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S e n a t o r  B i l l  W r L E C H o w s K i

March 27, 2008

Representative Bob Lynn, Chair 
House State Affairs Committee 
Room 104, State Capitol 
Juneau, Alaska 99801

1 respectfully request a hearing on SB 201, the Alaska Open Government Act. This bill calls 
for the creation of a free, searchable website that provides Alaskans with easy access to 
detailed and comprehensive information on state spending. This will encourage better 
understanding of state operations and, ultimately, reduce waste and ensure that funding is 
directed to the state’s most important needs.

Across the country, taxpayers are clamoring for better information and greater accountability 
from government. The federal government recently posted its expenditures online at 
www.federalspending.ROv, following passage of the bipartisan Federal Funding 
Accountability and Transparency Act. In 2007, five states (Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, 
Minnesota and Hawaii) passed similar legislation calling for the creation of on-line databases 
with their state’s expenditures. Seventeen other stales are currently considering “taxpayer 
transparency acts,” including Washington. New Mexico. Kentucky, Michigan, Illinois. 
Georgia, and Colorado.

SB 201 will give Alaskans easy access to detailed information on state expenditt res and 
revenue, empowering them to become fiscal watchdogs. It will lead to greater government 
accountability and a public better able to assist in making difficult government decisions.

Thank you for your speedy consideration of this request.

Sincerely,

<■'
Senator Bill Wielechowski

mailto:Uill_Wielcchow4Ki@lcgis.state.ak.us
http://www.federalspending.ROv
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S p o n s o r  S ta te m e n t:  S B  201  

T h e  A la s k a  O p e n  G o v e r n m e n t  A c t

The intent of S.B. 201, the Alaska Open Government Act, is to create a free, searchable 
website that provides Alaskans with easy access to detailed and comprehensive information 
on state spending. This will encourage better understanding of state operations and, 
ultimately, reduce waste and ensure that funding is directed to the state’s most important 
needs.

Across the country, taxpayers are clamoring for better information and greater accountability 
from government. The federal government recently posted its expc iditurcs online at 
www.federalspending.gov. following passage of the bipartisan Federal Funding 
Accountability and Transparency Act. In 2007, five states (Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, 
Minnesota and Hawaii) passed similar legislation calling for the creation of on-line databases 
with their state’s expenditures. Thirteen other states are currently considering “taxpayer 
transparency acts,” including Washington, New Mexico, Kentucky, Michigan, Illinois, 
Georgia, and Colorado.

SB 201 will give Alaskans easy access to detailed information on state expenditures and 
revenue, empowering them to become fiscal watchdogs. It will lead to greater government 
accountability and a public better able to assist in making difficult government decisions.

Please join me in supporting this much needed legislation.

mailto:Sen.Bili.Wielechow.ski@legis.stale.jk.us
http://www.federalspending.gov
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The Division of Finance is currently building such a website at the direction of Governor Palin. The source of the 
financial information will be the State's new Alaska Data Enterprise Reporting System (ALDER), which is currently in 
field testing by State departments.

This project has been incorporated into the Division of Finance ongoing workload. Therefore, no additional funding 
needs are anticipated.
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B e n e f i t s  o f  t h e  A l a s k a  O p e n  

G o v e r n m e n t  A c t

T h o m a s  J e f f e r s o n ’ s  t h o u g h t s  o n  

g o v e r n m e n t  t r a n s p a r e n c y  ( fr o m  

1 8 0 2 ) :

"We might hope to see the 
finances of the Union as clear 
and intelligible as a merchant's 
books, so that every member of 
Congress and every man of any 
mind in the Union should be able 
to comprehend them, to 
investigate abuses, and 
consequently to control them."



RICANS
T A X  R E F O R M

G r o v e r  G . N u r q u i s t  
President

January 30,2008

Dear Comm ittee  Member,

I write to urge you to lend your support to SB 201, the Open Government A ct sponsored by Sen. Bill 
W ielechowski.

The Open Government Act would create a single, searchable Internet website providing comprehensive 
information on state government finance -  both revenues and expenditures greater than $10,000, 
including, but not limited to grants and contracts. This measure would provide an important step 
tow ards greater fiscal accountability.

