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Thank you.  My name is John Sargent.  I’m the Grant Development Manager for the City of Bethel.  

I’m here to speak for the need for a new public safety building in Bethel.  I say public safety building because we envision a police department being in this building, Alaska State Troopers, Attorney General’s Office, Probation Officers, any other law enforcement agencies.  Maybe the FBI, TSA.  One big building.  The City’s willing to donate the land to make it work.  We have a real nice site picked out.  It’s large.  Up on a hill, real high.  

Our current police station is right next door, if you guys do have an opportunity before you leave, please take a tour.  Chief Dan Dudley will be glad to show you around or Lt. Ashay (phonetic).  

In Bethel, we have a population of 5,888 according to the State demographer.  The population fluctuates.  These are residents.  5,888.  Close to 6,000 residents that live here six months or more.  That population fluctuates.  This is a transient community.  People are coming in, coming out all the time.  They’ll come in and live here for six months; three months; five months.  They’ll live here for a year, but still claim their home resident in another village.  

The reason people continue to come to Bethel, a lot of them from other villages, we have jobs.  We have jobs every day.  If you’re willing to work, you can find a job to meet your needs in Bethel.  

Last year at this time, YKHC said they have a 110 job openings every day that they’re trying to fill.  All the way from administrative clerk to doctor.  The City has ten to fifteen jobs open every day.  These are just some of the bigger employers, not to mention the need for mechanics, laborers, construction help.  So people will continue to come to Bethel to get money.  They come in short term, make some money, go back out. 

Also they come into Bethel.  People move to Bethel to access friends, relatives, access to educational opportunities at the college here.  They come in on their way to Anchorage and stay for a few days in Bethel or on their way back, stay for a few days and head back to the village. 

We also have a big health center here; the hospital and government services.  Many reasons to draw people into Bethel.  

So we’re a hub community, but we’re a hub community where people stop, stay, work, live, party, recreate, get in trouble and the City of Bethel has to deal with it with our law enforcement.  

Our crimes as was mentioned, most of the time we deal with domestic violence, assault cases—hard core assault cases.  And some of those are related—most of them are related to alcohol.  Sexual abuse.  Some murder and suicide.  Many stolen four-wheelers, stolen snow machines and most of these are stolen for joy riding.  Young kids; young people.  People under the influence of alcohol and drugs will take them, steal them and trash them and leave them in the…..
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…the need for a police station.  Recently I had arranged for a tour for both newspapers to take a tour of the Bethel police station, so you should see articles in the Tundra Drums and the Delta Discovery from the results of their tour through our police station.

Our police station is in very poor condition.  It’s at least thirty years old.  It looks like a trailer on stilts.  You walk into the lobby.  You’ve got a little window with a little opening.  Bullet proof glass and right next to the bullet proof glass is a little sheet rock.  A normal wall.  The glass doesn’t do anything.  And there’s an opening where you can pass information and letters through.  
And there’s dispatchers in there that handle 911 calls and this is an important function that the Bethel police department has to handle.  And these are not just 911 calls for Bethel police, but after five o’clock, they do all the Trooper calls as well.  And the understanding is that the State’s about to mandate that Bethel act as a 911 center for the whole Region, so we could be serving 56 villages with 911 calls, which is a huge responsibility.  
We do have state of the art equipment, thanks to Homeland Security grants.  We’ve got technical—four computers for these dispatchers, but they’re in a crowded little space.  They’re in a little space with a little air conditioner because dust has a been a problem coming in the windows, coming in the facility and this sensitive computer equipment doesn’t do well with dust.  So they’re still vulnerable.  It’s still a hot, cramped, crowded building.  There’s storage problems.  

They can’t store evidence.  They have one indoor evidence room that’s jammed packed full of guns, alcohol, boxes.  There’s so much stuff in there you can hardly move around.  That’s the indoor storage that they have room for.  

We’re always going to have storage issues is because murder cases and death cases—the police department must store evidence FOREVER.  So we always will need storage space.  

And in Bethel we get twenty below, thirty below – extreme wind-chill.  You don’t want to take evidence – blood born evidence and put it outside.  Some of this evidence looses its ability to ever be useful to solve a crime when it’s stored at twenty below, thirty below in a freezer bin or a connex container.  So besides that one indoor storage, we’ve got an outdoor storage that’s totally susceptible to weather with a little pad lock, I think, keeping it in there with more boxes and boxes full and then another twenty foot connex full of more materials.  

And then they’ve got a bus barn across the street that has a little—each department – there’s nine different departments in the City.  Each department has a little fenced in area and things have gotten stolen out of there and that’s where they keep their four-wheelers and snow machines and other things that they confiscate.  

