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Home> Should Alaska’s VPSOs be armed to protect themselves, their communities?

Bryce Edgmon
September 13, 2013
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On April 4 during this year’s legislative session I introduced a bill to authorize
Village Public Safety Officers (VPSOs) to carry firearms. Less than three
weeks before HB199 was read across the House, the VPSO in Manokotak,
a village just 20 air miles from my hometown of Dillingham, was shot to
death in the line of duty.
The officer’s name was Thomas Madole. He was a 54-year-old former
pastor who took the job in Manokotak in 2011 because he wanted to help
Bush communities at the grassroots level. I’ve been told that because of his
warmth and his obvious goodwill, many Manokotak residents considered
Officer Madole family.
Along with many people across Alaska, I was deeply upset by his death.
However, I thought very carefully before putting forward HB199. As
chairman of Finance budget subcommittees for both the Department of
Public Safety and the Department of Corrections, I have long understood
that our best investments are in preventing crime rather than responding
after the fact. I know guns will not solve the many problems that contribute to
violence in our communities, but as I told friends and colleagues back in
April, I don’t think it’s fair or reasonable to continue to ask these first
responders to walk unarmed into situations that pose such obvious dangers,
and if allowing VPSOs to carry firearms will result in a modest deterrent to
behavior in our villages that leads to tragedy, it must be done.
Thomas Madole was not the first VPSO to lose his life in the line of duty. I’ve
not forgotten the 1986 slaying of VPSO Ronald Zimin, who was shot as he
responded to a domestic violence call in South Naknek, a village also not far
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from my hometown on Bristol Bay. And the Department of Public Safety has
records of dozens of physical attacks on village officers, some of them lifethreatening. These officers work often without backup in remote locations
where a call to the Alaska State Troopers can mean hours before help
arrives.
I want to note that HB199 does not require VPSOs be armed. Instead, it
gives the VPSO program that option by stating that officers who meet
minimum training standards may not be prohibited from carrying firearms. In
drafting the legislation, we consulted closely with Public Safety
Commissioner Joe Masters 121, himself a former VPSO who cares deeply
about the program.
The choice the bill provides is important. While the state funds the VPSO
program and the Department of Public Safety provides officers training and
administrative support, Alaska’s regional Native associations actually hire
the officers and work with the communities where they are posted. Many
communities have welcomed the option for firearms, while a few have
expressed reservations. The wishes of individual communities must be
respected, and everyone involved must have a thorough understanding of
the issues surrounding arming these officers.
On Sept. 26, the Legislative Information Office in Anchorage will conduct a
hearing so major stakeholders can give these matters careful consideration.
Officials from every regional Native association in the state have been
invited, as have active VPSOs, officials from the Department of Public
Safety, the Alaska Native Justice Commission, and other state legislators.
The 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. meeting will be streamed via the Web on
http://alaskaleqislature.tv/ [3. If your community has a local Legislative
Information Office, you can also watch there.
Everyone who has been invited to attend shares my desire not only to better
protect our VPSOs but also to make communities safer. Ultimately, this
hearing is about improving the well being of all rural Alaskans. I’m confident
there is widespread support for that goal.
Rep. Bryce Edgmon (D-Dillinyham) is chairman of the House Bush Caucus
and represents communities from the Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers south
across Bristol Bay and east to the shores of Cook Inlet.
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FAX NO. 19074654779

Mobaei McCarthy
P.O. Box 957
Hoitct, AK 99603
901-233-597
October 15, 2013
Representtve Dryco Edgmon
Captftol Roam 410
Juneau, AK. !19801
Dear Representative Edgnion

RE: House BUt 199 “..albwlng village public saMy officers to catty fitetmC

I am a retlmd Aldcan law eaftwcemen: officer with 25 yest of combined experience in Oregon and Alaska
and hold. Master’s Degree In Adminiantion of Crlnihial Justice. 1 retired &om the KoWak City Pollee
Deparunont üi 1991. I was employed as a No*th Slope Borougi Public SaMy Officer from 1987w 1989
Owing that time I was assIgned to work to all but two of the North Slope Borough villages. I have seem
thu band some of the wont things that ace person can do to another human bel*
Recently, I visited with retired Kodiak Police ChloI’T.C, Kamal, who just took on the job Coordinator of
of
Village Public Safety Officers for the Kodiak Area Native Association in Kodiak. We discussed House
Bill 199 and the aiming of VPSO’s. He related to me that seine Village Public Safety Officen do riot want
to be armed because ft will change the relvlnn.blp die Individual officer has with his whet villag
population. IwidentajdQucancetobcne4bwnIacelr,theBJfloffentheo
pibatobelawfisfly
armed, provided the ,onaoring Native Corpotatlon agrees to certain training standards for
Its Village
PnUc Salèty Officers.

