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OpiniOn
LETTERS 

TO THE EDITOR
NATIONAL GUARD  
WILL BE NEEDED HERE

I read the ADN each and every day, 
hopeful for good news about my home, 
Alaska. Recently, since the inaugura-
tion of Gov. Mike Dunleavy, there has 
been scant good news. Proposed dra-
conian budget cuts to departments, 
essential state services, appointment 
of commissioners and directors far 
from qualified for the jobs granted. 

These are cuts and appointments 
that affect every citizen of Alaska. 
All to cover one campaign promise, 
bigger Permanent Fund dividends. 
And now, he recently told the people 
of Alaska he has “volunteered” our 
state’s National Guard to another pol-
itician to help him cover a campaign 
promise. 

Lynn Curry’s Feb. 19 article titled, 
“Use a thorough vetting process to 
avoid being duped by job candidates” 
certainly has a ring of truth to it these 
days. It appears we, the voters, failed 
to do our homework on this one. Alas-
ka’s National Guard will be needed 
here, on the border between Alaska 
and Canada, to “halt” the outmigra-
tion of Alaska’s best and brightest stu-
dents, seeking an education, our most 
capable and dedicated civil servants, 
seeking positions where they will not 
be terminated for their political ideals, 
and our skilled labor force, seeking a 
growing and stable economy. Sad!

— S. Kaye Fegert
Willow

WE NEED ANSWERS ON 
BUDGET ARCHITECT ARDUIN

The aptly titled column, “The Dun-
leavy disaster,” made references to 
Donna Arduin, “the chief architect” of 
Gov. Mike Dunleavy’s proposed bud-
get. Rumors about Arduin have been 
swirling around, and I would like to 
see this newspaper research and print 
a thorough, factual piece on this per-
son who may be playing a major role 
in Alaska’s future. 

What is her background? What is 
her relationship, if any, to Dunleavy 
or to his brother who financed a 
pro-Dunleavy PAC? Has Arduin not 
been successful or appreciated in pre-
vious jobs akin to the one she is now 
hired for in Alaska? At what point in 
the campaign, or after, was it deter-
mined that Arduin would be hired at 
all? 

Another letter-writer suggested 
recently that Arduin has some kind 
of connection to the private company 
that has been hired, with no bid, to 
run API. Is this true, and if so, what 
is the connection? I bristle when I 
hear Arduin say, “we this” and “we 
that,” as though she has been living 
in Alaska for years instead of a couple 
of months, and as though she plans to 
stay here and contend with possibly 
disastrous results of this monster of a 
proposed budget. I think I am asking 
fair questions and would appreciate 
timely answers for all of us to consider.

— Jeanne Ashcraft
Anchorage

DON’T BE FOOLED BY 
MEDICAID COMMENTARY

Bethany Marcum recently provid-
ed an opinion piece on “The hard truth 
about Medicaid expansion.” Unfortu-
nately, there was not much truth in it, 
but certainly a lot of hard attitude. She 
laments cost overruns, over-enroll-
ment and a “dependency crisis.”

Instead of the projected 23,273 
adults, an estimated 35,000 enrolled. 
This means nearly 12,000 more people 
received access to health care than 
was originally hoped for.

The cost of the program rose from 
an estimated $175 million to  
$368 million, with the federal govern-
ment paying 90 percent. Thus, we got 
an infusion of $331 million into the 
health care industry, the only sector 
of the economy that grew during the 
recession. Will the feds keep paying? 
The feds have paid their share of Med-
icaid since 1965.

Ms. Marcum complains about 
“able-bodied adults” being trapped in 
a downward spiral of dependency by 
Medicaid. Medicaid only benefits you 
if you are sick or need to see the doc-
tor. It doesn’t pay your rent, grocery 
bill or buy you a car. People don’t quit 
work so they can get on Medicaid. 

Don’t be fooled by anti-government 
ideology and demonization of the poor. 
Medicaid expansion is good for Alas-
kans and good for the economy.

— Dr. Harold Johnston, M.D.
Anchorage

COLE NAILED IT
In his recent op-ed, Terrence Cole 

was right on. An outsider in Alaska 
for a few weeks appointed director of 
management and budget is wrong. 
Alaskans can manage their own 
affairs — they have the knowledge — 
Outsiders don’t. Alaskans should go 
to the street and protest her appoint-
ment en masse.

