July 20, 2006

The Honorable Mayor Dennis Gray, Jr.

City of Hoonah

P.O. box 360

Hoonah, Alaska  99829

Re:  The Glacier Bay-Chatham Borough Feasibility Study

Dear Mayor Gray;

Copies of the Glacier Bay-Chatham Borough feasibility study have been circulated throughout the community of Gustavus in hopes that the city council may better understand and represent the feelings of the public in this issue.  I am prepared to give you an early assessment of those feelings.

As you well know, the City of Gustavus is still in its infancy as we have been a 2nd Class city for just over two years.  The council has been continually working to prepare the necessary ordinances for proper city operations, seeking support and funding for our limited and failing infrastructure, and struggling with our lack of marine access for incoming freight and ferry service.  With this in mind, you can understand that we are reluctant at the start to become involved in a whole new structure of government, an idea so imposing that it may be too much to comprehend.

After reading your feasibility study, several issues come to mind that are of great concern to the citizens of Gustavus.  I will attempt to address those concerns.


1.
Representation for all cities involved in this proposed borough;


2.
Transparency of all governmental issues and financial situations;


3.
Concern with language in the document that suggests that ethnic 


differences will play a significant roll in a borough government;


4.
Advantages for the citizens of each community;


5.
The impact on quality education caused by formation of a new, 


borough school district.

I will attempt to discuss these issues one at a time to assure a proper airing of the concern.


1.
The cities names in the feasibility study to be incorporated into this proposed borough are scattered over a very large area of Southeast Alaska with little historical contact.  Our populations vary from the very small Elfin Cove to the very large Hoonah.  In order to assure the proper representation of all these varied groups you must have in place a method and means for small communities to be heard and equally represented in the process.  Thinking back on the formation of this great nation of ours, our founding fathers could see that there were many differences among the several colonies which were to make up this United States.  Some were big, others very small in size and population, but they had two things in common, they distrusted a central government, knowing that too much power in the hands of a few was just what they wanted to escape.  They wanted to combine their economic forces, standardize measures and form a union that would make them more powerful.  But, they distrusted one another and needed protection from the larger states.  That new government finally chose a form with two houses to make laws, the senate representing the state and house representing the people.  In order for this borough idea to work it would be essential to formulate a way to assure that all communities have an equal say in the operation of this new body.  A more drastic form was taken by the United Nations Security Council - veto power for all members.  I believe your options for representation among the several communities puts a RED FLAG before the eyes of most citizens of the many communities involved.  It is true that AS 29.20.050-.320 spells out that each municipality will have representation based upon population and it is this very fact that the Local Boundary Commission has determined Model Boroughs must be culturally and economically similar and include municipalities of similar size and location.  None of these requirements seem to fit for this "Super Borough."  In your election options A through E, we find that Hoonah is never on the negative side of the "% variation from the mean."  

2.
Transparency of the governmental issues and the finances of each city would be essential to begin the process of trust.  The first question that comes to mind when a proposal such as this is circulated, "Is there a hidden agenda here?"  An honest dialog and an opening of all issues concerning finances would have to take center stage along with a thorough audit of the financial standings of each community.  Communities or cities must never be asked to encumber the debts of another regardless of how those debits were accumulated.  It is only human to be suspicious of others with whom we have had little contact.  The proposed Glacier Bay-Chatham Borough combines cities and groups that have had little contact and little transportation possibilities to change that.  Gustavus still has no ferry service and that may not change significantly until our new dock is constructed in Icy Passage.  You mentioned on page five of the feasibility study that, "Representatives from all involved communities had an opportunity to discuss this idea together for the first time in late March, 2006, 

in Juneau."  Technically, that is correct; however, only three communities were 

invited to the meeting, Kake, Angoon and Hoonah, and possibly Pelican, participating by teleconference.  Gustavus heard of the meeting from other sources, and we observed the meeting from the back of the room, not with a voice at the table.  This is not a way to build trust at the onset of such an important governmental change.

3.
We are concerned with the statement, "Joining several traditional Tlingit areas and people together under the umbrella of one regional government would create a strong Alaska Native voice in this part of Southeast Alaska."  While we acknowledge that all of the communities in the proposed borough reside within the traditional homelands of the three Tlingit Kwaans of this region, we all need to remember that a borough government would be a subdivision of the State of Alaska, and must by law be organized to represent all of the communities and residents equally, regardless of ethnicity.  The Alaska Native voice is already appropriately represented throughout the region by the respective federally recognized tribal governments of Hoonah, Angoon and Kake, and by the regional tribal government of the Central Council of Tlingit and Haida Indians of Alaska, as well as the respective village and regional ANCSA Corporations, and auxiliary organizations such as the Alaska Native Brotherhood and Alaska Native Sisterhood.  This does not mean that a borough government should not recognize the important historical and geographic facts of these homelands.  In fact, recognition of the traditional boundaries of the Kwaan territories could be a powerful tool in attempting to reclaim important economic enterprises which have been "cherry-picked" by other boroughs, such as the cannery operation in Excursion Inlet, in Hoonah territory, and the Greens Creek mine on Admiralty Island, within Angoon territory.  But, a borough government must represent the unified voice of all of the people within its boundaries, and not a specific group.

4.
There must also be advantages for the citizens of each community in order for this new governmental structure to be acceptable.  The all-volunteer Gustavus City Council, along with all other volunteers within the several city committees, have struggled long and hard to assure the financial stability of our 2nd class city.  With all that must be considered, it will be difficult to persuade the citizens of Gustavus that the formation of another echelon of Government is in their best interest.  Being the first community to incorporate in Alaska in eighteen years, we have first-hand knowledge that once-a-month meetings will not begin to address the amount of time required to form this borough.  This first council met at least twice a week for the first five months after we incorporated.  There may be some pluses for Gustavus and the other small communities, but they are not apparent on first reading of this proposal.

5.
There must be advance planning and citizen assurance that the quality of our children's education will improve as part of a larger school district, one that will be more far flung and with greater transportation challenges than the existing district.  One of the first efforts by borough promoters should be discussing how our schools will thrive, not as a coincident or second effort, after borough formation.  If the schools will suffer, then many citizens will vote no, regardless of any other benefits of borough formation.  For example, in fall 2006, Gustavus School is piloting an internet-based "virtual high school" that 

will offer hundreds of high quality courses.  Will the progress in widening our course offerings be at risk with lack of support from a new borough school district?  Learning how our schools will benefit from a borough will go a long way to easing concerns of parents.

In conclusion, it appears there needs to be a building of trust, a whole lot of transparency of local governmental intentions and basic assurances for the fair and equitable representation of all communities and their citizens with assurances that the education of our youth will be enhanced by these changes before any serious dialog about borough formation can continue.

Sincerely,

Sandi Marchbanks, Mayor

and

The Gustavus City Council

