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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Commonwealth North has enjoyed great success during its first 25 years.  Almost 
immediately upon its creation in 1979, CWN achieved success by attracting a loyal 
membership of about 300 opinion leaders in Alaska, by presenting speakers of 
significance and intelligence on key Alaska public policy and other public policy issues 
of interest to its membership, by facilitating study groups to educate and analyze 
important public policy issues affecting Alaska, and by identifying and pursuing a clear 
vision of Alaska’s future growth and development.   
 
In its first quarter century, Commonwealth North built on its initial success, became an 
influential participant in Alaska public debate, completed studies on issues of great 
significance to Alaska, and maintained a consistent membership level.   
 
However, during these 25 years, Alaska has evolved and matured, creating significant 
competition for CWN. Without recognizing, understanding and adapting to this changing 
competitive environment, CWN jeopardizes its sustainability.  
 
In analyzing the future, one fact is inescapable:  Commonwealth North operates in a very 
different environment today from that present in 1978.  The public issues of that day 
largely related to the initial development of Alaska’s oil economy, to funding the 
development of a State with a population base of 403,000, and to Alaska’s tenuous 
relationship with the Federal government resulting in part from the “(d)(2)” withdrawal 
of 100 million acres of Alaska lands.   
 
However, the more things have changed, the more they have stayed the same.  Alaska is 
still, relatively speaking, a small and underdeveloped economy. It is heavily dependent 
on the development of its natural resources and the revenues they create, and still greatly 
influenced by Federal government policies, and by business decisions, adopted in 
faraway places (often, regrettably, still without consulting Alaskans), and one key to 
Alaska’s future remains the quality of the decisions it makes concerning the 102 million 
acres of lands it owns and the vast resources those lands contain.   
 
This means there is still a strong need for Commonwealth North.  Its members still need 
to participate in forums on Alaskan issues of relevance, to hear informed speakers and to 
participate in study groups analyzing the issues unique to Alaska.  
 
There are now many more non-profit organizations in Alaska competing with CWN for 
members, but CWN is the one statewide organization that focuses primarily on Alaska 
public policy issues.  
 
Commonwealth North’s 25th anniversary provides an opportunity to review the key 
factors of sustainability and set a course of direction for the growth and development of 
the organization in this generation of Alaska and its future.  This attention to continuous 
improvement and strategic planning insures efficiencies, a competitive edge in the 
marketplace and facilities CWN’s ability to lead “Alaskans to adopt enlightened policies 
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that enhance Alaskan’s quality of life and improve the State’s ability to effectively 
manage its resources.” 
 
There is no single key ingredient to CWN’s sustainability over the next 25 years. Rather, 
Commonwealth North’s success and sustainability is based on a balanced mix of 
ingredients:  (1) retaining its motivated and loyal membership; (2) dynamic and relevant 
programs; (3) efficient business management; and (4) an effective operating structure.  
 
A brief summary of the Study Group’s recommendations on these topics follows: 
 
1. Membership.  Retain existing members while encouraging new members, by a 

combination of continuing CWN’s successful program, and by focused marketing, 
new reduced cost memberships for new members, and the adoption of specific goals 
for membership growth through an annual marketing plan. 

 
2. Program.  Enhance a dynamic and relevant program primarily focused on Alaska 

public policy issues, including “owner state” issues, with other public policy issues as 
they may appear.  Provide intelligent and thought provoking speakers.  Fund travel 
and hotel expenses for speakers, where necessary.  Continue offering study groups to 
our members.  Retain integrity and impartiality of CWN.  

 
3. Management Issues.  Ensure the continued efficient management of CWN’s 

financial and human resources.  Create a Finance and Fundraising Committee of the 
Board to ensure that budgeted spending, available funds, and fund-raising activities 
are considered together throughout the year. Adopt the Foraker Group’s 
recommendations on staffing. Carefully tailor fund raising and discontinue major 
events as primary means of annual fund raising (CWN may wish to continue these 
events for social and networking reasons). 

 
4. Structure.  Ensure CWN’s structure continues to serve its present and future success. 

Develop and adopt strategic and operating plans. Take steps to encourage regular 
attendance by Board of Directors at meetings and functions.  Consider granting past 
presidents emeritus status (non-voting, and not to be counted for quorum purposes).  
Consider affiliations with UA exploring the synergy between UA and CWN.  
Consider affiliations with similar groups in other cities throughout Alaska. 
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DETAILED RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
CWN’s success is based on an interrelated structure of membership, programs, studies, 
management and structural issues.  No single one of these issues is more important than 
any other in ensuring CWN’s sustainability. Success in each of these areas breeds success 
in all areas for CWN.  
 