— Dan Kupiszewski
Fairbanks
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Larry Persily
For those who bemoan — and criticize 

— the fact that the state has drawn on 
savings to the sorry tune of almost $16 bil-
lion over the past six years, I have a fact to 
share: Yes, the recent budget-deficit num-
bers are bigger, but the problem is nothing 
new. The state has drawn on its savings 
for most of the past three decades.

We just don’t pay our own way. We eat 
at the restaurant of public services, enjoy 
our pick from the menu, then walk out 
without paying, assuming our parents will 
cover the tab.

For a state that prides itself on sus-
tained yield of its fisheries resources and 
promotes our commitment to sustainable 
development, we haven’t been self-sus-
taining on a consistent budgetary basis 
since the late 1980s, when North Slope oil 
production peaked at 2 million barrels a 
day.

We have avoided the obvious, ignored 
the math, and pretended — or hoped — 
that the day of reckoning was only a bibli-
cal theory, not a mathematical certainty.

Though the budget numbers are big-
ger today, the deficit has been worse. The 
math was so bleak in fiscal 1999 that the 
state drew money out of the Constitutional 
Budget Reserve Fund to cover about  
40 percent of the general fund budget. 
Then oil prices recovered and far too 
many candidates told us the crisis was a 
mirage.

Today’s budget isn’t the result of out-
of-control spending on public schools, 
early childhood education, foster care, 
Medicaid, the state ferry system, Pioneer 
Homes for our seniors, village public safe-
ty officers or anything else threatened by 

the governor’s proposed budget cuts for 
the fiscal year starting July 1.

Today’s budget dilemma is because too 
many of us refused to believe the math. 
Over the years, too many candidates saw 
political gain from telling voters that ei-
ther oil or “right-sized government spend-
ing,” or both, would save us. And all the 
while promising to “defend the Permanent 
Fund dividend.”

In an interview with Alaska public radio 
earlier this month, Gov. Mike Dunleavy 
said: “I believe that the sooner we get out 
of this fiscal mess, the better it will be for 
the economy.” Yes, many Alaskans have 
been saying that for the past quarter-cen-
tury but, sadly, they were politically out-
numbered.

“We just seem to be putting off the inev-
itable,” the governor added. On that point, 
he is right.

Our inevitable choices are clear.
We can cut spending so deep that we 

eliminate the budget deficit but devastate 
the public- and private-sector economy by 
shedding thousands of jobs, driving people 
to leave the state, diminishing the health 
and well-being of tens of thousands of 
adults and children, weakening our public 
schools and universities and telling the 
world we would rather deny ourselves a 
future than pay for it.

We can irresponsibly write ourselves 
the biggest Permanent Fund dividend 
checks in history, or we can responsibly 
use some of our own money to buy a stron-
ger future for all.

An Alaskan can buy a lot of things with 
a $3,000 dividend, but individually, they 
cannot buy a middle school, a university 
classroom, a rural airport or care for the 

elderly. However, Alaskans, collectively, 
can use Permanent Fund earnings and 
taxes to do all those things. That’s how a 
community functions. It’s how cities and 
states and service groups and churches 
and entire nations work. Individuals band 
together for the good of many.

There is nothing immoral, unconstitu-
tional, reprehensible or destructive about 
taxes. They are a way to provide and pre-
serve livable communities.

Alaskans like to quote and misquote 
the state constitution about oil resources 
and the Permanent Fund. But you seldom 
hear anyone quote Article 1, Section 1.1, 
which says: “… all persons have corre-
sponding obligations to the people and to 
the state.”

“One of the ‘corresponding obligations’ 
is that of paying taxes should the Legisla-
ture impose them,” the Alaska Supreme 
Court said in a 1983 ruling.

Our finances are a mess from years of 
over-reliance on oil dollars and under-re-
liance on ourselves. Therefore, I suggest 
we undertake a year-long process to look 
at all existing and potential taxes, includ-
ing taxes on individuals and all industries 
(yes, all). It’s time to decide how everyone 
can share in the cost of an economically 
healthy state. It’s time to put everything 
on the table, including a realistic Perma-
nent Fund dividend and taxes. We’ve been 
eating at the buffet for years — it’s time 
everyone helped pay the bill.

Larry Persily is a longtime Alaska journalist, with breaks 
for federal, state and municipal jobs in oil and gas and 
taxes, including as deputy commissioner of the Alaska 
Department of Revenue 1999-2003.

