Neil George, Acting Director, North Slope Borough Health Department
Alaska Rural Justice and Law Enforcement Commission

Barrow
March 15, 2005
Good afternoon, Mr. Mayor, City Council, members of the Commission.  My name is Neil George and I am the Acting Director of the Department of Health and Social Services here for the North Slope Borough.  
And I want to make three brief comments on concerns and then also three things that I think that we’re doing very well that as a community that you can take with you and pass on to others.

The first thing I want to mention is Statutory Rape and I think it’s a real big issue, not only here in Barrow, but all across rural Alaska.  In talking to some of our Youth Counselors, we believe there is as many twelve rapes a month here in Barrow.  A lot of times we don’t here about the rape being reported because it’s associated with drug or alcohol use; it’s associated with other behaviors.  It’s happening in a house; a child is in a house and probably should not be there unsupervised, et cetera, et cetera.  You know the stories.  You’ve heard them.

But we really believe it’s a huge issue and I’m forgetting the number.  But I’m thinking that there’s close to a dozen young ladies?  Close to a dozen young ladies who are twelve to fourteen years old who are pregnant right now because of men nineteen and older.  And so I think it’s a real huge issue that needs to be addressed.  And just—The more attention it gets, the better because we’re doing some things about it, but we want to work together with you all across the Slope to do more.
The second thing I want to talk about is Sentences; either the numbers of reduced, dismissed sentences or times served.  Those kinds of things.  

As I’ve talked with our Counselors; our Behavioral Health Clinicians, our Substance Abuse Counselors -- it’s a reoccurring issue that comes up when doing assessments.  Okay.  You’ve had DV; you’ve had sexual assault; you’ve had this and this and this.  And when we look at the sentences, it’s apparent to us that a lot of them are either dismissed or reduced or this or that or the other thing.  
So that’s an issue that I wish that you all would look at and not only here in the North Slope, but also Statewide because we understand that that’s happening in other places.  

It sends a real clear message to the perpetrators though that crime does pay.  But from a therapeutic stand point, what you’re actually doing is you’re keeping somebody therapeutically accountable when they do serve their time and when they are—there are consequences to actions.

The third thing I want to mention just briefly and I’m not sure where it falls with you all is Community Residential Centers/Halfway Houses.  We have a CRC; six bed facility here in Barrow.  But we’re closing it this next year because we can’t afford to keep it open.  The State only gives us $75 dollars a day to keep the six beds funded.  It costs—its $180,000 a year; that’s a little change.  But it costs us $425,000 just to put the minimal staff and package.  We’ve had requests to drop from two staff on at all times down to one staff.  That’s reasonable to us.  Its six beds.  It’s been denied because the Department of Corrections says that you must have two on at all times.  But we also have our two requests in to increase our bed capacity from six beds to twelve beds.  

At twelve beds, we could almost keep it—It’s almost paying for itself.  But it does a couple of things.  One, it keeps men and women in the community; children, fathers, husbands, uncles.  You get the idea.  And therapeutically, that’s incredible.  They get to their appointments; they’re successful with substance abuse treatment; with mental health treatment.  

We have a batterer’s intervention class.  They’re successful going through these things.  We’ve had about 45 different men through the program last year.  We stayed at about 90% occupancy and these men provide about three thousand hours of community service so it’s an advantage to them; to the community and for the future generations.  
I want to mention three things that are going very well that this community does that I think other communities can do.  And I think we cooperate with one another, as you see here, there are members of the tribal organizations, tribal governments, the North slope Borough, the Police Department, Health Department, other Departments, the City Council.  We work together very well.  

And there are a couple of ways we do that.  We have a Wellness Coalition that meets monthly.  We talk about the negative issues.  For example, next month is child abuse awareness month; sexual assault awareness month.  But we promote wellness and the activities that we pursue as a coalition.  We work together on any number of partnerships.  You’ve heard testimony from the Native Village already – ICAS.  But we work together with ASNA; with Mike and others.  We work together on case plans.  We work together on future planning.  We talk about the things that we’re able to do right now and what you are able to do.  We’re working together.  And it does work when you work together.

And I think the third thing that’s come out of that is the innovative services.  As counselors, when we are seeing someone, we do an assessment, we create a treatment plan.  We’re doing the same thing for our community.  We’re doing assessments on our community.  These are the community needs and this is the plan.  So we’ve come up with some innovative services; gathering place, club house for the seriously mentally ill.  We have Inupiat teens taking control, which is sort of a juvenile self-governance model for fourteen to eighteen year olds.  We saw there was a need there.  We met the need.
Now we saw that there was a need for nineteen to twenty-five year olds.  We’re meeting that need.  Now we’re starting to look at that eight to twelve year olds.  And that’s our next step.  And so working together with the Native Village and others; we’re meeting the needs as they come up one by one.

