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ACTI ON NARRATI VE

3:30:11 PM

CHAIR PETER M CCICHE called the Senate Conmmunity and Regional
Affairs Standing Conmttee neeting to order at 3:30 p.m Present
at the call to order were Senators G essel, Egan, Bishop, and
Chair M cci che.

SB 98- VPSO FI REARMS

CHAIR M CCI CHE announced that the only order of business would
be SB 98. He noted it was the second hearing on the bill.

DAVID SCOIT, Staff for Senator Donny dson, Alaska State
Legi sl ature, Juneau, Al aska, presented information on SB 98 on
behal f of the sponsor. He explained that the bill provides that
Village Public Safety Oficers (VPSO could be equipped wth
firearns if they neet training standards set by the Departnent
of Public Safety. The option to arm a VPSO would be up to the
community and the VPSO coordinator. In nost cases the VPSO
coordinator is a regional non-profit organization; in one case
it is the Northwest Arctic Borough.
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MR. SCOIT recapped the stakeholder neeting that was held |ast
fall. It was attended by six legislators and Conmm ssioner Joe
Masters and former-Comm ssioner Walt Mnagan, both who spoke in
support of SB 98. He related that the nost meani ngful testinony
at the neeting cane fromthe widow of a slain VPSO, Ms. Madol e.
Also attending were several VPSO coordinators from Southeast
Al aska, Tlingit & Haida, Alaska Village Council Presidents,
Kawer ak, Inc., Northwest Arctic Borough, and other entities, al
who spoke in support of the bill. Seven or eight VPSOs attended,
shared personal stories about the increase in violence 1in
vill ages, and spoke in support of SB 98.

CHAIR M CCICHE asked if a vote was taken or if there was group
consensus.

MR SCOIT said there was no vote, but the consensus was
overwhel m ng i n support.

3:34:32 PM

COLONEL JAMES COCKRELL, Director, Al aska State Troopers & Al aska
Wldlife Troopers, presented information about the Village
Public Safety O ficer (VPSO program

COLONEL COCKRELL began with a video entitled "First Responders
of the Al aska Frontiers - VPSO "

3:52:22 PM

COLONEL COCKRELL presented the VPSO budget. He noted from FY 10
on, the Governor's commtnment in the form of increased funding
for VPSO presence is apparent. The current anmount of the budget
is $16.5 mllion, which includes about $14 mllion to grantees
and $2 million to run the program

He said the VPSO grantees consist of ten non-profit
organi zations. He showed a map where they are I|ocated. The
bi ggest concentration of VPSGs is in the Yukon- Kuskokwi m Delt a.

He showed a graph of non-profit FY 2014 grant awards. The anount
of the grant is dictated by the |location and size of village, as
well as areas with the highest incidence of public safety
i nci dents.

He reported that in FY 2014 there were 121 VPSO positions.
Currently, 88 of those positions are filled. The |argest nunber
of VPSCs at any tinme was 101. The current turnover rate is about
33 percent.
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CHAIR M CClI CHE asked if that is annually.

COLONEL COCKRELL said yes. The 101 peak was in June or July and
now there are only 88.

3:55:12 PM

He related that VPSOs service 69 communities and rover VPSGCs
stationed in hubs service several villages. The rover turnover
rate is much | ess.

SENATOR BI SHOP asked if the turnover rate was 33 percent.
COLONEL COCKRELL said yes.

SENATOR Bl SHOP asked if an exit review is held and whether there
is alist of reasons for |eaving.

COLONEL COCKRELL offered to provide that information by area. He
summari zed that part of it is lack of support and housing in the
villages. Many positions are lost due to violations of the
nonprofit's policies or of the |aw

3:57:10 PM
SENATOR d ESSEL asked why the North Sl ope has no VPSCs.

COLONEL COCKRELL replied that they have their own police
depart nment.

He showed a video called "Service to Communities"” which depicts
the various roles VPSGs play in the community.