The following discussion details the interrelated nature of these matters, and provides a 
coherent set of recommendations to ensure the continued success of Commonwealth 
North for “The Next 25 Years.” 
 
 
Membership Issues 
 
An involved and loyal membership is the key to CWN’s sustainability.  While some of 
the benefits of an active membership are generated by factors like dynamic programs and 
studies, and the perceived value of membership, membership can also be enhanced by 
direct marketing efforts. 
 
Sustaining, diversifying and building our membership will require that we provide more 
opportunity for our members to be actively involved. We will need a greater diversity of 
activities, topics, formats and meeting times. 
 

1. Retain existing members.  
 

The basis for CWN’s current success is its present membership.   CWN must 
retain its current membership base as it moves forward to attract new members.  
To do so, it must continue the focus on excellence and relevance of its programs 
and study groups. It also needs to identify ways to stimulate member 
participation, and to make its functions enjoyable on a number of levels. 
 
Recommendation: 
Engage, inform and stimulate members through enhanced frequent 
communications. Create regular and on-going channels of two-way 
communication to keep members informed of CWN activities and 
accomplishments, and also to encourage members to express their ideas and 
opinions. 
 
Recommendation: 
Create a time effective system with appropriate technology to track member’s 
participation in CWN activities. Make special efforts to encourage members who 
participate infrequently to get actively involved in meaningful CWN activities, 
not just attend meetings. 
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2. Attract new members.   
 

CWN’s sustainability over the next 25 years will be based upon its ability to 
attract and retain new members on a continuing basis.  A commitment to continue 
to attract new members to maintain current levels will preserve CWN against 
natural attrition, while growth of the membership beyond current membership 
levels will provide for needed expansion.   
 
Attracting new members from different populations enhances CWN diversity, 
which will stimulate valuable debate to refine the organization’s sense of focus 
and identity on an ongoing basis. 

 
 

Recommendation:   
Adopt a goal of 10% growth in overall membership in year one, with 50% 
increase in membership over five year period. 

 
Recommendation:   
Adopt a membership marketing strategy to target additional professional members 
of CWN. Specifically, obtain lists of new attorneys, accountants, doctors and 
other professionals, and solicit membership from these groups. 

 
 
3. Restructure membership categories to increase new members, and increase 

support from sustaining members. 
 

Recommendation:   
“Layer Memberships”.  Create a new program of graduated membership fees to 
attract younger members with lower fees, while offering “Gold memberships” and 
similar sustaining memberships categories at higher levels for CWN’s members 
interested in underwriting the mission and focus of CWN. The net effect must be 
to enhance overall membership revenues. 
 
Recommendation: 
“Layer” Membership benefits and membership events.  Create ”layers” of 
rewarding experiences for members at any particular CWN event, such as issue-
oriented interactions, opportunities for social interaction, etc.  Also provide a 
variety of types of events, such as issued oriented events, social events, etc. in 
order to attract and retain a mixture of age groups, including program activities 
specifically addressing the concerns of younger members. 
 
Recommendation: 
Evaluate the possibility of corporate memberships. The Study Group feels that 
issues of undue influence or conflict of interest can be resolved by full disclosure 
and careful structuring. 
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4. Program to build membership. 
 

Recommendation: 
Membership Committee and management develop an annual membership 
marketing plan, for approval by the Board, including specific membership 
activities and special events to retain existing members and meet new member 
goals. 
 

 
Programs, Studies and activities of a citizen based “Think Tank”   

 
Commonwealth North is unique in Alaska because it is the only ongoing “Think Tank” 
committed to addressing and resolving public policy issues and because it enjoys the 
participation of key Alaska leaders. CWN’s single “product” is its integrity and focus—
the content and quality of its forums and special events, the subject matter of its study 
groups, and the intellectual integrity and impartiality with which it conducts its studies.   
 
These are keys for CWN’s continued success in an increasingly competitive environment 
for non-profit organizations:  CWN must maintain its clear identity as an organization 
that focuses primarily on public policy issues of significance to Alaska;  CWN must 
continue to act with integrity; and CWN must continue to act with a high degree of 
intellectual rigor and sophistication.  This differentiates CWN from other groups, gives it 
a clear identity and purpose that its members recognize and demand. 
 
In addition to the focus and quality of its programs and studies, CWN needs to develop 
new ways to create lively interchanges with its members. CWN will serve its members 
and Alaskans best by expanding the topics it addresses and employing a wider variety of 
methods and techniques to achieve its goals. 

