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What’s working well: Grants to municipalities and communities 
While the state’s CARES act grant program for small businesses is having problems, the pro-

gram to get funds to municipalities and communities is going smoothly, with $333 million of 
$568.6 million available distributed to 139 communities as of July 20. The Dept. of Commerce, 
Community and Economic Development is also handling this program.                                                                                                               
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Snarl won’t unravel soon for state business grants

– Continued on next page 

The snarl in getting federal money to help small businesses out through state agencies 
won’t unravel anytime soon, it appears. The Dept. of Community, Commerce and Econom-
ic Development is working with the Alaska Industrial Development and Export Authority 
and Credit Union One to administer a $290 million federal CARES act grant program. But 
since applications started being taken seven weeks ago only 273, or 12 percent, of 2,226 
applications have been approved as of July 12, and only $11.42 million has actually been 
funded, or 3.9 percent of the federal funds available, she said. ($13.2 million is distributed 
as of July 20).

State Rep. Ivy Spohnholz, D-Anch., who chairs the House Labor and Commerce Com-
mittee, said she doesn’t have confidence problems in the system can be solved fast enough 
to get money to businesses fast running out of funds and in danger of closing permanently. 
Spohnholz held a committee oversight hearing July 14.

State grants seen as a way for tourism firms to get through the winter
Businesses in tourism have particularly hoped the state grants, which can be used more 

flexibly than federal Payroll Protection Act loans, could help pay fixed costs like rent and 
utilities through the winter and until a hoped-for revived 2021 visitor season. However, 
problems in the processing and approval of grant applications are unlikely to be straight-
ened out soon, DCCED and AIDEA officials told Spohnholz and other legislators July 14. 
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Key problem is paperwork and expense documentation
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– Continued from previous page
The key problem is the paperwork needed to back up the grant request and the documentation 

of expenses related to the COVID-19 shutdown. There’s often missing information when the 
applications come in and Credit Union 1 people have to call to get what’s needed, Credit Union 1 
CEO Jim Wileman told the committee. There’s a lot of back-and-forth phone tag that eats up time. 

Difficulties all through the system
The difficulties are all through the system, Wildman told the legislators. Two big ones are, first, 

applications are not complete when they are submitted; second, expenses are not properly docu-
mented and shown that they are caused by the COVID-19 shutdowns. “There are typically five 
or six ‘touches’ on an application,” by Credit Union One staff or the applicant before things are 
finalized, Wileman said. All that adds delay.

One more problem is that Credit Union One is making payment with paper checks both to a 
firm’s suppliers owed money or for reimbursement to the applicant. Time in the mail and waiting 
for funds in banks to be credited to accounts is causing more delays. Wileman said the decision to 
use paper checks was made to create a paper trail in the event of federal audits, which may occur 
at some point. 

Improvements are being worked on
It’s not clear how the paper check problem can be resolved but DCCED and AIDEA are work-

ing to make other improvements, for example with an internet portal like those used by other state 
agencies, for example, Permanent Fund Dividend applications and unemployment benefits claims. 
DCCED and AIDEA do not yet have this set up, however. Until it is, the current process of down-
loading forms and uploading documents must continue.

It’s worth noting that decisions on criteria for the applications, and the documentation needed, 
were made by DCCED and AIDEA (not Credit Union 1), but in defense of those decisions it’s 
important that some kind of COVID 19-related justification for the grant is used and with backup. 
At some point there will be federal audits on states’ use of CARES act money and state officials 
are keeping that in mind.

The other big problem, which is a mistake by the state administration (likely starting in the gov-
ernor’s office) is that of disallowing any applicant for the state program who received any federal 
aid from SBA’s PPP loan or disaster grant programs.
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Disallowing applicants receiving PPP loans, SBA grants
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This was intended to prevent “double-dipping,” attempts to tap state and federal money for the 
same expenses. It turns out, however, that several hundred applicants wound up with very small 
PPP loans or disaster grants and were bumped from much larger state grants. No other state has 
created an exclusion like this.

