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Thanks for that introduction, George Vakalis. It’s great to be back and to see so many familiar faces. Let me give special regards to President April Jensen, who I understand is leaving the Chamber after nine years. April, you’ve done a great job. 

The Anchorage Chamber has always taken a leading role in important public policy issues affecting Alaskans across our state. In my eight years as governor, I’ve appreciated the work we’ve done together. You’ve permitted me to the forum to discuss major issues - statewide transportation needs, putting more fish in our rivers, education reform, subsistence and resource development.

Today, in what will probably be my last opportunity to address you as governor, I want to thank you for allowing me to serve you and work with you in building a better Alaska. Creating more jobs. Protecting more children. Providing better schools. Bringing Alaskans together.

My wife, Susan, has shared in both the hard work and the rewarding aspects of the past eight years. She has been a wonderful First Lady for Alaska and a strong advocate for Alaska’s kids. Please join me in thanking her.

And, of course, Lieutenant Governor Ulmer has been an invaluable member of the team, a trusted advisor, a hard worker with a deep understanding of Alaska. She is campaigning for governor and I know you’ll be hearing a lot more from her in the weeks - and years - to come.

In speaking about building a better Alaska, let’s start with the basics – transportation. You’ll remember I brought DOT Commissioner Joe Perkins with me to the Chamber early on to lay out our goal of a safe and efficient road, air and marine transportation system for 21st century Alaska.

In 1994, our National Highway system, much of it built a half-century ago, was inadequate, unsafe, and parts even unpaved. Our international airport, originally built in the 1950s, couldn’t be Anchorage’s economic engine without a wholesale overhaul of its freight and passenger facilities. Our state ferry system had not had a new vessel in 20 years and desperately needed new technology for fast ferry links between communities.

I’m glad to report our mission is accomplished.  Our national highway system from Prudhoe Bay to Tok to Fairbanks to Anchorage, Seward and Ketchikan will provide Alaskans with 21st century safe, efficient access.

In driving the Seward Highway to Seward or Kenai, you can see and feel the difference.  From the new Bird Creek to Girdwood sections, to the new Canyon Creek bridge, the Six Mile River improvements, and improvements from the Y to Seward and the Y to Kenai.  

All this work has accomplished with more than just adding pavement to driving lanes.  We’ve got new waysides and recreation facilities - a fishing and viewing platform accommodating disabled persons at Bird Creek, a renovated picnic area at McHugh Creek, and a great new bike trail following the old highway between Bird Point and Girdwood.

This spectacular highway deserves its All-American Scenic Highway national designation. And there is more improvement in the design phase along the Kenai River, with a major reconstruction planned for the Sterling Highway in the Cooper Landing area.
 To the north, there have been major improvements to the Parks and Glenn Highways and the Palmer-Wasilla Road. The Glenn has undergone a major facelift, from Airport Heights to the Parks Highway. By next year, this entire stretch of highway will have been resurfaced.

A major safety project along the Glenn Highway was the installation of lighting across the Palmer Hay Flats - good news for commuters, better news for moose. And now, of course, the Glenn-Parks Interchange is under construction, with completion planned two years from now. 

Since 1995, the Knowles-Ulmer Administration will have spent $345 million on Mat-Su area transportation projects. Soon, we will have another $280 million in contract and design for the Glenn and Parks highways.

If you measure improvements in time, the drive time to the Mat-Su Borough has been reduced by 20 minutes. It takes 45 minutes less to drive to Seward from Anchorage. And now Prince William Sound is only an hour away through the Whittier Tunnel. 

In dollars, all these improvements total about $840 million for highways and $290 million for the Ted Stevens International Airport.  Measured by safety, these improvements are priceless. 

Working with the Municipality, many transportation improvements also have been accomplished in Anchorage. A whole new generation of roads are under contract, planning and design, including Potter to O’Malley, Raspberry from Minnesota to Tudor and the Glenn Highway from Merrill Field to Bragaw. Two of Anchorage’s two main north-south connectors - Arctic Boulevard and C Street - have been substantially improved.  An outdated portion of the Old Seward Highway from Dowling Road to O’Malley has been widened, with two new lanes, sidewalks, lighting and new signals. 


It’s much easier to get to Ted Stevens International Airport.  In addition to the new interchange at Minnesota, we upgraded International Airport Road all the way to the airport ramp. These airport improvements are part of our $350 million Gateway Alaska program. At a Chamber meeting in 1997, I announced Alaska's plan to bring its aviation services into the 21st century. 

To realize the Anchorage airport’s enormous economic potential, we initiated the 10-year project with new roads and railroad access, new passenger facilities, baggage handling, parking, better access and handling for freight, new taxi ways and runways. The federal government, through matching highway funds, is picking up the lion’s share of the cost, with airline users paying the rest.