We need a new building in Bethel.  And this is not just a Bethel issue, this is a Regional issue. 

The newspaper used to publish, they don’t do it anymore, but here’s an article Guilty in the Courts.  They used to list everybody and all the crimes.  They used to list the cities, where they were from.  And as I recall, when they used to publish that information, its about eighty to eighty-five percent non-Bethel.  These are people visiting Bethel that commit the crimes that the Bethel City police have to deal with.  They’re not Bethelites.  People come into Bethel, they have a good time and it’s our resources that are at work helping to solve the problem.  

The building has sewage problems.  I mean backed up sewage where a part of the building becomes unusable because of the stench.  This is the situation; Bethel police officers __ dealing with.  They’ve been cited over the years for several OSHA violations.  They try to respond as the need arises.  
The squad room is four cubicles and we’ve got two to three officers sharing each desk.  So we’ve got papers that sometimes get misplaced.  Each officer has—Sometimes two officers have the same shift sharing the same desk trying to get reports done.  Trying to keep the data and records straight.  

The same four cubicle area; four cubicles in a little hallway is where they process the DUI cases.  So we’ve got a drunk person being processed with another officer trying to type a report and not distract and disturb.  We’ve got computer equipment, office equipment, staplers, all these things that could be used as weapons. I mean the ideal environment to process a DUI case is a plain simple room where the person can yell and scream all he or she wants, but can’t grab something or cause a distraction and interrupt—Our officers are at risk.  They’ve got to be highly vigilant and be very careful when they process these people over there.

The new building that we envision could be a training center for VPSO’s.  Right now I think they train in Sitka or Fairbanks.  Why not in Bethel?  I mean it would save the State a lot of money if we had a training facility here for the whole Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta.  

Not just VPSO training to be certified to be VPSO’s.  But we could offer fire arms training on separate classes.  One day, two day, three day classes.  And our officers here—We have some qualified people that can teach fire arms training.  Protective gear.  How to use certain instruments.  How to use pepper spray.  There’s all these different kinds of training that we can conduct.  

Another big problem that we face is retention and recruitment of officers.  It’s a huge problem in Bethel, in any agency and almost any business.  Retention and recruitment.  But when we’re talking about law enforcement officers, its very serious.  And right now, we’re at a crisis situation.  We’ve got two administrative personnel, the chief and a lieutenant and fourteen officers under them.  Six vacancies of those fourteen.  We’re going to lose another one in a week and a half.  That’s going to be seven.  We’re fifty percent down in our police officers right now.  The lieutenant can’t do lieutenant work and the chief can’t do chief work because they’re on the streets doing patrols because that’s where the need is in our community.  Responding to those 911 calls.  Responding to those domestic violence calls.  Helping somebody not get assaulted any worse.
So the new building would help retention and recruitment of our officers. 

Chief Ben Dudley was out of town for the last two days and he was trying to make it in for this testimony, he’s out at a recruitment seminar trying to recruit officers and he showed me the flyer that he had.  It’s a nice picture of Bethel.  He can’t put a picture of the police station on there because he’s too embarrassed.  He’s ashamed of our own police station.  He said, that won’t sell anybody.  That’ll turn them away.  

His main selling point is you get a lot of experience real fast.  Come to Bethel.  We’ll teach you how to get five years of experience in one. And so that’s the draw to get officers here.  We pay $40,000.  $39,000—Almost $40,000 a year starting salary.  That’s not enough.  A real high cost of living in Bethel.  A new police station would help in that regard.  

Commissioner Tandeske supports this idea.  He was out here at the Chamber of Commerce lunch and I talked to him personally.  He said it’s a great idea.  Why shouldn’t the Troopers who are – his words, burgeoning for space out there near the airport, why don’t you guys get together.  So Tandeske supports it.  

Trooper people—The highest ranking Trooper in Bethel is open to the idea.  Very interested.  I asked him if we moved the public safety building closer to town and farther away from the airport, would that really be an issue with you not being able to jump on a plane.  He said, no.  It takes a while to fuel the plane, de-ice the plane, get the plane ready.  And extra five minutes to get to a plane, is not that big of a deal for the State Troopers. They don’t have to be right next to the airport.  

And our location might lend itself to the use of a float plane right on the river because our location is right on the river and its possible that that could be good for Troopers.

So the city has the land.  We need a new public safety building.  We’ve tried this several times over the years.  I’m relatively new working for the City, but my goal is to make this happen in my tenure.  Thank you very much.
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