 
1. Maintain a primary focus on presenting programs on Alaska public policy 

issues of statewide significance. 
 
Recommendation:  
CWN should maintain its primary focus on issues of significance to the continued 
development of Alaska, including national public policy issues of importance to 
Alaska.  
 
Additional topics can be the subject of programs and studies if they are important, 
timely, and CWN can have a reasonable expectation of being able to make a 
difference. 

 
Recommendation:  
In addition to its primary focus on Alaska, expand CWN programs to include 
specific dynamic, thought provoking speakers in key public policy areas other 
than Alaska issues to maintain membership interest and provide variety. 
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Recommendation: 
Pursue opportunities with “professional” speakers represented by agents and 
speakers’ bureaus to bring such speakers to Alaska on a non-honorarium basis, as 
a part of a recreational trip.   
 
Recommendation:   
Seek partnerships to establish and fund a budget expense line item to support 
speakers’ travel and expenses. 

 
 

2. Increase the frequency and variety of programs and studies. 
 

To build and retain a larger number of members, there is a need for a greater 
variety of topics, formats and times of programs. More diverse members mean 
more diverse needs that must be met by layering these elements to appeal to 
diverse interests. 
 
Topics can be the subject of programs and studies if they are important, timely, 
and CWN can have a reasonable expectation of being able to make a difference in 
their resolution. 
 
Recommendation: 
Have more programs and studies in different formats, on a wider range of topics 
and at a variety of times, to allow participation by members who have different 
scheduling needs, different interests and varying levels of commitment to a 
particular topic. Consider debates, seminar series, wine and cheese events, small 
discussion groups, University partnership events, in-home firesides, etc.   
 

 Recommendation: 
Evaluate the feasibility of activities that are new and different from CWN’s 
ordinary fare—after surveying the membership—such as sponsored debates on 
campus, establishing a periodical or professional journal titled “Commonwealth” 
for collecting treatises from all sources (foreign and domestic), and other events 
tailored to meet the public policy interest of layered age groups.  
 
Recommendation: 
Conduct periodic surveys (at least annual) of the membership to assist in 
preparing/updating the Strategic Plan and budget process. Decisions on which 
issues to address and in what manner should be made transparently with the 
membership, allowing for a broad variety of viewpoints to be considered by the 
Program Committee and Board. Follow up on CWN studies and 
recommendations needs to be communicated to the membership using all 
available technology. 
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3. Study groups need greater planning and emphasis on implementation of key 

ideas. 
 

Recommendation: 
Further emphasize the need for Study Groups to outline specific actions as to how 
CWN can implement key recommendations in the report. This can involve 
continued participation of Study Group members, partnering with appropriate 
parties and direct participation by CWN staff and Board.  This also includes 
additional channels of communication for Study Group recommendations to reach 
key decision makers, including the Internet, radio and TV. 

 
Recommendation: 
This report should be implemented by the Executive Committee, the Nominating 
Committee, and the Executive Director. 

 
 
Finance and Management 
 
A desire for prudent financial and operational management was the original genesis for 
this Study Group. While the full range of activities all relate to the success of CWN, the 
basic ‘nuts and bolts’ need to be reviewed to make sure the organization is as efficient 
and cost effective as possible.   
 
CWN must create the infrastructure necessary to increase its revenue stream of 
unrestricted cash income to insure sustainability for the future of the organization. CWN 
must also review its operational processes to ensure they are efficient and cost effective. 
 

A.  Management issues. 
 

1. Create a Finance and Fundraising Committee, with the Treasurer as 
Chair. 
 

Recommendation:   
Establish a Finance and Fundraising Committee of the Board of Directors to 
oversee financial performance on a regular basis, in order to maintain a steady and 
continuous focus on finance matters. The Chair of the Finance and Fundraising 
Committee should be the Treasurer, who will also sit on the Executive 
Committee. Determine if By Law changes are necessary to implement this 
recommendation. The Finance Committee will establish goals, timetables and 
methods to build the Foundation for Public Policy Education to meaningful levels. 
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2. Accounting services. 
 

Recommendation:   
Hire Cook Inlet Tribal Council Accounting Services (CITC) to render accounting 
services for CWN.  CITC is currently and effectively rendering accounting 
services for other local non-profits.  
 

 
3. Create a more relevant financial reporting system with enhanced follow-

through. 
 

Recommendation: 
Review new accounting and financial controls being developed by the 12 ‘non-
profit specialty’ CPAs under contract to the Foraker Group. Adopt these standards 
to the extent they are determined by the Board to be appropriate.  

