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Good morning members of the Commission and distinguished guests.  My name is Tom Bolen, and I have been asked by Maniilaq Association and the Northwest Arctic Leadership Team to speak to the Commission on matters regarding justice and law enforcement in our region, the NANA region, also known as the Northwest Arctic Borough.  I am honored to do so.  I am the Public Services Director for the Northwest Arctic Borough, and routinely deal with matters regarding public safety.


The Northwest Arctic Leadership Team is a regional “think tank” or steering committee comprised of the leaders of four organizations:  Maniilaq Association, NANA Regional Corporation, The Northwest Arctic Borough School District, and the Northwest Arctic Borough.  The Leadership Team recently conducted a regional strategy meeting, called the “Quad Meeting”, the purpose of which was to identify key issues, and to decide which organization would take the lead on these issues.  Northwest Arctic Borough was given the lead on Public Safety and Law Enforcement, and that is why I am before you today.


As you well know, our region is truly rural, an area the size of the state of Indiana, with a population of approximately 7,200, which is predominantly Inupiat Eskimo.  There are no roads connecting any of our eleven communities to one another.  Transportation is by boat, airplane, or sno-go.  We have many similarities with other rural regions, however we are different from some regions in that we are an organized Borough.  Having been formed in 1986, our Borough government is young, and not yet fully evolved.


Kotzebue, our hub community, has its own City Police Force, funded by City taxes, and also has a modern jail facility.  Our other ten communities are quite different.  For roughly 3,000 residents, scattered through ten communities, we have three VPSOs; one in Kobuk, population 100; one in Selawik, population 900; and one in Ambler, population 475.  The other 1500 Borough residents in seven communities do without the presence of an officer.


Some village communities hire a Village Peace Officer, or VPO.  In most all cases this person has no law enforcement training.  In many cases, this officer serves primarily as a curfew enforcer, but does not deal with more serious offenses.  As fiscal conditions get tighter and tighter for our village municipal governments, we have seen some of these VPOs laid off due to lack of funds to pay them.  We expect this trend to continue.  By itself, a VPO program cannot address our problems.  All Northwest Arctic Borough villages except Kotzebue are served by the Alaska State Troopers, a seven member group head quartered in Kotzebue.  Troopers are dispatched to a village in the event of a serious crime, but due to distance, weather, and other factors, their response time can be less than impressive.  To make matters worse, since the closure of the Kotzebue Regional Jail, due to inadequate funding by the State of Alaska, the Troopers spend much of their time and a huge amount of money transporting prisoners back and forth between the Anvil Mountain Jail, in Nome and the 2nd Judicial District Court in Kotzebue, an exercise which no accountant, mathematician, or logical thinker could understand.

The message in this picture I have just painted for you is that our justice and law enforcement programs are broken and need fixing.  The problems is that the fix will cost money; money that the local governments do not have, and money that the state government chooses not to spend.  In late 2001, Northwest Arctic Borough Mayor, Roswell Schaeffer, Sr. created a Task Force to study the community law enforcement issue in our region, and to make recommendations to the Mayor and the Assembly.  The Task Force concluded the following:

· The regionally headquartered and dispatched State Trooper system, though professional and well intentioned, does not adequately meet the needs of most village communities.  The program might work if the State could post a Trooper in every village.  But given the State’s fiscal policies, this seemed to be an unreasonable expectation.

· The VPSO program, or what is left of it, though it works well in some other areas of the state, and is perhaps the best program for unincorporated areas of rural Alaska, is not working in the Northwest Arctic region.  Perhaps this is because the program is under-funded.  However, the Task Force concluded that the program has too many inherent problems to fix.
· As a transition to a new model, the Task Force suggested that the Northwest Arctic Borough should seek to take over management of the VPSO program in our region, and seek to add the needed support.  This idea has been resoundingly squashed by the State of Alaska, citing statutory requirements.  In the aftermath of this request, we saw our VPSO funding levels cut from seven positions to three positions, and the administrative oversight shifted from Kotzebue to Kodiak.  Well, we guess that makes sense, they both start with the letter “K”.

· Finally, the Task force recommended that the Borough embrace a long range goal to adopt area-wide law enforcement power, creating a Borough-wide Law Enforcement Program, thereby eliminating the need for VPSO and Trooper presence in our region.  This model is currently in place in the North Slope Borough and works well.  This is not to suggest that the North Slope program does not have challenges.  All programs have challenges, but the North Slope Borough has been pretty successful at maintaining full time officers in each Borough community.  And of course, they don’t have 53 villages.  The problem is that the Northwest Arctic Borough does not currently have the revenue stream to support such a program.  It is currently seeking solutions to this revenue problem.


Regarding the justice system in general, the primary problem is that village defendants are not tried by a jury of their peers.  Because of the logistical problems, the jury pool for the 2nd Judicial District Court consists of Kotzebue residents only.  The demographics of Kotzebue and the those of the ten surrounding villages are quite different.  Villagers are never part of the judicial system UNLESS they are defendants.  Although this situation is not ideal, it may well be unavoidable.


The previously referenced problem with the Kotzebue Regional Jail is another example of Justice System irregularities.  The many problems associated with the current transport practices are clearly avoidable, if only the State had the will power to solve the jail problem.  The next speaker will be talking about this problem in more detail.


For the most part, the Alaska justice system is as fair as the judges and juries who make it work.  Clearly, some of the work load currently experienced by this system could be alleviated by the empowerment and implementation of tribal courts.  Once again, an overwhelming question jumps out; how will we fund these courts?  I don’t know the answer to this question, but I presume that tribes are working on this one.

As for best practices in Law Enforcement, PRESENCE is everything.  You can’t enforce the law if you are not present.  Non-existent VPSOs and Troopers in Kotzebue or on the way to Nome cannot entice village residents to obey the law.  A Law Enforcement PRESENCE is the only thing that can deter crime, and we have plenty of crime:  alcohol in dry villages, drug use, domestic violence, sexual assault, vandalism, and more.  But we do not have enough law enforcement PRESENCE.  


In closing, I would apologize if my remarks do not fit neatly into the preconceived notions of others.  I would respectfully suggest, that for those who are hoping for a “one size fits all” model for justice and law enforcement in rural Alaska, it is our belief in Northwest Alaska that this is not the answer.  The many regions of rural Alaska share similarities, but in some cases, solutions to our problems need to be different, because of the differences between us.  My remarks are meant to construe what the input from our region has suggested.  They are not intended to suggest that everyone else in the State needs to think the same way.  Our state is only as great as the sum of our citizens.  And our state is only as great as the sum of our communities.  The state should seek to empower and strengthen our local communities, not hinder or weaken them.  I thank the Commission for the opportunity to testify, and hereby submit my written statements for the record.