Solving this creates other problems 
DCCED, by new regulation, is now allowing applicants with SBA loans or grants of $5,000 or 

less to not be dumped out of the state program (this number is arbitrary, the department admits). It 
doesn’t really cover very many people, we’re told, but the department is also allowing people who 
received more than $5,000 in loans or grants to repay those to get back or below the $5,000 level. 

Jon Bittner of the University of Alaska Anchorage’s Small Business Development Center told 
the committee June 14 that repaying SBA for the emergency disaster grant is fairly simple (in-
volving a check sent to SBA) there’s no mechanism for “returning” a PPP loan. It appears the only 
way to do this is to simply pay off the loan through the originating bank. The risk in this is that the 
payoff (or repaid SBA grant) must happen before a person can reapply for the state CARES act 
grant and without knowing the grant will be made. In sum, this appears a case of a well-intentioned 
program that got off to a bad start and where the attempted corrections are causing other problems, 
uncertainties and delays.

Despite all that, DCCED and AIDEA are doing the best they can 
AIDEA is working to bring on an additional contract grant processor. Credit Union One, the 

lone processor now working, is bringing on more staff and has developed a new, streamlined 
form that should simplify and speed the applications. However, because the guidelines have now 
changed many are having to apply a second time. That just delays things further.

CARES act small business grants as of July 20
• $13.2 million dispersed
• 996 applications, large communities (500 or greater) requesting $42.7 million
• 280 applications, small communities (500 or less) requesting $11.7 million
Source: Alaska Industrial Development and Export Authority
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Are other states having these problems?

Legislators asked Julie Anderson, Commissioner of DCCED, if other states are having problems 
similar to Alaska’s in their own implementation of CARES act small business grants. Anderson 
said the department’s staff has been doing research and the results so far are not conclusive. “States 
seem to be all over the ballpark in dealing with this,” Anderson told the committee. “Most states 
have large counties and other forms of local government and have chosen to pass small business 
money through to them. But there are some states attempting to set up direct grant programs and at 
least one has reached out to get insights into Alaska’s program,” she said.

Can state monitor business conditions? 
    Another question Anderson was asked is, given the delay, whether the state can monitor the con-
dition of small businesses who are short of funds. The Commissioner said her department has no 
tools to assess real-time conditions of firms. The state does issue business licenses, for example, but 
this data does not reflect business closings at least in the near-term.

If the state had a sales tax it would have a tool to monitor business conditions using data that is 
relatively fresh. A drop in tax receipts, for example, would indicate declining sales and income. 
Some Alaska communities do have sales taxes, for example Juneau and smaller cities like Palmer 
and Wasilla in the Matanuska-Susitna Borough, but it’s uncertain whether these are set up to pro-
vide the data that could be used to monitor local business conditions.

$35 million now available for nonprofits through Anchorage Community Foundation
Thirty five million dollars is available for nonprofits to offset COVID 19-related impacts through 

a federal CARES act allocation for Alaska. The money is handled through the Dept. of Health 
and Social Services with applications and grants being coordinated by the Anchorage Community 
Foundation. The $35 million is a part of a $50 million set-aside for nonprofits in the CARES act 
allocation. The department is stil considering what to do with the remaining $15 million.

North Slope crude oil prices edge higher
North Slope crude oil prices moved up again July 21, reaching $44.55 per barrel, up 71 cents 

from the previous day. A reopening economy in Europe, where the Corona-19 virus appears under 
control, has pushed up prices for the benchmark Brent crude oil, which is similar to and tends to in-
fluence North Slope oil prices. West Texas Intermediate, another benchmark crude oil, also moved 
up. Prices will continue to be volatile, however, because oil stockpiles are also reported to be rising, 

If the Alaska North Slope crude price passes $50 per barrel it will be an important symbolic 
threshold. It may prompt companies that had laid down drill rigs earlier this year to resume work.
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