 
 
4. Avoid deficit spending. 

 
CWN cannot continue to fulfill its mission if it operates at a loss.  It is self-
evident that no group can keep operating if it loses money. CWN’s hard work to 
build up reserves is eroded when it must use these reserves to cover deficits. 
Rather than rely on major fund-raising events to cover chronic small deficits, 
CWN must avoid deficits altogether by adroit fiscal management and by a 
consistent program of fundraising.    

 
Recommendation:   
Adopt a policy prohibiting budgeted expenses to exceed projected income on an 
annual basis.  The annual budget should provide sufficient revenue generation in a 
timeline that insures costs are covered as they are incurred. An accurate and 
timely financial reporting system will ensure the achievement of this goal. 

 
5. Staffing and staff structure. 

 
Staffing levels and job descriptions need to be revisited and reviewed to clearly 
establish follow-through responsibilities. 

 
Recommendation:   
Adopt the Foraker Recommendations for re-structuring CWN staff  with 
appropriate transition process, resulting in 2 staff members instead of 3, hiring 
executive assistant to handle budget and business management matters along with 
office work thus freeing Executive Director to concentrate on programmatic 
functions, events, studies, and fund-raising.  Future salary decisions should be 
informed by Foraker Group and other relevant salary surveys of Alaska non-
profits. 
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Recommendation: 
Include performance based personnel evaluations, accountability and 
compensation as part of the Foraker Group evaluation and structure mentioned 
above. 
 
 

B. Enhance income. 
 

The Board has primary fundraising responsibility for CWN. The Finance and 
Fundraising Committee and staff can help channel and assist Board efforts, but 
primary responsibility lies with the Board. 
 
The Foraker Group analysis of CWN operations attached hereto highlights the 
importance of maintaining adequate cash reserves to accomplish mission and 
programmatic goals: 

 
“Unrestricted cash is a key ingredient to sustainability.  One source is mission-
related earned income and the other source is charitable giving by individuals.  
Creating the infrastructure to build sustainable relationships with donors is a 
process that takes time, talent and resources from both the Board and the staff.  
Organizations can create opportunities for connecting with current and future 
donors through various forms of funding.  These may include “membership” 
where the actual value of that membership is less than the amount an individual is 
willing to pay for the intangible “mission support” of the organization; annual 
funds; major donor programs; or ….an endowment.” Foraker Report on 
Sustainability, Dennis McMillan, November 8, 2004. 

 
 

1. Create an active and focused fundraising program.   
 

The transition from a fundraising system based on big events to one that has 
major ongoing elements will require much thought and planning. Discontinue 
major fundraising events as the primary method of balancing the budget. When 
significant Award Dinner or fund raising opportunities become available, use 
them to fund the Foundation for Public Policy Education, not ongoing operations. 

 
Recommendation: 
The Finance and Fundraising Committee, in coordination with the Program 
Committee, should generate a list of fundraising ideas and prioritize them. These 
will need to be incorporated into the Strategic Plan.  The plan should include 
membership, underwriters, partnerships, grants and the Board of Directors. 
 
Recommendation:   
Develop grant proposals for the Rasmuson and Atwood Foundations, and other 
foundations as appropriate.  
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Recommendation: 
 
CWN should not continue to rely on major fundraising events, because the market 
for such events is increasingly crowded and competitive.  CWN may wish to 
continue such events for social and membership reasons.  

 
 

Structural Issues 
 
Commonwealth North’s structure must enhance its function and further its success.  For 
CWN to be sustainable in the long term, the structure of CWN should not inhibit its 
success, but enable efficient and effective operations.    
 
CWN is a statewide organization that analyzes and renders opinions on statewide issues.    
As such, CWN must continue to reach out throughout Alaska to ensure that it functions 
on a statewide basis, hearing and considering the views of all interested Alaskans.   
 
 

1. Develop and adopt a Strategic Plan. 
 
CWN is an organization with a primary responsibility to lead Alaska toward 
better public policy and management of commonly owned assets. To accomplish 
this goal, it needs its own plan to effectively chart a leadership path and marshal 
the resources necessary to fulfill its stewardship role. 
 
Recommendation: 
The Board of Directors should develop, adopt and implement a Strategic Plan for 
CWN that incorporates all necessary leadership, programmatic, structural, 
financial, cultural, and membership issues.   Adopt first Strategic Plan after 
approval of this Report. Update annually as appropriate and necessary. 
 
 
2. Executive Director to Develop and adopt an Annual Work Plan.   
 
An Annual Work Plan developed by the Executive Director will identify goals for 
membership, program, fundraising, affiliations with other entities, and study 
group activities to be accomplished during the year, including implementation of 
issues raised in the Strategic Plan. 
 