I appreciate you all being here.  I thank you for coming up and for listening to us.  Thank you.  

BURGESS:
Thank you.  Any questions?   I had just a couple.  You mentioned—I don’t know if you said trend or not, but you certainly—That was what I took from it – of reduced sentences; dismissals or time served on certain crimes and I think it was probably linked to some of the statutory rape cases or what was it linked to specifically?

GEORGE:
I’m becoming much more aware of it because I supervise the folks that do the assessments; the counselors.  And I’ve been acting clinical director a number of times so that’s where I become more aware of it.  

In regard to Statutory Rape, I can’t comment accurately.  So….

BURGESS:
I guess when you say the—I take it you were expressing concerns about reduced sentences.  

GEORGE:
Correct.

BURGESS:
Is it for any specific type of crime?  Or is it just crime in general?

GEORGE:
I would say crime in general, but particularly for substance abuse related crimes.

BURGESS:
For substance abuse crimes.

GEORGE:
Correct.

BURGESS:
Okay.  And have you talked to anybody within the Court system about the reasons for that?  Is it lack of resources?  Overcrowding?  New sentencing policies?  
GEORGE:
I hesitate to speak for the Court system.  However we have discussed the issue with them.  We’ve had some very good meetings with them and I think we’ve come to some understandings both ways of how it’s a concern to us and again, I use the term therapeutic/accountability.  But also understanding from their side of—and again I’m paraphrasing.  I’m not speaking for the court and I don’t intend to be.  
But there’s a concern about sending people out simply to lock them up only to return without any change and how the family does not benefit from them being away and its actually in many times hurt because lack of income and it’s a family loss whether its therapeutic or not; that there’s a loss that’s experienced when somebody’s incarcerated for a long period time.  

BURGESS:
And I was encouraged to hear about your cooperative efforts to promote wellness.  Along those lines—Are there anything specifically  that you’re doing to highlight sort of the first concern you raised, which was the Statutory Rape problem which is also not unrelated to subsistence abuse.  What’s being done in that area?
GEORGE:
Well we’ve been partnering between two organizations that I believe you’re going to hear later…..

BURGESS:
Okay.

GEORGE:
…from our Women’s Shelter and who can speak more on that issue.  
But our Women’s Shelter has worked closely with our children’s shelter and they’ve also worked closely with our Behavioral Health Program.  
We have a clinician now over at our Women’s Shelter so we have clinical support there as well from a Master’s level clinician.  But we’re doing a lot more outreach and I think with the youth we’ve raised the issue.  We’ve done a lot of prevention work with them -- by remaining abstinence supporting them.  In their abstinence and their recovery, I think we’ve done a great job ____.  
We’ve helped refer, I would say, two dozen children last year off Slope to treatment.  We’ve provided after care for them when they returned.  So we’re looking at that.  We’ve given them a safe place to be and we’re also taking the reports of harm and funneling them very quickly to both the Police Department and the Office of Children’s Services.  

BURGESS:
Okay.  Thank you.  Did you have questions?  

SCHUBERT:
Actually you just addressed that I was going to ask whether there were reports of harm made.  And do you know whether any of the schools here discuss the whole issue of sexual assault and how it affects kids who—more than the three year age difference, even if they’re both minors.  Do you know if that’s ever taught within the community?  

GEORGE:
I don’t see anybody here at the moment from the School District, so I would hesitate to answer what the School District has in their curriculum.  
However I know that they do invite our Arctic Women in Crisis program to come in and speak and they speak about sexual assault; bullying; abuse.  They’ll speak to that.  But also our public health nurses have been invited into the schools to talk about the Baby Think It Over program and also to talk about abstinence and relationships; about date rape and those kinds of things.  So they’ve been fairly positive.  But we’ve also opened up in our new ___ Teens Taking Control—Our ITTC group.  We’ve covered those and I’m very proud of that group.  Its only a year old and we’ve already served over--150 different youth have been through there.  We average 70 a day.  And when you look at that age group, there’s only 300 total.  So we’re serving half the community and it’s a lot of the children who have dropped out of school that we’re providing specialized services for.  
So what we’re doing right now – a lot of good first, second and third steps.  I don’t think we’ve done everything we can, but I think we’re on the way.  
BURGESS:
Well thank you.  Thank you very much.  
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