The men presence of an aimed Village Public Safely Officer is often enough to diffuse a*uatioii without
the tool of deadly force being deployed. Given that the presence of drugs anile, alcohola an usually the hid
for domestic violence and that assaults on law enforcement officers has increased in
recant times It is only

reasonable to allow the inning of Village Public Safety olficers. I fishy support fIB 19%
Sincerely,

MIchael McCarthy

P. 01

uz(6s11di4

85:53

967—453-5486

414.

Kathie Wasserman
February 3, 2014
Representative Gabrielle LeDoux
Representative Ben Nageak
House C&RA Committee
Dear Committee Members,
RE: HB 199
I am writing this letter as a private citizen and
NOT as the Executive Director of the Alaska
Municipal League. My organization has not taken
However, it i something I feel very strongly abou a formal stand on this bill, as of yet.
t.
I have served a number of terms as Mayor in
two
were active In the VPSO program. While sewi different remote, small communities which
with the VPSO program, which Included work ng in the first community, my husband worked
ing at the Alaska Law Enforcement Academy in
Sitka end taming VPSOs.
There has been a certain reluctance to spen
see that VPSOs are armed. However, thered the extra training time and Insurance money 10
has not been a reluctance to send these people
to a gun fight armed with a stick.
Public safety is one of the unarguabla tenets of gove
rnment. To think that we would attempt to
save money by requiring VPSOs, sewing
alone and far from back-up help, into dangerous
situations, Is deplorable.
I have heard the argument that VPSOs don’t
have the proper training. Then, we need to give
them the proper framing.
VPSOs are expected to respond to state felon
ies.
do as much as possible to see that they do not becoThey should, therefore, expect the State to
me one of the victims.
The VPSO program is a wonderful concept. But,
have been required to do their job with less and It has been broken for many years as VPSOs
less equipment and training. It is time for us to
changethat.
I would ask that you pass HR 199 out of committe
e. Thank you.
Sincerely,
a
Kathie Wasserman

S ‘t-c rn ori

el/el

Timothy Clark
From:
Sent
To:
Subject:

Timothy Clark
Thursday November 21, 2013 10:30 AM
1
Timothy Clark
FW: Arming VPSOs

Forwarded message
From: Robert Claus <bobclaus2lme.com>
Date: I’ue, Sep 17, 2013 at 5:27 PM
Subject: Arming VPSOs
To: Jonathan Kreiss-tomkins <jonathan.s.ktgmail.com>

I have strong reservations about this bill and proposal based on my Trooper career arid 18 years of being a
VPSO oversight trooper.

1.
VPSOs are not subject to the same type of background investigations or selective interviews that other law
enforcement officers are. Frankly, most of the VPSOs I worked with were not hireable as police officers in the
State of Alaska-intelligence, literacy, physical condition, education, background problems are the issues. These
fiaws(350 pound man who cannot get in and out ofa car quickly or wear a gun belt) are overlooked for other
qualities they bring to the job. The arming of VPSOs will not make them more highly qualified or give them
better judgement. They were hired with the understanding that they were not to have hill pojice powers, and the
quality of person hired is not up to snuff. Highly selectively recruited Iroopers have had serious criminal
problems in the villages as they dealt with being the lone man with a badge and a gun-we want to put folks out
there with weaker backgrounds and qualifications?
2.
The three headed management structure of the VPSO program means that each VPSO has three bosses-the
State Trooper overseeing his law enforcement duties, the City or tribal entity setting his work schedule and
providing day to day input, and the Native Corporation signing his checks. A smart VPSO figures out quickly
how to play one ofTthe other, and essentially is responsible to no one. ‘[‘his is not a good situation to put an
armed individual in. Who would set the rules for armed action: the experts at DPS? the risk managers for the
city or tribe? The out of touch Native Corporation bosses? The bill does not address that,
The VPSO program is trying to do law enforcement on the cheap in the villages, providing a level of
3.
service that would he unacceptable anywhere else in Alaska by people who are unqualified to work anywhere
else in Alaska. Arming them adds to the discrimination prohlem of disparate services by race and region; it does
not resolve that problem. If people want professional level police services in rural AK, hire more Troopers. If
not, we end up with a race to the bottom-creating a sub-class of police officers for the villages alone.