Since the passage of the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006 which resulted in 
the creation of www.USASpendiim.gov, Americans for Tax Reform has been working  w ith  policymakers 
and activists around the  country to pass legislation and get executive orders signed tha t  emulate and 
ideally go beyond the federal legislation.

In 2007, five states (Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and to a more limited extent Minnesota and Hawaii) 
pass I legislation that mandates the creation of comprehensive websites for state expenditures. In most 
cases, these bills enjoyed broad bipartisan support Several other states including Texas. Missouri, South 
Carolina, and, just this month. Louisiana have already taken executive action or are looking to do so.

Several of the websites mandated by legislative or executive action have already gone live, and provide 
taxpayers w ith  an opportunity  to track their tax dollars at a mouse-click. Among these an- Texas, 
Oklahoma and Missouri, and all these sites have been vcrv-well received so far.

This sp en d in g  t ransp a ren cy  effort is cons is ten t  w i th  the  Founding Fathers* no tion  of accountable  
governm ent:  It was Thomas Jefferson, w ho once said ' W e  might hope to see the finances of the U n i o n  as clear a n d  

intelligible as a  m e r c h a n t s  book,  so that every m e m b e r  of Congress a n d  every m a n  of a n y  m i n d  in the U n i o n  should be able to 

c o m p r e h e n d  them, to invest igate abuses, a n d  consequently to control t h e m '

C rea ting  such  a w ebsite  w ould  provide  Alaska taxpayers  w i th  a tool to  access, search and easily 
find relevant sp en d in g  inform ation , a nd  ultim ate ly  foster  a b e t te r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  ways in 
w hich  governm ent operates. Ultimately, it would help reduce fraud, waste and abuse. Opacity in the 
way government spends tax dollars often leaves taxpayers frustrated, and can create the perception of 
possible abuse >'r the system

More public scrutiny will help eliminate impropriety in dealing with taxpayer dollars -  be it perceived ot 
real impropriety.

Because it goes back to one ol the rnnst fundamental principles - accountability -  this 
movement has broad bipartisan support. I bis is not a Right Left issue, it is a R ig h t-W ro n g  issue.
1 here may not be agreement on how the money should be spent, but there is agreement that taxpayers 

should be able to scrutinize government expenditures. In tod ay ’s digital  age, there  is no 
justification for keeping  taxpayers  in th e  d a rk  as to  how  the ir  tax  dollars  are being spent.

http://www.USASpendiim.gov


T he found ing  fathers  had the  vision, and  today, w e  have th e  tools a t o u r  d i s p o s a l m a k e  tha t  
vision a reality -  a t lit tle  cost to  taxpayers:

• The Missouri Accountability Portal, an expenditure website created via executive order by Cov. Matt Blunt, 
was created without the appropriation of a single additional tax dollar

• The Oklahoma website, which just went live on December 28,2007 and can be accessed at 

www.openbooks.okxtov, initially carried a price tag of $300,000. In the end t he implementing agency reported 
that the website cost only $8,000 plus expended staff time

• Even the federal grant and contract website which was unveiled in December and is accessible at 
www.USASpendm.eov was pur together at a price rag of less than $1 million and that covers grants and 

contracts of the entire federal government. The software that was used to create the federal site will soon be 
available as open source software

• Companies like Google and Microsoft have offered to partner with states in their endeavours to make 
government spending information more accessible, helping to further defray cost

O ne th in g  w e  suggest shou ld  be considered  as th is  bill moves fo rw ard , is to  d ro p  the $10,000 
th re sh o ld  for disclosure, and  to include of the  actual e x p e n d itu re  docu m en t  -  th e  g ran t, 
c o n trac t ,  o r  purchase  o rd er  for example. This w ould  help taxpayers  to  get an even clearer p ic ture  
of h o w  the ir  t a x  dollars are spent.

W ith  this bill, Alaska has the opportunity  to empower its taxpayers, and that is an opportunity that 
should not be missed.

Americans for Tax Reform urges your support for SB 201 and is looking forward to working with you 
to advancing accountability and transparency for the sake of Alaska ’ ixpayers.

Onward.

Grover Norquist

http://www.openbooks.okxtov
http://www.USASpendm.eov


By Pat Forgey | JUNEAU EMPIRE

Alaskans who want to make sure their state government is spending their money wisely can now 
rummage through the state's checkbook, and see what they can find.