Recommendation: 
Executive Director will prepare and Board of Directors will adopt an Annual 
Work Plan to state the goals of Commonwealth North for the upcoming year. 
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3. Develop and adopt an Operating Plan. 

 
CWN has a 25-year history of successful activity that is guided by a substantial 
body of tradition and precedent. However, these de facto policies and procedures 
are largely unwritten. Neither members nor new Board members have ready 
access to this body of accumulated institutional wisdom.  
 
CWN does have a Policy and Procedure Manual that is primarily used by staff to 
outline personnel procedures and policies. A few Resolutions and ad hoc policies 
are in past Board minutes.  If an accessible handbook of actual overall policies 
and procedures were developed, it would make the inner workings of the 
organization more open and understandable to those who want to get more 
involved.  
 
Recommendation: 
Create a Policy and Procedure Handbook divided into appropriate sections to 
make key operational information more readily available to members, leadership 
and staff.  The Handbook should be updated annually or biennially in conjunction 
with an annual Strategic Planning process. 

 
 

4. Board of Directors issues 
 

Recommendation:   
Take steps to enhance the attendance and participation of existing members of the 
Board of Directors at meetings and functions of CWN.  These steps could consist 
of a combination of encouragement to regular attendance and steps to measure the 
cumulative unexcused absences of board members during a year, and to make this 
information available to board members in each month’s meeting minutes during 
that year.    

 
Recommendation:   
Encourage active participation of Board members in Board meetings and in CWN 
business matters by supplying each Board member with full Board packets and 
agendas prior to each meeting by email, including items such as resolutions, 
budget information, etc. to be acted upon at the meeting. 
 
Recommendation:   
Consider a By Law change to grant continuing membership status to Past 
Presidents on the Board of Directors for a period of two years after completion of 
their term, and subsequent to this two-year period, granting Past Presidents 
Emeritus status (non-voting, and not counted for quorum purposes).  Past 
Presidents who remain active in Commonwealth North shall be granted priority 
by Nominating Committee to election to an active board of directors seat. 
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Recommendation:   
The Board adopts a policy to provide a written statement of expectations of 
Directors prior to acceptance of their nomination. To date, the Nominating 
Committee has considered three simple expectations: 

a. Attend at least 50% of Board meetings 
b. “Give or get” at least $1,000 
c. Actively participate in some aspect of CWN activities—committees, 

study groups, etc.  
The Board should update these expectations to include an attendance rate of 75%, 
and not having more than two unnotified absences in a row.  A wider range of 
responsibilities and expectations should also be evaluated, using a “best practices” 
survey tailored to the needs of CWN. 

 
 

5. Satellite or affiliate groups 
 

Recommendation:   
 
Explore establishment of CWN Chapters at the University of Alaska, and in 
Fairbanks and Juneau. 
 
Recommendation:   
 
Explore further affiliations between CWN and the University of Alaska.  There is 
a special synergy between CWN and the University.  For example, the University 
Business and Public Policy school and the Institute for Social and Economic 
Research may provide CWN with opportunities for mutually beneficial, 
cooperative associations such as academic research capabilities on issues of 
importance to the public, an opportunity for interns to work in the public policy 
arena, opportunities for students to interact with CWN speakers and high-level 
public policy decision makers, and opportunities for CWN speakers to be 
available to the University to teach, speak and write. 

 
 

6. Enhanced use of technology for member and public communication 
 
Recommendation:  
Explore use of the Internet and modern technology to reach out across the state, 
more effectively communicate with and involve members, and educate and 
advocate for CWN positions. Also consider the use of radio, TV, chat rooms, 
blogs and other communication techniques as they become available.   
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APPENDIX 
 
 
Study Group Participants 
 
James Linxwiler, Guess & Rudd, P.C., co-chair 
Jan Fredericks, UAA Small Business Development Center, co-chair 
Duane Heyman, Commonwealth North, editor 
Iris Matthews, Denali Fellow 
 
Eric Britten, Horizon Lines of Alaska, LLC 
Tom Case, University of Alaska Anchorage 
William Evans, Dorsey & Whitney LLP 
Alice Galvin, BP Exploration (Alaska) Inc. 
Jessica Carey Graham, Alutiiq, LLC 
Max Hodel 
Jonathan Kumin, Kumin Associates, Inc., Architects & Planning 
Janie Leask, Alyeska Pipeline Service Company 
Benjamin Linford, TREND, Technology R&D Center of Alaska 
Andrew Petro, Wells Fargo 
Jeff Staser, Denali Commission 
Niel Thomas, Coldwell Banker Fortune 
Alden Todd 
Kirk Wickersham, For Sale By Owner Assistance Program, Inc. 
Tim Wiepking, The Odom Corporation 
Richard Wilson, Ted Stevens Anchorage Int'l Airport 
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Officers and Board of Directors 
 