COMMENTARY

Big dividend checks at the expense  
of Alaska’s future are irresponsible

Anchorage’s 4th Avenue 
Theatre is one of the most sig-
nificant historical and cultural 
sites in the state of Alaska, 
comparable to Constitution 
Hall on the University of Alas-
ka Fairbanks campus, Castle 
Hill in Sitka (where the trans-
fer of Alaska from Russia to 
the U.S. took place), the totems 
and clan house in Totem Bight 
State Park in Ketchikan, and 
the capitol building in Juneau, 
among others. People across 
the state instantly recognize 
images of the theater; it is syn-
onymous in the popular mind 
with Anchorage; it’s one of the 
main sites people remember 
when they think of Anchorage, 
particularly historic Anchor-
age.

The theater was built by pi-
oneer entrepreneur Austin E. 
“Cap” Lathrop as a represen-
tation of Alaska’s capabilities 
and a manifestation of the spir-
it of the people who live here, 
their determination to live in 
and build up Alaska, to make 
it as good or better than any-
where else in America, a show 
piece of what we are.

It’s also an architectural 
marvel. It’s an example of 
the late art deco streamline 
moderne style. The lobby 
and central marble staircase 
are elegant and beautiful, 
with marvelous carvings and 

sculptures. The giant murals 
with Alaska scenes on either 
side of the proscenium are 
spectacular; the ceiling sport-
ing the eight stars of gold of 
Benny Benson’s Alaska flag is 
inspiring.

It’s no revelation that the 
building has fallen on hard 
times. It stopped paying as a 
theater or repurposed venue 
years ago. Now owned by a pri-
vate firm, Peach Investments, 
the theater is in need of imme-
diate remediation; the roof, the 
heating system, other aspects 
of the building are in imminent 
danger of collapse. Peach 
Investments has a demolition 
permit from the city which they 
say is necessary to undertake 
critical remediation.

For several years, Peach 
Investments has suggested 
plans to reconfigure the build-
ing for use other than a theater, 
perhaps commercial space 
on the ground floor and resi-
dences above. They have said 
they might save the marquee, 
and perhaps move the murals 
to a suitable site for storage, 
perhaps viewing. But they have 

not formalized such plans, and 
they have not communicated 
clearly their intentions for the 
building. Many in the commu-
nity share a mutual fear that 
under Peach ownership, the 
building may be altered in such 
a way as to submerge its his-
toric character, or even destroy 
it. Peach Investments has 
stated that they do not intend 
to destroy the 4th Avenue The-
atre. Whatever may be Peach 
Investments’ plans, the city 
must not sit by idly while the 
building collapses; nor must 
the state.

State law, the Alaska His-
toric Preservation Act, A.S. 
41.35, could keep that from 
happening. Passed in 1971 by 
a forward-looking Legislature, 
the statute declares that it is 
the policy of the state to pre-
serve and protect the historic 
resources of Alaska from loss 
or destruction so their historic 
and cultural heritage can pass 
undiminished to future gener-
ations. The statute empowers 
the Alaska Historical Com-
mission to recommend to the 
governor and the Department 
of Natural Resources that a 
significant attraction, such 
as the 4th Avenue Theatre is, 
be designated a historic and 
cultural site. Such designation 
authorizes the state to work 
with the owners of the site to 

preserve its heritage, subject 
to the agreement of the own-
ers. Should the owners fail to 
preserve the site’s heritage 
or allow it to be seriously im-
paired, however, the statute 
empowers the state to estab-
lish the use of the site so as 
to preserve its historic signif-
icance. If the owner chooses 
not to follow the state’s restric-
tions, the state may acquire 
the site by eminent domain. 
Consistent with the statute, the 
Alaska Historical Commission 
has recommended to the state 
that the theater be designated 
a historic and cultural site.

The state should make the 
designation. Moreover, Peach 
Investments should work with 
the state to preserve the his-
toric heritage of the building. 
Should Peach Investments, 
or some future owner, choose 
not to do that, by accepting the 
Commission recommendation 
and findings of fact, the state 
will be empowered to prevent 
the tragedy of the destruction 
of this cultural icon that is so 
representative of the spirit of 
Alaska and its people, a testa-
ment to the man who built it 
and Alaska’s people who em-
brace their heritage.

Steve Haycox is a professor emeritus of 
history at the University of Alaska Anchor-
age.

We can prevent a historical disaster. 
Let’s protect the 4th Avenue Theatre.

Steve HaycOx
COMMENT
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