The new Online Checkbook feature in the state's Web site lets the public look through listings of 
all the bills paid and grants awarded by the state government in the last six months.

"It’s a very, very good tool for Alaskans to see where their money is going," said Gov. Sarah 
Palin at a press conference Monday.

It's a new government program that both ends of the political spectrum agree is needed. National 
anti-tax advocate Grover Norquist of Americans for Tax Reform and liberal Ralph Nader both 
support the plans to improve transparency in state government. Norquist testified before a 
legislative committee supporting the effort, as did Steve Cleary of the Alaska Public Interest 
Research Group.

Visitors to the Online Checkbook site can look up all the checks and payments made by the t̂ate 
so far this fiscal year, with some notabie exceptions. Public employee salary information, while 
legally public, is not on the site. Nor are payments of less than $ 1,000.

Sen. Bill Wielechowski, D-Anchorage, praised the effort Monday.

"I think there are going to be times when elected officials would rather not have this online, but it 
holds us accountable," he said.

Among those interested in the Online Checkbook arc III ely to be businesses, which may want to 
see how much the state is paying their competitors, he said. Those businesses may even underbid 
their competitors the next time around, and save the state some money.

Wielechowski said other states that have made similar efforts have gotten millions of hits on 
their Web sites. He brought the idea for a bill requiring the Online Checkbook to the Palin 
administration and got a positive response.

"They came back to us and said, 'You don't need the bill. We'll just go ahead and do it 
ourselves,"' he said.

Wielechowski said he's still planning to go ahead with his bill, however, and said elected 
officials should make the call - and take the heat - about what should and should not go online.

Requiring the state to post the information online ensures that it will remain there, even when 
administrations change, he said.

A l a s k a  o p e n s  c h e c k b o o k  t o  p u b l i c



"If the Legislature has a say, it gives it permanence," he said. "Look at how many things Palin 
has reversed that (former Gov. Frank) Murkowski did."

Wielechowski said Department of Administration staff who put the information online exceeded 
expectations, but said the early version needs more work.

"It's a good start, but it's a little rough," he said. He said he'd like to see aggregated data and more 
specificity. In some cases, it is difficult to icil what a bill is for.

"We'll continue to refine the tool and respond to suggestions for improvement," said Annette 
Kreitzer, commissioner of the Department of Administration.

Information from the site can be downloaded in both spreadsheet and PDF formats, with 
additional lookup and analysis options under consideration, stale officials say.

• Contact reporter Pat Forgey at 586-4816 or patrick.forgev@iuneauempire.com.

mailto:patrick.forgev@iuneauempire.com


A  p e e k  a t  t h e  s t a t e ' s  p o c k e t b o o k  
b y  Bill M c A ll is te r  
M o n d a y ,  Feb . 11, 2 0 0 8

J U N E A U ,  A la s k a  — S u rf in g  the  In te rn e t  n o w  can  in c lu d e  a rev iew  of th e  w ay  the 
s ta te  o f  A la sk a  sp e n d s  y o u r  m oney .

T h e  P a lin  a d m in is t r a t io n  has e s ta b l ish e d  a s ta te  c h e c k b o o k  on lin e . W h ile  it m a y  
n o t  p o se  any  th re a t  to  Y o u T u b e ,  o n e  su p p o r te r  say s  s im ila r  s ites  in o th e r  s ta tes  
h a v e  g e n e ra te d  m i l l io n s  o f  hits.

In an y  case , A la s k a n s  c a n  look  inside  s ta te  f in an c es  w ith  ju s t  a few  k e y s tro k es .

"It c e r ta in ly  is p ro v id in g  a n ew  c o n n e c t io n  n o w  b e tw e e n  the s ta te ’s f in an c ia l  
in fo rm a t io n  and  th e  p eop le ,"  sa id  G o v . S a rah  Palin .

T h e  on lin e  c h e c k b o o k  w as  o ff ic ia lly  la u n c h e d  las t w e e k  as part o f  the  
a d m in is t r a t io n 's  s ta ted  m iss io n  to m a k e  s ta te  g o v e rn m e n t  m o re  t ra n sp a ren t .

