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Background:

Alaska Energy Authority (AEA) in partnership with the Alaska Center for Energy and Power (ACEP) hold a rural energy conference every 18 months.  This conference is aimed at rural energy managers, energy service and equipment providers, technology developers, as well as state and federal leaders.  Content includes discussion on new technologies, recent success stories, and what government can do to help rural utilities function at the highest possible level.  

AEA and ACEP recognize that access to safe, reliable, efficient and affordable power is essential to the development of any modern economy.  The State and Federal governments have dedicated millions of dollars to build community power plants, fuel storage facilities and other infrastructure in rural Alaska.  Those projects have greatly improved the quality of life for rural Alaskans, and sustainability of that infrastructure ultimately benefits all Alaskans.
Activities:

Conference site is typically set at least one year in advance.  Sponsorships are sought immediately upon selection to help with content, production, and attendee participation.  Since 2002, AEA has administered travel grants to rural participants to help boost participation.  In 2011, AEA prepared a request to the Denali Commission and was awarded $40,000.  The funding was for $10,000 of general conference sponsorship and $30,000 for rural attendees.    

Grant amounts are based on “hub” cities and amounts are set in such a manner that if transportation is carefully planned almost all the costs of attending the conference will be covered.  In 2011, the conference was located in Juneau, Alaska.

	HUB CITY
	GRANT AMOUNT

	Barrow
	$900

	Dutch Harbor, Cold Bay, Pribilof Islands,

Sand Point
	$1,500

	Kodiak, Dillingham, Nome, Kotzebue, Bethel, King Salmon
	$1000

	Anchorage, Fairbanks, McGrath
	$800

	Sitka, Ketchikan
	$500


Exceptions can be made on a case by case basis.  For example, Port Heiden’s hub city is considered King Salmon, but the cost of transportation to King Salmon was extremely high.  Attendees can request reimbursement “up to” the amounts listed below for transportation and expenses.  Receipts are required and reimbursement is not made until after the travel is complete.

Grants are awarded on a first come, first serve basis to encourage early planning and travel discounts.  A community can sign up as many people as they would like, however, as a waitlist grows, only two community members are guaranteed travel grants.

Project Cost:

Administration of this grant is paid through Rural Energy Conference funds.  Total expenditures are $39,467.66.  

Without the Denali Commissions generous support, this would not have been such a successful conference.

Project Outcomes:

The 2011 Rural Energy Conference had fewer attendees than previous years, this is somewhat attributed to the conference being held in Juneau, Alaska.  A total of 425 people attended the conference over the three day duration.  50 people signed up to receive a travel grant representing over 30 communities.  

Every person that applied for funding was awarded a grant.

Problems Encountered:

In past years, a number of people sign up to receive the travel grant but do not attend the conference.  Therefore we have a large waitlist which makes some communities unable to attend (without guaranteed funding).  AEA was able to address this issue effectively by reviewing the registration list several times and calling folks signed up for the travel grants to confirm their attendance at the conference.     

In 2011, AEA was able to distribute the funding to its fullest potential.  However, AEA continues to see that eligible participants were at the conference and did not submit the paperwork.  

Conclusions:

There would be no point in having an energy conference without our rural customers.  We all learn from each other about trouble shooting, new technologies, what works and what does not.  As long as AEA is a partner in the Energy Conference, our focus will continue to be support for rural utility operations.

AEA and the Alaska Center for Energy and Power (ACEP) are already planning for the next Rural Energy Conference taking place April 2013 in Anchorage, Alaska.  We will continue to look for ways to boost rural attendance and look forward to a continuing relationship with Denali Commission.

