SAVE! OWN! INVEST!

Increasing Prosperity and Opportunity for all Alaskans

By Don Shircel and Leslie Parish

THE POTENTIAL FOR INCREASING PROSPERITY AND OPPORTUNITY

All Alaskans should have the chance to save, own, and invest for a better future. Families with savings and wealth not only have brighter economic prospects, they’re better and more productive citizens. Recent research finds that when families (including very poor families) own assets, they are more likely to stay married, work harder, enjoy better physical and mental health, make educational plans for their children, feel more confident about and in control of their futures, take better care of their property, and be more involved in community and political affairs.
 Alaska will be better off with more savers, investors and owners. We certainly can learn from history: Nearly one-quarter of U.S. adults today have a legacy of land ownership directly traceable to the Homestead Act; and the GI Bill — once dubbed “the magic carpet to the middle class” — has returned to the nation seven dollars for every one invested through new home and business owners, first-generation college graduates, and a more highly skilled workforce. Public policy aimed at building personal assets has the potential to enrich all of society in myriad ways.

SAVINGS AND OWNERSHIP POLICIES HELP ALL ALASKANS 
When families do not have enough savings or control of assets, they may be one medical emergency, layoff, divorce, or other disruption away from slipping into poverty. They face great challenges when they want to purchase a home, send their kids to college, start a business, reduce or manage their debts, and make investments. There is a great need to spur widespread ownership and financial knowledge in Alaska. Nearly 120,000 Alaskans (18 percent of Alaska’s total population) would last for only three months at the poverty level if their incomes were disrupted and they had to rely only on their savings and wealth. One of the biggest contributing factors to this insecurity is that 15 percent of Alaskans have zero net worth.
  Policies related to saving, owning, and investing are about giving families access to financial tools and incentives that increase their net worth, make their futures more secure, and encourage their active participation in an "ownership society." 

In addition to giving families the necessary tools and incentives, they must also have the financial knowledge necessary to make smart decisions about saving, owning, and investing. Current research finds that financial education is associated with increased saving performance.
 To date, no curriculum guidelines have been established for teaching personal finance in Alaska and only two school districts in the state require students to complete coursework in either economics or personal finance in order to qualify for high school graduation. Financial education, which accommodates a range of skill levels, should be widely available to both adults and children to ensure that everyone has the basic knowledge to take advantage of saving, investment and ownership opportunities.
Many states have developed policies which support the implementation of innovative programs aimed at increasing the public’s financial literacy and personal net worth.
  Alaska has developed some of its own asset building policies and programs (see attachment).  Unfortunately, the state currently lacks a concerted strategy and policy which could better coordinate and maximize the potential impact of these efforts and further expand the range of asset building opportunities for all Alaskans. 
UNIQUE POTENTIAL FOR ALL ALASKANS TO SAVE, OWN AND INVEST

The potential for developing a comprehensive asset building policy for Alaska is enhanced by certain characteristics of the state itself, the traditions of its people and the unique institutions it has already created.
· With Alaska’s relatively small population (third smallest population of all the states) the development of universal asset building policies and programs is an achievable goal.
· Alaska’s abundant natural resources are assets which provide a significant fiscal base and offer the state and its citizens great potential for diverse and inclusive economic growth. Alaska’s Community Development Quota (CDQ) Program was initiated in 1992 with the goal of promoting fisheries related economic development in sixty-five western Alaska rural communities. Based upon its evaluation of the Community Development Plans submitted by the six CDQ groups, the State of Alaska and the National Marine Fisheries Service periodically allocate percentages of each species to CDQ groups.

· Alaska has a tradition of innovation when it comes to investing in the future of all its citizens and creating progressive, institutionalized structures for local economic development. Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend program created from the investment of revenues generated from oil production has provided additional annual income (and opportunity for asset development) for all Alaska citizens for more than 20 years.
· The state’s Regional and Village Native Corporations organized under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act have had a similar history of generating dividends for their shareholders through the capitalization of business ventures and through investments.
· The state has a strong tradition of local control and a culture which values self-sufficiency.