Jonathan Kumin Principal, Kumin Associates, Inc. 
 President 
Janie Leask Community Relations Manager, Alyeska Pipeline Service 
    Vice President  Company 
 
Patrick K. Gamble President & CEO, Alaska Railroad Corporation 
 Vice President 
Jeff Staser Federal Chairman, Denali Commission 
 Vice President 
Morton Plumb Jr. Director, Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport  
 Secretary 
Jan Fredericks State Director, UAA Small Business Development Center 
 Treasurer 
Joe Griffith CEO, Chugach Electric Association 
 Past President 

 
Joe Farrell Vice President and Chief Counsel,  
  ConocoPhillips Alaska, Inc. 
Dr. Alice J. Galvin Learning and Organizational Development Advisor,  
  BP Exploration, Inc. 
Walter J. Hickel Former Governor; co-founder of Commonwealth North 
Max Hodel Founding president of Commonwealth North 
Karen L. Hunt Retired Judge, State of Alaska 
Jewel Jones Siebert Brandford Shank & Co., LLC 
Marc Langland President, Northrim Bank 
Betsy Lawer Vice Chair & Chief Operating Officer,  
  First National Bank Alaska 
James Linxwiler President and Managing Shareholder, Guess and Rudd, P.C. 
Loren H. Lounsbury Founding board member of Commonwealth North 
Jeff B. Lowenfels Lewis & Lowenfels 
Dr. Elaine P. Maimon Chancellor, University of Alaska Anchorage 
Thomas Nighswander, MD Alaska Tribal Health Consortium  
 University of Washington School of Medicine 
Mary Ann Pease Vice President, Investor Relations  
 Alaska Communications Systems, Inc. 
Mike Sexton Publisher/President, Anchorage Daily News 
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William Sheffield Former Governor; founding board member 
Marvin Swink Senior Vice-President, Lynx Enterprises 
Melinda Taylor Communications Director,  
  International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
William J. Tobin Editor, The Voice of the Times; founding board member 
Mead Treadwell Managing Director, Institute of the North 
Alma Upicksoun Vice President Chief Counsel,  
  Arctic Slope Regional Corporation 
Nancy Bear Usera Senior Vice President, Corporate Relations;  
  Alaska USA Federal Credit Union 
David Wight President & CEO, Alyeska Pipeline Service Company 
Eric Wohlforth Attorney, Wohlforth, Vassar, Johnson and Brecht 
James Yarmon CEO, Yarmon Investments, Inc. 
    
Duane Heyman Executive Director, Commonwealth North 
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Charge 
 
Commonwealth North – Opportunities & Challenges 
 

 
1. Background:  For the past few years CWN has balanced its budget by a periodic 
series of major fundraising events that have honored the recipient of the Walter J. Hickel 
award for public policy leadership.  These opportunities may be coming to an end.  Even 
as the State of Alaska must put its fiscal house in order, CWN should develop a 
sustainable long-term plan. 

 
2. Questions to be addressed: 
a) What is the current state of financial and organizational affairs for CWN? 
b) Is this situation sustainable? 
c) What does the future hold for the organization? 
d) Are there ways to do better, such as by forging strategic alliances or pursuing a 

modified business plan? 
 

3.  Scope of study: 
This study will briefly examine the history of the organization, compiling an overview of 
critical information such as income, expenditures, staffing and membership to establish a 
clear understanding of historic trends.  This information will form the basis of examining 
the current structure and role of CWN.  Past strategic planning efforts will be reviewed 
and key concepts incorporated as appropriate.  Opportunities and challenges facing the 
organization will be identified, analyzed and delineated.  Possible adjustments to the 
current mode of operation will be listed and recommendations developed for 
consideration by the Board. 
 
4. Nature of report to be issued (Technical, Analytical, or Opinion): 
This report will be a mixture of all three: technical compiling of data, analyzing issues, 
and developing recommendations that will be largely based on opinion.  
 
5. Conflict of interest standards: 
The intent of the study is to represent a balance between the geographic, demographic, 
ethnic and economic interests represented in the CWN organization.  It is expected that 
persons with interests in the outcome of the study will be members of the study group and 
will participate in its deliberations. Study group leaders should request that members 
identify their interests relative to specific points they advocate.  

