percent from Western Alaska, 16 percent from Southeast, 13 percent from the Arctic region, eight percent from the Interior and four percent from the Aleutian Islands.  While 68 percent of the applications were submitted by Alaska Natives, all concepts benefited rural Alaska. Two-thirds of the applications were from women.
On January 25, 2006, 30 assessors met in Anchorage to review and choose 50 concept papers to advance into the final round.  The assessors came from all over the state, including Bethel, Fairbanks, Chickaloon, Fort Yukon, Juneau, Sitka, Palmer and Anchorage.  A variety of backgrounds were represented, including for-profit businesses, non-profits, government administration, banking, financial investment and the legal profession.  The concept papers were divided into six different groups:  Energy and Technology (23 percent of the applications received), Arts and Crafts (19 percent), Heritage (18 percent), Tourism (18 percent), General (12 percent) and Environment and Land Use (10 percent).  The assessors were divided into seven groups and each given a set of 22 applications (some groups reviewed multiple categories), which were scored on the basis of sustainability/profitability, innovation, poverty reduction/job creation, and cultural heritage.  

During the first week in February, the selected applicants were notified of their placement and the final evaluation process.  The finalists then submitted business plans and budgets by March 20, with coaches standing by to assist as needed.  Forty-three finalists submitted the required materials and were invited to Anchorage to present their ideas in-person to an esteemed panel of judges.  The judges included well-known Alaska professionals as well as leading specialists in development from outside Alaska.  The judges received the business plans and budgets in advance of the finals, which were held at the ConocoPhillips Alaska building in Anchorage on April 6-7, 2006.  All rural finalists were given stipends for travel to Anchorage for the final competition.

At the April event, the Alaska innovators presented their ideas to the judges as planned.  What wasn’t planned, however, was BP increasing its contribution to $500,000, more than doubling the original award pool of $200,000.  This provided a greater investment in small rural enterprises, allowing for both larger awards and an expanded pool of award-eligible applicants.  The competition winners were both Native and non-Native, living in communities throughout the state – from the remote village of Savoonga on St. Lawrence Island, to regional hubs such as Nome, Bethel and Dillingham, to smaller towns such as Cordova.  Many of the individuals, for the first time ever, were recognized for their ideas, passion and commitment to expanding job creation opportunities for others.

Showcasing, Mentoring and Monitoring

What makes Alaska Marketplace particularly unique is the fact that after the competition is over and the checks are handed out, the Alaska Marketplace benefits are just getting started. The next step for the winners is a three-part system called Phase II.  Phase II includes showcasing, mentoring and monitoring each of the winners and their budding ideas and businesses.

· Showcasing

Showcasing the Alaska Marketplace winners and their ideas is a great way to get the word out about the businesses. Alaska Marketplace sends out press releases to the winner’s regional newspapers, many of  whom are showcased in their village corporation newsletters. We are constantly looking for ideas and ways for the winners to promote their businesses,  and encourage them to use the Alaska Marketplace competition in their own outreach and advertising. Some  of the winners have used the Alaska Marketplace  when applying for grants or posted information and photos about the competition on their websites.  

· Mentoring

All winners have opportunities to work with mentors for the first year of their business start-ups. The best part of Alaska Marketplace is that anyone, regardless of their background, has the opportunity to turn their ideas into a business.  Anyone with determination and a dream can be an entrepreneur.  You don’t need an MBA to do it.  But the reality is that there is a lot of planning and work involved in building a strong foundation for  a business. Having mentors to guide the winners through the challenges and rigors of starting businesses may be the critical element between success and failure.

· Monitoring

Alaska Marketplace plans to track  all winning projects as they grow and evolve. We will keep in touch with the winners through informal Q & A sessions regarding the success of their businesses, and will call each winner with a specific set of questions for the six month, one year and three year business marks. Since Alaska Marketplace isn’t a formal grant program, these will be conversational phone calls that seek to understand  the winner’s successes and set backs.  Their experiences will provide knowledge that can be used  in future competitions.

Project Need

Alaska’s rural areas, particularly remote Native communities, are economically challenged by the lack of services and costs of transportation.  The Alaska Marketplace is part of economic leg of the “education, health and economic prosperity stool” on which AFN’s members sit.  Further, it fits into the AFN Alaska Native Center for Excellence’s ability to respond to rural needs, learn from shared experiences, and create conditions that allow the Alaska Native people to develop a two-pronged economic strategy that includes both public sector reform and private sector development.

AFN’s overall goals serve as critical guidelines for this work:

· Poverty-reduction 

· Innovation 

· Ownership 

· Ability to replicate and leverage 

· Learning and knowledge-sharing 

· Economic development

Contribution to the Quality of Life for Alaskans

The Alaska Marketplace competition has triggered a broad range of responses on how Alaskans can pull together to address not only economic woes but also health and social challenges.  Early childhood and education experts are even considering using the “competition concept” as a technique for improving the quality of life for our youngest Alaskans. This program is not intended to be self sustaining.  It is a competition to generate ideas, encourage creative solutions in a difficult economic climate and stimulate the participants into taking action to expand economic opportunities in rural Alaska.  

While following this concept, BP has suggested to project managers that they consider a future endowment.  The idea is being discussed and explored, and will be deliberated on with our project partners. 

AFN anticipates a day when the rural economy will advance to point that it will no longer need an Alaska Marketplace competition.
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