These Alaskan institutions, traditions and cultural values support a general ethic of saving and investing in the future, ownership and personal responsibility. With supportive public policies, they could also serve as springboards from which to create other asset building innovations and leverage additional resources to expand the range of personal asset building programs and services in the state.
Alaska is poised on the brink of a major economic boom in anticipation of the largest construction project since the building of the Trans Alaska Pipeline. This is an opportune time for state policy makers to develop a coordinated strategy that will assure that any infusion of capital into Alaska’s economy will result in greater levels of saving and investment and continue to increase the assets of all Alaskans far into the future.

ASSET BUILDING PROGRAMS IN ALASKA
· The Alaska Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC) has been operating a number of innovative home ownership/subsidy programs which, over the past two years have already assisted 23 low income Alaskan families to purchase their own homes. The state of Alaska, Division of Public Assistance partners with AHFC’s Family Self-Sufficiency program in Anchorage, Juneau, Homer and Kenai/Soldotna and plans to expand their collaborative home ownership program for families 
               receiving Temporary Assistance in six additional areas of the state.          

               http://www.ahfc.state.ak.us/rental/hcv_homeownership.cfm
                http://www.saveowninvest/training/C alen/buildingassets/pdf/presentation_ahfc.pdf 
· With matching dollars from the Alaska Mental Health Trust, Cook Inlet Tribal Council has initiated an Individual Development Account (IDA) program under the federal American Dream Demonstration project which assists low income Alaska Native families save to help finance their education, start a business or purchase a first home. http://www.citci.com//index.aspx?pageID=56
· United Way of Anchorage, in partnership with the Alaska Mental Health Trust, has initiated three pilot projects designed to increase the financial self-sufficiency of Trust beneficiaries and other low-income Alaskans through asset acquisition. United Way administers four small IDA programs, an Earned Income Tax Credit outreach campaign and a micro enterprise loan fund.  http://www.assetbuildingak.org
· The Alaska Federation of Natives recently initiated the Alaska Market Place project funded by the Denali Commission, BP Telecommunications Development Fund, Alaska Growth Capital and Conoco Phillips to help incubate, fund and support marketable innovations and potential small business ventures in rural Alaska. http://www.nativefederation.org/marketplace.php
· There are six Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) funded by the U.S. Treasury to provide alternative low interest, home loan services for Alaskans. The Tanana Chiefs Conference and a number of other regional Native non-profit corporations are in the process of developing CDFI’s to provide similar services and to help start small businesses in rural communities.http://mbdcweb.tananachiefs.org/future.html http://www.cdfifund.gov/awardees/db/advancedSearchResults.asp  (enter state [AK] and click search)
· Since 1996 the Alaska Business Development Center (ABDC) has been providing no-cost tax preparation services to assist seasonal and low-income workers in 113 rural villages increase their income through the Earned Income Tax Credit program (EITC). ABDC also provides free tax education, financial literacy training, small business management workshops and other assistance. http://www.abdc.org/vtlp/  AARP TaxAide and other private, non-profit and faith-based organizations offer similar services in Alaska’s urban areas as partners in the IRS Volunteer Income Tax Assistance program. [In 2004 the EITC put roughly $56 million into the pockets of Alaska's low-income working families.]  http://www.assetbuildingak.org/index.cfm?section=Programs&page=Earned%20Income%20Tax%20Credit
· A growing number of private and public sector employers throughout Alaska offer retirement-focused, asset-building programs for working Alaskans through 401(k) plans and the opportunity to finance their children’s future education through 529 education savings accounts. http://www.401k.org/401k.html      http://www.savingforcollege.com/
· More Alaskans than ever before are saving for their children’s education by selecting the option to invest a portion of their Permanent Fund Dividend in the 529 College Savings Plan administered 
               through the University of Alaska.   
             http://www.uacollegesavings.com/uaDefaultPage/0,4125,pgid%253D9409,00.html
Find out more about Alaska’s Asset Building Coalition, “Save! Own! Invest!” at http://www.saveowninvest.org
�  Don Shircel is the acting Client Development Director for the Tanana Chiefs Conference and Leslie Parish is a Senior Policy     Analyst for the New America Foundation. The authors would like to thank the members of the Alaska Asset Building Coalition for their contributions and assistance in preparing this issue paper.
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