 
6. Measure of success: 
This study will succeed by generating a greater understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges facing CWN.  The ultimate success will be if the study charts a course that 
leads the organization into a solid financial and organizational future 
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Commonwealth North Purpose, Vision and Core Values 
 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of Commonwealth North is to educate its members and others on significant 
public policy issues affecting Alaska and its future, and to assist in their resolution. 
 
Vision 
 
Commonwealth North leads Alaskans to adopt enlightened policies that enhance 
Alaskans’ quality of life and that improve the State’s ability to effectively manage its 
resources. 
 
Core Values 
 

1. Recognize the State’s unique obligation to manage the common wealth of Alaska  
2. Commit to the future of Alaska  
3. Put Alaska’s interests before special interests  
4. Exercise intellectual integrity and rigor 
5. Respect all peoples and cultures 

 

Commonwealth North: The Next 25 Years – Final Draft Page 19 



Summary of Key CWN Information

Year

Revenue
Expenses
Net-operating

Non associates
Assoc. members
Total members
FTE

Programs
Social events

Special events

Other activities

President
Exec. Director

Total staff

Studies

Hartig Fellows

Anchorage Pop.
Pop./CWN Mbrs.
Anc. Inflation %

2001 2002 2003 2004
(Budget)

357,066 305,045 317,437 375,937
374,142 317,301 325,877 367,419
(17,076) (12,256) (8,440) 8,518

(8/10)
359 379 341 318
75 80 84 71

434 459 425 389
342 356 317 293

(8-24)
20 22 20 16
2 1 3 3

Hammond AKRR Marilane Young
Seward Depot Flight Whittier

Ride Zoomerang

Revised

Hartig
Usera Griffith Griffith Kumin
Heyman Heyman Heyman Heyman

3 3 3 3

No.Slope U of A Assets II Health Care
Gas Con Con Workforce Internal

Irina Fell

264,052 268,738 274,003
608 585 645
2.8 1.9 2.7 209.48%
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Recommendations on Income 
After reviewing your budget, it does seem that over the next few years Commonwealth 
North may experience significant cash flow issues.  Here are the strategies we suggest:  
 

• It seems that had Commonwealth North not conducted successful events in the 
last few years, there would have already been significant shortfalls in needed 
income.  While events can be useful as a short term funding strategy, no 
organization should build its future sustainability on events.  Circumstances are 
too varied to predict with any certainty the income an organization can depend on 
from events and tend to take an extraordinary amount of staff and volunteer time 
and resources.   

 
• We would encourage you to review your membership structure.  While your 

current membership dues are significant as compared to other membership 
organizations, we think that a few modifications could produce more income and 
provide a more sustainable future.  All members are charged the same, whether 
they participate or not.  We assume many of your members are supporting CWN 
because it’s the right thing to do. They support your mission and will likely never 
be active in your programs.  Since supporting your mission is important to many 
in the community, and many of those are willing to join at the current 
membership rates, we would encourage you to keep your membership rates at the 
current level.  We would also encourage you to consider minimizing the number 
of monthly events a member’s dues will guarantee.  For example, if a member 
joins, maybe they can attend 2-3 scheduled events per year at no charge.  
However, for the members that will attend more functions, we would encourage 
an additional fee that would better cover those real costs.  There are many events 
and relatively few members that participate with each of them, so charging an 
additional sum to cover real costs for the members that do come regularly would 
be equitable.  We would also encourage additional levels in the membership.  
Since many of your current members are supporting your mission, we think that 
some of those members would be willing to be “gold members” or “platinum 
members” at $1,000 or $2,500 to ensure CWN’s ongoing sustainability.  We 
would also encourage corporate/institutional membership levels at $5,000 to 
$20,000.  

 
• It may also be useful for CWN to speak with some if the founders, or other long-

term members about helping to create an endowment for Commonwealth North.  
We may be surprised how many of those individuals will be willing to support 
such an effort. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Commonwealth North: The Next 25 Years – Final Draft Page 31 



If some of these recommendations were adopted, we could see an income stream looking 
like this: 

• Membership 
o Regular Membership $500  300 members 

 $150,000 
o Supplemental Event Fees $200  100 members 

 $  20,000 
o Gold Members  $1,000    40 members 

 $  40,000 
o Platinum Members $2,500    20 members 

 $  50,000 
o Corporate/Institution I $5,000    10 members 

 $  50,000 
o Corporate/Institution II $10,000    5 members 

 $  50,000 
o Corporate/Institution III $20,000  2 members 

 $  40,000 
TOTAL INCOME      
 $400,000 
 

This scenario shows the potential for sustainable income sufficient to maintain and grow 
existing programs.  Supplemental funds for large special projects could be secure from 
foundation grants, or from the occasional large event. 
 