3:59: 58 PM

CHAIR MCCICHE commented that VPSGs are uniquely qualified
individuals. He did not know how villages could be nanaged
wi t hout the VPSO program

COLONEL COCKRELL agreed. He concluded that the VPSO program is
critical to the Alaska State Troopers' mssion. He spoke of
several recent events where the VPSO was able to secure the
scene until troopers arrived in the village. It has taken nore
than a day for troopers to respond to the nost recent hom cides
due to weather. He spoke highly of the VPSO program

4:01: 43 PM
CHAI R M CCl CHE opened public testinony.

SENATE CRA COW TTEE -4- February 13, 2014



SERGEANT CHRIS G FFORD, President, Juneau Policy Departnent
Enpl oyees Associ ati on, Muni ci pal Chapter President, Publ i c
Safety Enployee Association, Juneau, Al aska, voiced concerns
about SB 98. He agreed that there is a very real problem with
the level of |aw enforcenment service available to rural Al aska
State Troopers have been inadequately staffed in rural areas for
many years. The two bills regarding VPSOs and firearns currently
before the legislature are an obvious effort to begin to address
this problem However, before sinply providing a handgun and a
m nimal amount of training to the VPSO they should have the
skills necessary to reasonably carry a firearm and make the
deci sion when to use, or not to use, deadly force.

SERGEANT G FFORD maintained that training VPSGs should begin
with the selection process. He related that Al aska has stringent
requirenents for nental conpetence, personal character, and
judgnment that a police officer nust neet in order to receive the
training necessary for police certification. Once these
selection criteria are net, the candidate enters a police
acadeny which includes 900 hours of police-specific training.
This is in contrast to the 600 hours a VPSO candi date receives.
He noted that VPSO training is not police specific. There are
many hours spent training to respond to fire enmergencies,
energency nedical services, search and rescue, and a mninal
amount of |aw enforcenent conpared to that of a police officer
trai nee.

He provided reasons for the extensive training requirenments to
recruit police officers and troopers. They wll subject their
agencies to the highest level of civil liability within their
organi zati ons, whether that be nunicipal or state government.
The failure to adequately train a law enforcenent officer,
subjects that organization to even greater liability after a
deadly force event. This is why nost police agencies spend a
great deal of tinme training their officers on a continual basis.

He voiced concern that an inadequate selection process and an

i nadequate level of training will amount to increased liability
to the corporations who enploy the VPSOs. Rural Al askans wll be
provided for, wth all intents and purposes, wth a police
officer who is not hired and trained to the standards of other
police officers in the state. He suggested inproving the bill by

requiring arned VPSOs to be subjected to sanme standards of
hiring and training and probation as other Alaska police
of ficers.

4:05:19 PM
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SENATOR EGAN asked if the training should be held at the Sitka
Acadeny.

SERGEANT G FFORD said yes, or sonmething equivalent to the
training offered there. He pointed out that the standards are
set by the Alaska Police Standards Council. He nmaintained that a
gun-carrying VPSO should be answerable to the sane standards as
any other police officer.

4:06: 07 PM

SENATOR G ESSEL stated that SB 98 is a permissive bill. It says
"may not prohibit VPSGCs from carrying a hand gun." She suggested
that the corporation that hires VPSGs could require higher
standards than the bill. Because there is additional liability,
it is likely that additional training will be asked for by the
peopl e hiring VPSGCs.

MR. G FFORD renmarked that that puts the state in a position of
trusting corporations to do that. He suggested that the state
set standards that are enforceable.

CHAIR M CCI CHE commented that the VPSO is often the only person
not carrying a weapon in a state where it is legal to carry
firearns.

4:07:31 PM
CHARLES KAMAI, JR, VPSO Coordinator, Kodiak Area Native
Associ ation, Kodiak, Alaska, testified in support of SB 98. He

shared his history on the Kodiak Police Force, including the
role of Chief of Police, and on the Al aska Police Standards
Council. He said he currently works for the Kodiak Area Native

Association as the VPSO Coordinator. He opined that Al aska and
the Kodiak Area Native Association have the duty to ensure that
the nost conpetent and qualified people to protect conmunities
are enployed. Changing the regulations to allow VPSGCs to be
armed should go hand in hand with changing the process for
vetting candidates to ensure their personal safety, as well as
the community's safety.