The arming of VPSOs will turn every conflict they are in to an armed one. Every tight becomes a gunfight
4.
because they brought the gun. I believe that will increase the numbers of shootings in the villages, not decrease
them.

Contact PSEA in Anchorage for more details if interested.

•2!
-,

-

TANANA CHIEFS CONFERENCE
Executive Board of Directors
Resolution No. 2014- 01

VILLAGE PUBLIC SAFETY OFFICER FIREARMS LEGISLATION
WHEREAS, Tanana Chiefs Conference (TCC) represents the 42 federally recognized
tribes of the interior region; and
WUEREAS, TCC serves our tribes through the Village Public Safety Officer (VPSO)
Program; and,
WHEREAS, TCC employs VPSOs who respond to some of the most dangerous and
violent situations in Alaska, are on call 24 hours a day in remote villages
without backup and are the “First Responders of the Last Frontier”; and,
WHEREAS, We recognize chat our VPSOs are providing a valued and growing public
safety riced with emergency response to the increasing level of violent
crime in the state, with a steady increase of assaults on officers and the
risks associated with the VPSO mission; and
WHEREAS, TCC supports our officer’s safety and the evolution of the VPSO program
to better to serve the public’s safety needs of our State, communities,
employees and families; and
WHEREAS, TCC supports increasing the safety of VPSOs and commends the State of
Alaska for recognizing the need for improved safety measures through
legislation to ann VPSOs for their safety and the safety of our
communities; and

NOW TIIEREF’ORE BE IT RESOLVED TCC urges the State of Alaska, Department
of Public Safety to advance public safety services through increased VPSO
standards by requiring all armed VPSOs meet a physical and menlai
fitness standard pre-hire through a standardized screening pmcess and
receive a high level of training to best serve all Alaskans.
CERTifICATION
I hereby certify that (his resolution was duly passed by the Tamma Chiefs
‘‘i’nference Executive Board of Directors on
j 9 ,2014 at j
Alaska and a quorum was duly established.
-

“t 2’2$L4
Pot McCarty, Secrctaryri’reasurer

Nancy Manly
From:
Sent:
To:
Subject:

Mike Coons <rncoons@mtaonline.net>
Sunday, February 09, 2014 11:34 AM
Nancy Manly
My first letter pertaining to HB 199,

Nancy, my latest letter on HB 199 is in the basis documents. My first letter and thus my verbal testimony snot
however, Please add this to the Basis Documents so all my views are respresented. I will be testifying using
the second
letter on Tuesday morning. It would be nice for the representatives to know how my concerns have evolved
prior to
testimony.
Thanks so much.
Mike Coons
745-6779
My name is Mike Coons from Lazy Mountain, Palmer area,
lam former Alaska State Defense Force Constable, a retired Paramedic and
former armed Security Officer with the USAF Security Forces at JBER. I
have seen and worked with a VPSO and the Hooper Bay police. worked in Allakaket as a Paramedic for the
better part
of a year and a half. As a Constable, I was at Hooper Bay for 3 months working with the Hooper Bay
Police Department.
The concept of VPSO’s and police in small villages like Hooper Bay has definite pro’s and con’s. While
at Allekaket we
had several cases of domestic violence situations with the criminal subject armed, mainly with a rifle, shooting
up girl
friends homes. In one occasion we had several people shooting up the village and specifically destroying NC
Price
equipment and property. In all cases the Alaska State Troopers were called Into stop the criminal activity
and make the
arrest. The VPSO at the tIme was unable to do much since he was unarmed and not allowed to use
deadly force.
Fortunately, nobody was seriously injured or died. Of a greater problem though was that the Fairbanks Judges
kept
letting these people out on bail, returned to the village and the same problem happened over and over again,
We need
to address criminal behavior and lenient Judges who put others in remote villages at increasing risk over that
of just
arming VPSO’s, This same situation with the judges was the same at I-looper Bay as well.
At I-looper aay, although we as Constables were armed when we went, we seldom carried
at the request of the Police
Chief. Good verbal skills defused all but one situation and the State Troopers were called for
in
a barricaded person with
a firearm, resolved without injury. The Police Chief had an excellent department and with the proper
training of this
officers I believe those Officers wouid have done well being armed, mainly because of the excellent
supervisory aspects
of the Police Chief. This situation is different from single VPSO’s without direct supervision
like at Hooper Bay.
From what I saw and experienced of the culture, most of the issues were alcohol related
with people wanting to fight
occasionally. Anytime an Officer carries a firearm, it just isn’t training, but a mindset and
judgment that must come into
play. Of paramount importance is the mindset that if the occasion were to arise that deadly
force was necessary, does
that Officer have the mental ability to do so. Some may, some may not. I agree that
there are times where a VPSO
needs to be armed to protect others as wefl as himself. However, the arming of VPSO’s
should be based on a host of
factors and judgment by those State Troopers over-seeing the VPSO’s. Those factors
range from the village culture, size
and past criminal problems to a solid subjective and objective review of each VPSO.
This should not be a blanket decision and the Commissioner must have the
ability to determine on a case by case basis if
and whom the VPSO’s are to be armed and under what guidelines
circumstance
and
s, I do belief that HB