Recommendations on Expenses and Income 
The first issue that jumped off of the expense sheet for Commonwealth North is that as a 
percentage of budget, you are likely under-funding staff infrastructure by as much as 
15%.  Most nonprofit organizations must budget at least 70% or more of their ongoing 
operations for staff.  It appears you are budgeting at about 60%.  We understand that 
some of your expenses are skewed because of cost for your events.  Even so, we would 
argue that for long-term sustainability we encourage another way to view staffing and the 
associated costs. 
 
First, you demand a CEO that has the capacity to work with one of the best boards in the 
state.  That CEO has to have leadership skills, be an above average communicator, 
understand public policy, and focus efforts on the mission as well as be the “face” of 
Commonwealth North.  In order to have that individual focused on what matters most for 
a CEO, the CEO must have sufficient staff support to ensure the ongoing day-to-day 
operation of CWN.  All staff should in our opinion receive above average compensation 
because they are the staff leaders of one of the most important organizations in the state.  
That being said, your existing funding in this area may not produce that result over time. 
 
You have an individual in the position of CEO that fits our description of what is needed, 
however he may not be receiving the compensation in salary or in benefits that the 
position he holds warrants.  The question for a board when looking at CEO compensation 
is, could we hire someone and offer the benefits we currently offer, and attract someone 
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as good as or better than our current CEO?  If the answer to that question is no, then you 
may be under funding the CEO position. 
 
We were not asked to review other staff at CWN, so we do not know their capacity. But 
we wonder what three employees do to keep busy in the organization.  We know the 
CEO is busy; we see each other often and know how hard he works. But maybe it would 
be wise for the study group to consider another thought we have to increase efficiency 
and capacity.    
 
I want to share an experience my board just went through with me.  They were very 
supportive of all of my efforts and wanted me to keep doing what I was doing to help 
other nonprofit organizations.  If anything, they wanted me to worry less about the day-
to-day operations, and spend more time making sure the mission was accomplished. 
However, they were concerned that if I did not have the time, or maybe the skill, to do all 
I was doing to accomplish the mission and manage the budget, the staff, the relationships 
with all the board and the relationships with our Partners, (members). They suggested 
that we needed to adjust our internal staff structure.  I must say that without my consent, 
and with some opposition, they eliminated two positions and created a new one, that of 
COO.  It was their belief that they needed more assurance that the day-to-day operation 
was happening.  They realized that they were asking for too much for one individual to 
do well.  While I was opposed to the idea at first, it was forced on me and now I am glad.  
I am free to do what I am best at and what interests me most. They are getting better data 
and management as a result.  While I do not usually recommend that boards and their 
CEO’s have such different agendas, I know now that it was done for the best reasons--
Foraker’s sustainability.  The board wanted someone that had the skill I did not have to 
run the organization so that I could work with the skills I do have, which are to 
accomplish the mission. 
 
We suggest that Commonwealth North look at its current staffing structure. You may 
need to secure additional funding for staff, however you do not need to add additional 
staff. We would encourage you to see if by eliminating some positions and creating a 
higher level office manager/COO position, a true high level assistant for your CEO (like 
the assistant to the president of a large corporation), you may create efficiencies as well 
as increase the capacity of all staff to get the job done.  We would not expect that such an 
individual would work for a $30,000 salary. We would suggest you fund such a position 
at an appropriate level, say in the mid-$40,000’s or higher. It is our experience a person 
at that level could accomplish more than two people in lesser positions. 
 
If the board were to compensate its CEO at an appropriate level, and employ a true 
administrative assistant/COO at the appropriate level to run the day-to-day operations 
including member relations, budgeting, board relations and CEO support, we think you 
would enhance your ability to become sustainable.  
 
In addition, we would like to suggest that CWN look into using the financial shared 
services through Foraker Group.  Cook Inlet Tribal Council is now providing such 
service to over thirty Foraker partner nonprofits and has recently increased its capacity to 

Commonwealth North: The Next 25 Years – Final Draft Page 33 



Commonwealth North: The Next 25 Years – Final Draft Page 34 

provide high-level financial support. Many nonprofits have also found that through 
CITC, they save money. 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
Commonwealth North is one of Alaska’s premier nonprofit organizations.  The impact it 
has had on public policy in this state is important and appreciated.  I applaud the board 
and staff for studying how to increase its sustainability.  The Foraker group would 
recommend that the study group look into some, or all, of the suggestions made as ways 
to increase its sustainability.  We wish you the best in your efforts. 
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