T h e  site , w ith E x ce l sp re a d sh e e ts  and  P D F  files, can  b( sea rch ed  by  g o v e rn m e n t  
a g e n c y ,  b y  v e n d o r  an d  by  a c c o u n t ,  w ith  p u rp o se s  fo r  the  f inancia l t r a n sa c t io n s  
lis ted .

G re g g  E r ick so n , fo rm e r  p u b l i sh e r  o f  he  in d e p e n d e n t  n e w s le t te r  the  A la sk a  B udget 
R e p o r t ,  a p p la u d s  the  g o v e rn o r .

"It 's  d e f in i te ly  a g o o d  sign . I th in k  e v e ry  g o v e rn o r  lea rns  that if  they  d o n 't  a lread y  
k n o w  it that it's a lot e a s ie r  to g o v e rn  i f  you  ca n  c o n tro l  the f low  o f  in fo rm a tio n ,"  
E r ic k s o n  said. " I f  S a ra h  Palin  d id n ’t k n o w  tha t w h en  sh e  w as  e le c ted .  I 'm  su re  she 's  
f ig u re d  that o u t  by  n o w . B ut that d o esn 't  m ean  sh e  still d o esn 't  ca re  ab o u t  the  idea 
o f  t ry ing  to m ak e  p u b l ic  in fo rm a tio n  a c cess ib le ."

H o u s e  F in an ce  C o -C h a i r m a n  M ik e  C h e n a u l t  tried  ou t the w ebs ite  an d  sa y s  fo r  h im  
it m ig h t  ra ise  as m a n y  q u e s t io n s  ab o u t  s ta te  sp e n d in g  as  it an sw ers .  H e w o n d e rs  if  
it w ill rea lly  g iv e  A la sk a n s  c o n f id e n c e  in the sy s tem .

"Is it to o  m u ch  in fo rm a t io n ,  o r  no t e n o u g h  in fo rm a tio n ?  I do n 't  k n ow . W e ’ll h av e  
to  look  at it and  see ,"  sa id  C h e n a u l t ,  R -N ik isk i .

S e n .  Bill W ie le c h o w sk i ,  w h o  has  been  w o rk in g  w ith  the  a d m in is tra t io n  on  the  idea, 
has  a  bill to m a k e  it p e rm a n e n t .



"I th ink  it's im p o r ta n t  th a t  w e  e n sh r in e  th is  in law  so  th a t  fu tu re  g o v e rn o rs  h av e  to  
d o  that as well, a n d  A lso  I th in k  it's im p o r ta n t  tha t w e  g o  a h e a d  a n d  h a v e  a p u b lic  
d e b a te  ab ou t w h a t  k in d  o f  th in g s  sh o u ld  be in c lu d ed  in th e re ,  w h a t  k in d  o f  th ings 
p e rh a p s  sh o u ld n 't  b e  in c lu d e d  in there ,"  sa id  W ie le c h o w sk i ,  D -A n c h o ra g e .  "This 
bill  g ives  the  L e g is la tu re  an  o p p o r tu n i ty  to rea lly  h av e  a  sa y  in w h a t  k in d  o f  th ings 
a re  in there  and  th e  p u b l ic  in g e n e ra l ,  s in ce  w e will h a v e  p u b l ic  d e b a te  on  it."

S til l ,  even  fans o f  th e  s i te  h a v e  th e ir  c r i t ic ism s . W ie le c h o w sk i  sa y s  th e  w ebs ite  
sh o u ld  have  the d a te s  o f  t ra n sa c t io n s .  A n d  E r ick so n  o b je c ts  to the  l is t in g  o n ly  o f  
t ra n sa c tio n s  o f  m o re  th an  $ 1 ,0 0 0 .

T h e  g o v e rn o r  say s  sh e 's  f in e  w ith  that.

"W e 're  a lw ay s  in a  p o s i t io n  o f  be in g  to ld  w hat w e can  d o  be tte r ,  so  th a t ’s O K ,"  she 
sa id .

W h i le  the site  is u p  an d  ru n n in g ,  th e  ad m in is tra t io n  hasn 't  lo g g e d  o f f  o f  d iscu ss io n s  
a b o u t  ho w  to im p ro v e  it.

Contact B ill M cA llister at bmcallister@ktmi.com

mailto:bmcallister@ktmi.com