An important part of transportation improvements are trail, landscaping, access, traveler facilities.  In eight years, we’ve opened up Alaska with more than 150 new trails and recreation projects.

The final improvement of the Seward Highway trail system is now under design, with an additional lane from the weigh station to Indian.  This will also included a separated trail as part of the coastal trail from downtown Anchorage to Girdwood. 

To complete Anchorage’s coastal trail from Kincaid to Potter Marsh, we have submitted the preferred alternative to the Federal Highway Administration. The FHWA will release the draft environmental impact statement to the public soon for review and comment. We plan to have it finalized by November 30th and get this long-delayed project back on track.

When I came into office, sport fishing in Cook Inlet was in crisis.  No kings in the Deshka and pitifully few anywhere else in the Mat-Su. Cohos hard to come by on the Kenai and in the Valley. Even sockeyes in the Russian River were spotty at times.

I knew that with fair allocation, better access, habitat protection and strong conservation, Cook Inlet could be the world’s finest sport fishery. That’s what I pledged to you and Alaskans in 1995 in this forum with the Cook Inlet sport fish initiative.

I’d never take credit for fish returning, but I can’t help notice that - as I’m leaving office eight years later – we have more fish in the river than anyone can remember. Sport fishing isn’t just a matter of recreation, it puts food on Alaska’s tables and will pump $600 million into Alaska’s economy. 

In 1995, I signed into law the Kenai River habitat tax credit, creating incentives for private property owners to protect and restore fish habitat along the Kenai. With the help of Senator Stevens and using Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council funds, we bought more than 5,000 acres to protect habitat and improve river access. The Kenai River Sportfish Association, through the Kenai Classic, has raised more than $1 million for habitat protection.

Up north, in the Susitna drainage, recreation access has been improved at many areas - Susitna Landing, Big Lake, Finger Lake, the Little Su River, Nancy Lake, Talkeetna and other popular destinations. 

The Board of Fish wisely adopted progressive, science-based management policies to put more fish in the river, recognizing increased needs for personal use, better spawning escapement and nutrient addition to the watershed ecosystem. 

This year, it’s poised to do the same for Alaska’s wild rainbow trout.  I’m proud Alaska is and will remain, with these far-sighted policies, as America’s greatest sport fishing destination.

Our progress as a region and state is truly a team effort. Alaska is a better place because of public employees and thousands of other Alaskans who contribute public services in volunteering in our schools and communities, or give of their time and energy on boards and commissions.

 I applaud the Anchorage Chamber’s proud tradition of public service, and your efforts over the years:

· Promoting business and jobs-creation in support of our natural resources.

· Bridging the urban-rural divide by supporting a statewide vote to protect subsistence. 

· You have supported women in business - and really all Alaskans - through your very successful Athena program.

· You opposed short-sighted and small-minded efforts to cap property taxes that would have crippled the ability of local government and local schools to do their jobs.

· And, of course, Chamber members have been champions in their advocacy of a long-term fiscal plan that is necessary to guarantee the brightest future for Alaska. 

Thanks to the dedication and public service of so many Alaskans, together we have built a better Alaska. The numbers tell our story since 1995:

· 30,000 new jobs and 14 consecutive years of economic growth;

· Crime down 23 percent statewide;

· 6,000 Alaska families off welfare and a 40 percent reduced caseload, saving $228 million on welfare payments over the past five years. The best social program is a job;

· More than 25,000 children and 5,000 pregnant women of working families signed up for basic health care under Denali KidCare;

· $74 million more into the classroom since 1995, along with higher standards and testing;

· We’ve approved $1 billion in school construction and repairs, and more than 225 school projects have been built or funded. Like the new South Anchorage High School; replacement of Dimond High and Denali Elementary; and major renovations at Chugiak, Service and East highs, Wendler Middle School, and Baxter and Creekside Park elementary schools.

· If the statewide bond issue is approved in November, 13 more new schools will be built or designed, and 39 schools will get badly needed major repairs. 

· In 1995, only half the homes in rural Alaska had clean, running water and sewer. Completing projects already underway will boost the number to 84 percent. That honey bucket is headed for the museum.

· More than 65 percent of Alaskans now own their own homes - up nearly 10 percent in the past decade. Alaska has America’s second-highest home ownership rate. 

All of this was accomplished while we cut the budget. Alaska is the only state to cut spending over the past five years. And last year, the National Conference of State Legislatures said Alaska’s state budget declined 15 percent in inflation-adjusted dollars over the past decade, the largest in America

As I reflect back over the past eight years, there are three areas of highest priority where we have made progress, but there is much more to be done: subsistence, a long-range balanced budget, and marketing Alaska’s enormous natural gas.

