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Alaska state government is made up of three sepa-
rate branches: legislative, executive and judicial.
Each branch has its own specific powers and duties,
but also serves to ‘check and balance’ the other two
branches. This constitutional separation of powers
ensures that each branch of government fuffills its
responsibilities without exceeding its power.

The people have the constitutional right to enact laws
through the initiative process and to approve or re-
ject acts of the Legislature by referendum. When the
application and certification process is complete, the
Lieutenant Governor places an initiative on the bal-
lot for the first statewide election held more than one
hundred-twenty days after adjournment of the legisla-
tive session following the filing of the petition. If the
Legislature enacts ‘substantially the same measure,’
the initiative is void and the measure does not ap-
pear on the ballot. Referendum petitions must be
filed within 90 days after adjournment of the session
in which the law was enacted. The referendum is
placed on the ballot for the first statewide election
held more than 180 days after that session ad-
journed.

An initiative or referendum is approved or rejected by
a majority of the votes cast. An initiative cannot be
vetoed by the Governor nor repealed by the Legisla-
ture for two years. It may, however, be amended.

Separation
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LEGISLATIVE

The Legislative Branch is responsible for enacting the
laws of the State of Alaska and appropriating the
money necessary to operate the government.
Alaska has a hicameral Legislature composed of the House of
Representatives and the Senate. The House is composed of
forty members elected from forty election districts for two-year
terms. The Senate has twenty members elected from twenty
Senate districts for four-year terms, with one-half of the mem-
bership standing for election every two years. House and Sen-
ate election districts are determined on the basis of popula-
tion. Under the State Constitution, redistricting is accom-
plished every ten years after the reporting of the decennial
federal census. An advisory reapportionment board is ap-

pointed by and assists the Governor in redistricting the state.
A Legislature consists of two regular sessions, which con-
vene annually on the second Monday in January or on the
third Tuesday in January following the election of a governor.
A Legislature must adjourn from a regular session no later
than 120 consecutive calendar days from the day it convenes,
except the session may be extended once for up to ten days
by a two-thirds vote of each house. Special sessions can be
called by the Governor or by the Legislature and are limited to
thirty calendar days. Procedures for convening and organizing
the first and second sessions of a Legislature are provided for
by law and rule.

Legislative bills must refer to only one subject, unless the bill
is to appropriate funds or to revise existing laws. Appropriation
bills must include only money matters and cannot create law.
When a hill has been approved by a majority vote of each
house, it goes to the Governor for his approval or veto. The
Governor may veto or reduce items in appropriation bills. This
is commonly called the power of “line item veto”, because the
Governor can veto any line item of an appropriation bill and
approve the balance. The Legislature, meeting in a joint ses-
sion of both houses, can overturn the veto if two-thirds of the
membership (three-quarters for revenue and appropriation
bills) votes to do so.

The Legislature reviews major appointments made by the
Governor, including the heads of departments and members
of certain boards and commissions, and decides whether to
confirm or deny these appointments. All civil officers of the
state are subject to impeachment by the Legislature. Each
house of the Legislature, however, is the judge of the election
and qualifications of its own members and may expel a
member with the concurrence of two-thirds of its members.

The Legislative Council, Legislative Budget and Audit Commit-
tee, and the Administrative Regulation Review Committee are
permanent interim committees. They include members from
each house, appointed by the leadership. The Code Revision
Commission is a permanent commission of the Legislature with
representation from both houses, the Alaska Bar Association,
and the public (appointed by the Governor).

The Office of the Ombudsman receives complaints from the
public about administrative acts of state agencies. When inves-
tigation determines that an agency, or an officer or employee of
the state government, acted unreasonably, illegally, inefficiently,
or discourteously, the Ombudsman may recommend a remedy
to correct that act or to assure that similar acts do not occur.

EXECUTIVE

The Executive Branch is responsible for implementing and
administering the public policy enacted and funded by the
Legislative Branch.

The Executive Branch of government is headed by the Gover-
nor and the Lieutenant Governor. They are the only elected

officials in the executive branch.

All offices, divisions, agencies, boards and commissions of
state government fall under the supervision of one of 15 major
departments: Administration, Community, Commerce, & Eco-
nomic Development, Corrections, Education & Early Develop-
ment, Environmental Conservation, Fish & Game, Health & So-
cial Services, Labor & Workforce Development, Law, Military &
Veterans Affairs, Natural Resources, Public Safety, Revenue,
Transportation & Public Facilities, and the Office of the Gover-
nor, according to their major purpose.

The Governor appoints an attorney general to head the De-
partment of Law, an adjutant general to head the Department of
Military Affairs, and a commissioner to head all other depart-
ments except Education & Early Development (whose commis-
sioner is chosen by the State Board of Education and approved
by the Governor) and the Department of Fish & Game (whose
commissioner is chosen by the Governor from names submitted
by the Boards of Fish & Game). All appointments must be con-
firmed by the Legislature except the commissioner of Education
& Early Development.

The Lieutenant Governor performs the duties prescribed by
law and delegated by the Governor. These include administra-
tion of the state election laws, appointment of notaries public,
custody of the state seal, convening the Legislature, custody of
original copies of all state laws, and administration of the Ad-
ministrative Procedures Act. The Lieutenant Governor serves
as acting governor when the Governor is temporarily absent.

JUDICIAL

The Judicial Branch is responsible for applying the
laws to controversies brought before it.

The Alaska Court System, the Judicial Council, and the
Commission on Judicial Conduct comprise Alaska’s judicial
branch. The courts hear and decide issues of law and fact and
determine the penalty, punishment, or remedy that should be
applied.
Alaska Court System There are four levels of state court in
Alaska: supreme court, court of appeals, superior court and
district court.
The Alaska Supreme Court is the highest level of state court
in Alaska. The Alaska Constitution grants the supreme court
power to establish rules governing the administration of all
courts in the state and rules governing practice and procedure
in civil and criminal cases.
The court of appeals hears appeals from both superior and
district courts in criminal matters. The superior court is the trial
court for major civil cases and severe criminal cases
(felonies). It also hears appeals from the district court from
administrative agencies. The district court is a trial court for
lesser civil and criminal (misdemeanor) offenses.
The Judicial Council is a constitutionally created nine-
member body that operates independently of the court
system. The council was created to perform three primary
functions: solicit, screen, and nominate judicial applicants for
gubernatorial  appointment; conduct studies for the
improvement of the judicial system and to report the findings
to the legislature and the supreme court; and conduct
evaluations of justices and judges for each retention election
and to provide information and recommendations to the public
prior to the elections.
The Commission on Judicial Conduct is a constitutionally
created nine-member body that operates independently of the
court system. The commission has the power to investigate
complaints of judicial misconduct and to recommend that the
supreme court sanction a justice or judge.

For more detailed information refer to the following
publication: Handbook on State Government, available
at your local Legislative Information Office (LIO). In addition,
your LIO has the following publications:

Congtitution of the State of Alaska
Uniform Rules of the Alaska State L egidature
The Legislative Process (pamphlet)
Directory of State Officials
Alaska State L egislature Directory