199 is taking this to a better level due to a need for the public and VPSO safety.
Mike Coons
Lazy Mountain, Palmer Alaska
745-6779

Using Opera’s mail client: http://www.opera.com/mail/

2

iODIfl
REA

Rezanol Drive Vas
Kodiak, Alaska 99615
Phone 9074860800
xnvwkana\vcborg

ASSOCIATION
February 3, 2014
The Honorable Gabrielle Lefloux
State Capitol Room 416
Juneau AK, 99801

Dear Representative Lefloux:
The Kodiak Area Native Association [hereinafter “KANA”] supports in principal the
proposal to change regulations related to arming Village Public Safety Officers [hereinafter
,‘vpS0’,l.
But arming our VPSO’s is only one aspect of protecting the public safety. We must ensure
that we have only the most qualified and competent individuals charged with protecting
our rural communities.
For example, the basic standards for a VPSO requires them to be free from a mental or
emotional condition that would adversely affect their performance of an essential job
function. In truth, no non-profit corporation is funded to conduct psychological
assessments ofany VPSO candidate at the present time.
We believe that performing psychological assessments on VPSOs, who are to be armed, is
the only way to guarantee that they will meet the basic standards for mental and emotional
fitness.
The rural community members on and around Kodiak Island, as well as elsewhere in the
State, deserve well-trained, well-equipped and well-supported officers who are able to
effectively perform their duties,
While we support the principal proposed in this legislation, we respectfully requests that
you provide appropriate funding to effectuate the goals and intent of this legislation.
Respectfully submitted,

a/L.

KODIAK AREA N

Charles

IVE ASSOCIATION

amai, Program Coordinator

Serving the communities of Akhiok
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Karluk

•

Kodiak

•

Larsen Bay

•

Old Harbor
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•

Port Lions
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February 25, 2014

The Honorable Bryce Edgmon
Alaska House of Representatives
120 4th Street
State Capitol Rm 410
Juneau, AK 99801
Dear Representative Edgmon:
On behalf of the Alaska Peace Officers Association (APOA), I am writing
to express a “no action” decision from our organization regarding HB 199,
‘An Act relating to Department of Public Safety regulations allowing
village public safety officers to carry firearms.”
The APOA Board of Directors recently reviewed this proposed legislation
along with SB 98 and evaluated a survey from which over 100 of our
members who are actively engaged in law enforcement responded with a
wide range of diverse views and opinions. Safety of the VPSO while on
duty is of major concern however appropriate training and standards are
at the forefront. While conceptually, there is broad support from our
organization to authorize the arming of VPSO, there is also strong
sentiment that any such measure must include significant screening,
training and qualification standards. Since those elements are not
present, we cannot support this measure in its current form.
Please contact the APOA office in Anchorage at 277-0515, if there is
anything our organization can do to assist you in your work for our state.
Sincerely,

Brad Johnson
State President
P0 Box 240106
Anchorage, AK 99524

(907)277-0515
(907)272-5355 fax

email: apoagci.net
www.apoaonhne.org

