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Leaders explore rural economies
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 Native leaders are looking around the globe for ideas to create jobs and bring cash to rural Alaska, using knowledge as the foundation of a new economy.

 A forum in Anchorage today and Tuesday aims to start the process. The World Bank and Harvard University's Center for International Development will be there. So will Nobel Prize-winning economists, Native corporations and tribes, education experts and a smattering of influential senators and chief executives.

 Sponsored by the Alaska Federation of Natives and the federally funded Denali Commission, among other organizations, the Leadership Forum won't make the poor, remote villages of rural Alaska economically self-sustainable overnight, AFN president Julie Kitka said.

 "We're not saying we have the answers," she said. But bringing together experts in international economic development with experts in rural Alaska affairs could spawn ideas that prove crucial to the survival of Bush communities, she said.

 The forum borrows its title, "Building Knowledge-Based Economies," from a term that has circulated widely since the advent of the personal computer and the explosive popularity of the Internet. Previous economies grew out of natural resources or machinery; the new economy is rooted in information and knowledge.

 The goal of the Anchorage gathering is to develop a two-way flow of information, Kitka said.

 Rural Alaska could import job-producing ideas from other parts of the developing world. That's where the World Bank comes in. The agency has invested billions of dollars in more than 100 countries, funding projects such as helping poor women in India start a clothes-making business.

 Though the bank can't invest in the United States, Kitka said, it might have ideas that would work in Allakaket or Anaktuvuk Pass.

 Similarly, the Asian Development Bank and Inter-American Development Bank will send representatives to describe their projects working with the indigenous people of Peru, the Philippines and other developing countries.

 Other forum participants will describe the changing global economy and Alaska's potential role in it. Among them are representatives of key Alaska industries, including GCI, BP Alaska, Alyeska Pipeline Service Co. and Holland America.

 But because communication goes both ways, rural Alaskans also might capitalize on knowledge they have developed over the years, Kitka said. "We have some remarkable successes that can be exported," she said.

 Health care techniques, including telemedicine, might become a salable commodity, for example. Arctic construction or rural sanitation might become businesses.

 While "knowledge-based economy" is a slippery term to define, the economy in rural Alaska is not one, according to a recent University of Alaska Anchorage report called "Status of Alaska Natives 2004." Compared with urban Alaska, the Bush offers fewer full-time jobs, lower per capita income and far greater reliance on state and federal assistance.

 The goal of this week's forum is to help rural Alaskans become more self-sufficient in the face of declining state and federal aid, Kitka said. "It's not about more federal dollars and increasing dependency," she said. "It's how we unleash the power of our people" to create wealth.

 The forum won't be short on thinkers. Former Gov. Wally Hickel will tout the need for access to the millions of acres of state- and Native-owned land. Vernon Smith, the Nobel laureate in economics who spent part of the past year at UAA, will discuss Alaska's potential.

 Dennis Whittle, a former World Bank staff member who now heads a nonprofit called GlobalGiving, will talk about the success his group has had with a program called Development Marketplace. The Denali Commission has agreed to start a similar program in Alaska, through the Alaska Department of Community and Economic Development, that would fund ideas to battle poverty.

 But even as the forum, the first of its kind in Alaska, seeks to recast the rural economy in the information age, Native leaders have made it clear they want to preserve the state's indigenous cultures. Several of the sessions will focus on successful efforts in other developing parts of the world.

 "It's important that Native people look beyond Alaska" for ideas about creating sustainable communities, AFN co-chairman Trefon Angasan said. "This is a step we see as protecting our way of life."

 The event begins at 8 a.m. today at the Hotel Captain Cook with a welcome dance and continues all day. It continues at 8 a.m. Tuesday.

 Daily News reporter Joel Gay can be reached at jgay@adn.com or at 257-4310.

 MORE INFORMATION about the Leadership Forum is at
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