On subsistence, we have brought Alaskans together with a statewide summit where urban, rural, business, religious and civic leadership came to an unprecedented consensus. The bipartisan House supported an Alaska vote. If not for a handful of extremist senators, you and other voters would be approving a constitutional amendment protecting subsistence in this November’s election. We must resolve this issue because solving subsistence is the single most important step we can take to close the urban-rural divide.

We’re on the verge of emptying our budget reserve savings account with no plan to balance the cost of services Alaskans need with available revenues. We heard a warning shot a couple weeks ago when the national bond rating agency - Moody’s - adjusted Alaska’s financial outlook.

It was an interesting report, because Moody’s gave Alaska’s economy high marks: 14 straight years of economic growth, record low unemployment and the nation’s 4th fastest growth in personal income. Moody’s outlook means wariness on the part of investors. We need a fiscal plan now. There’s no time for platitudes like, “All we need to do is cut the budget and develop our resources.” That won’t get the budget balanced. 

Alaskans need to support legislators and a governor with the courage to make the right decisions. Bipartisan action on a balanced budget plan were stopped by the same extremist senators who opposes subsistence. We need a change.

We all know there is no project that will bring more jobs to America and Alaska - from steel manufacturing, transportation, finance, engineering and construction - than the Alaska Highway Natural Gas Pipeline. To achieve Alaskans’ long-held dream of getting our huge reserves of natural gas to market, I have urged and prodded industry, spearheaded a diplomatic initiative with Canada and have gotten bipartisan support in Congress for this vital national interest project. 

I asked 28 Alaska leaders to spend nearly a year analyzing every aspect of the issue. Thanks to those of you here today who served on the council. Clearly, getting our gas to market requires a national effort. We must continue to move aggressively on three fronts:

First, Alaskans must continue working with the producing owners of the gas and with North America’s leading pipeline companies.  We all know the project must be commercially viable.  

Alaska needs to be prepared to offer the incentives and fiscal stability necessary as industry commits to hiring Alaskans, using Alaska businesses, giving Alaskans access to gas and embracing the motto: Our way is the highway!

Second, we will continue to work with project proponents to streamline the regulatory and permitting processes and acquire the necessary rights-of-way. Third, it is time for Congress to pass federal legislation that advances the Alaska Highway natural gas pipeline project and meets the nation’s and Alaska’s interests. 

Last week, the House-Senate Conference Committee on the energy bill acted on some provisions, but has yet to consider incentives to help make the project economically viable. Through John Katz and our Washington, D.C., operation, we will keep up the full court press for a natural gas project this year. There is no other project on the horizon that can bring the same level of benefit for Alaska and America.  

The final point I want to make today is this – I offer my heartfelt thanks for allowing me to do this job the past eight years. 

There are so many memories. Moments of enjoyment and inspiration – like:

· Meeting two presidents and other dignitaries visiting Alaska.

· Witnessing Kodiak teacher Elaine Griffin named National Teacher of the Year in the White House Rose Garden.

· Surprising other outstanding Alaska educators by giving them $25,000 each as Milken teachers of the year. 

· Congratulating each year’s Iditarod winner.

· Awarding nearly a dozen World War II veterans their high school diplomas at a Chamber meeting last Veterans’ Day.


There are sad memories, too. The closeness of Alaska’s Family is burned into my memory by too many funerals for too many Alaskans who died too soon.

In eight State of the State speeches, I’ve had the pleasure of honoring Alaska heroes and sharing their stories:

· Trooper hero Larry Erickson of Fairbanks, who dove into the Chena River to rescue and revive a drowning baby and was recognized nationally; 

· Dr. Kathy Baldwin-Johnson of Wasilla, named national Family Physician of the Year for her commitment to Alaska’s children;

· Father Michael Oleksa, who riveted the state and won national acclaim for his strong defense of the life-giving importance of subsistence to rural Alaskans.

I have also enjoyed eating my way across Alaska. Although I always follow the advice of Miss Piggy: “Never eat more than you can lift.” 

I love it all. Fresh produce, eggs and vegetable products from the Valley to Delta.  Salmon strips from the Yukon River. Muktuk on the North Slope. The first Copper River king of the season. Fried chicken at Lucky Wishbone. More triple-shot lattes from Coffee del Mundo and Kaladi Brothers than is healthy. And a Norwegian pastry – lefsa – in Petersburg, best described as a butter-delivery system.

More than anything, I’ll remember the unique opportunity, honor and great privilege I was given by my fellow Alaskans to serve. I am indebted to countless Alaskans who look at public service as a duty, a challenge and a chance to make a difference. 

President Kennedy once said this about service to America: “The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it, and the glow from that fire can truly light the world.”  

Let’s keep our fire burning bright and keep making progress in our Alaska. From the First Lady and me - thank you.
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