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CURRENT SITUATION:


Chugach Region Village Councils, elders, social workers and concerned citizens do a tremendous job in addressing many of the incidents taking place in their villages since elimination of the Village Public Safety Officer (VPSO) program.  Unlike the leaders in our villages, leaders in urban Alaska are not asked to choose between their own personal safety and their responsibility to the community.


The Alaska State Trooper (AST) Post in Girdwood is assigned to Chenega Bay and Tyonek, the Post in Anchor Point is assigned to Port Graham and Nanwalek, and the Post in Valdez is assigned to Tatitlek.  Our sense is that the Posts do not have the manpower or resources to deal with problems in this widespread region.

PROBLEM AREAS:

A) Lack of law enforcement presence:

· Since the elimination of local VPSO presence there have been reports of increased alcohol use with the attendant problems of domestic violence, DUI, speeding, accidents, and other crimes.  Vandalism has increased, as there is no presence of law enforcement to inhibit or investigate.  Women and children in abusive homes feel that they have nowhere to turn when they need protection.  Many crimes go unreported because there is no one to provide immediate help and security.  Medical providers are taught not to enter an unsafe scene even if it causes further injury or the death of the patient.  That is the standard of care, but many medical providers are putting their lives at risk by disregarding their own safety in order to give treatment.  Medical providers in urban Alaska are not placed in situations where they must choose between their own safety and their commitment to the provision of medical care.
· A VPSO presence inhibits many problems that could escalate into serious crimes.  People will report situations to VPSOs which are then resolved and are not allowed to deteriorate to the point where the Troopers must become involved.  Case in point, before elimination of the VPSO program one village rarely had situations for which the Troopers became involved.  As a result of the lack of VPSO presence, Troopers were called and responded eight times between June and August, 2004 for serious incidences in this village.

· The capability of the Troopers to respond to incidents in a timely manner is difficult.  Trooper response time in our villages is measured in some cases in days not minutes or even hours.  Any evidence gathered will be old and evidence collected by anyone other than enforcement personnel will not have the ‘unbroken secure chain of evidence’ status.  This status is critical in court.  Many cases, which would be prosecutable otherwise, are thrown out of court for lack of admissible evidence due to the delay in response.

B) Lack of support in other critical public safety areas:

· The VPSO has many other duties other than law enforcement.  When someone is overdue from a trip or missing from one of our villages there isn’t a professionally trained VPSO to organize and lead a Search and Rescue effort.

· Since the VPSOs were a key component of regional EMS procedures, existing emergency service systems suffered a major set-back with the elimination of the VPSO program.

· Many VPSOs are D.A.R.E. instructors and conduct classes in the schools.  They teach an important message and are positive role models.

C) Other issues:

· A State of Alaska website at www.dps.state.ak.us/ast/vpsp/ cites several reasons for implementation of the VPSO program in Rural Alaska.  Those arguments hold true today, nevertheless public safety in the Chugach Region was dramatically altered during June, 2003 when the DPS inexplicably decline our FY 2004 VPSO contract proposal.

· The consolidation of the entire VPSO program under three nonprofits is not practical and will increase shortfalls.  The VPSO program is subsidized by each current and past nonprofit service provider by its own resources.  Because the three proposed nonprofits will not subsidize activities in a region where it does not receive other resources, inequities are inevitable.
· In order to effectively run a program, the Coordinator or Program Manager needs to know the community and people he or she serves.  By consolidating administrative responsibility of entire programs under just a few nonprofits that relationship would be impossible.  Any good copy knows that to be effective you need to walk your beat and know your people.

· During FY 2002 the DPS experienced a budget cut of around 2 million dollars.  The VPSO program is a very small component of the DPS budget yet it endured an excessively large percentage of the budget cut.

RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS:


Chugachmiut recommends restoration of the VPSO program with salary and wages commiserate with other law enforcement in its region along with adequate resources and authority to administer the program.  Our preference would be that the funding for the program be removed from the AST budget and established through legislation.  We would support the existing method if the budget is guaranteed at a proportional share of the AST budget; more VPSO training with increased support systems for VPSOs; improvement of the contractual relationship by good faith negotiations; three year contracts at minimum; improved fiscal reporting requirements for those non-profits who consistently deliver clean audits; evidence by the AST that they are continually taking steps to improve internal opinions of the VPSO program and its trained employees.

During the presentation by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police at AFN last year, Commissioner White of the RCMP stated that Canada made a decision to provide law enforcement in each of its remote villages.  Commissioner White stated that in one village they had not had a crime in over two years.  He considered that to be a huge success.  The DPS considered the low crime rate in the Chugach Region reason to eliminate our program.  Chugachmiut recommends that the State of Alaska work examine Canada’s program to find methods that can be applied in rural Alaska.
We recommend that current and future state administration receive cultural sensitivity training in order to gain some measure of understanding of the 119,000 Alaska Native/American Indian citizens of this state and of the living conditions in rural Alaska.  The training program should be developed and delivered by Alaska Native non-profit organizations.