He said, currently, the basic standards for VPSGs require them
to be from"free of a nental or enotional condition"” that would
adversely affect their performance of an essential job function.
He opined that VPSCs should be required to conplete a
psychol ogi cal assessnent equivalent to that which is required
for Alaska State Troopers and Mini ci pal Law Enforcenent
Oficers. This would be a successful strategy to mitigate future
potential clains regarding negligent hiring and training, and
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others. He requested that the commttee not nove the bill unti
it includes provisions for an expanded vetting process that
i ncl udes psychol ogi cal assessnents.

4:10: 33 PM

JODY POTITS, VPSO & VPSO Coordinator, Tanana Chiefs Conference
Fai rbanks, Al aska, testified in support of additional screening
for VPSGs. She shared her experience as a child in a village
wth a VPSO and as a VPSO She said the increase in crine and
violence in villages requires an update in the concept of the
VPSO program Changes need to be nmade to protect the safety of
the VPSGs and of the communities.

She stated that a new screening process consisting of a physical
test and a nental test should be given. She said she has no
issue with the training she received at the Departnment of Public
Safety Acadeny, but believes nore training is needed if VPSGCs
are going to be arned. She suggested the fiscal note be anended
to include funds for a screening process. She predicted there

wll be fewer turnovers with a better screening process.
4:15:57 PM

CHAI R M CCl CHE cl osed public testinony.

4:16:22 PM

CHAI R M CCI CHE announced the conmittee will stand at ease.
4:18:43 PM

CHAI R M CCl CHE reconvened the neeting and asked Col onel Cockrel
hi s thoughts about drafting adequate regul ati ons going forward.

COLONEL COCKRELL stated that he has no doubt that the firearns
training wll be structured right. He said he has ful
confidence in the Departnment of Public Safety Acadeny and the
current Trooper training program He pointed out that VPSGCs
currently can be arned, just not with a hand gun.

He said he believes a VPSO who carries a firearm should go
t hrough a psychol ogi cal evaluation. It is inportant to give DPS
the latitude and flexibility to draft regulations to neet the
uni queness of the VPSO program that safeguards VPSGCs and the
communities they serve. He stressed that he has full confidence
t he departnent can do so and address people's concerns.

CHAIR MCCICHE noted that regul ati ons adopt ed by the
Comm ssioner my not prohibit a village organization from
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allowing the VPSO to be arned, including additional training
requirenents.

COLONEL CORKRELL said that is correct.

4:21:28 PM

SENATOR G ESSEL agreed that the legislature should not
m cromanage regul ations. She said she trusts DPS to wite good,
conpr ehensi ve regul ati ons.

SENATOR BI SHOP pointed out that there is a 30-day review period
for regulations. The Comm ssioner has plenty of latitude "to
make it right."

CHAIR MCCICHE remnded the committee that the bill allows
trained VPSOs to carry firearms while on duty. Neither SB 98,
nor the new regul ations, requires VPSGCs to be arned. The Al aska
regional Native associations hire the officers and work with the
communities where they are posted. The w shes of individual
communities nust be respected and everyone involved nust have a
t horough understanding of issues surrounding armng these
of ficers.

COLONEL CORKRELL said DPS fully supports the bill.

CHAIR MCCICHE noted a further hearing in the Senate State
Affairs Conmttee.

4:23:33 PM

SENATOR G ESSEL noved to report SB 98, version 28-LS0754\ A, from
commttee with individual recomendations and attached fiscal
note. There being no objection, the notion carried.

4.:24:10 PM

There being no further business to conme before the commttee
adj ourned the Senate Community and Regional Affairs Commttee at
4:24 p. m
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