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H o u s e  e x te n d s  s ta te  
p a n e l  th a t  n e v e r  w a s
By LARRY PERSILY
THE A SSOC IA TED  PRESS

The Alaska State Fire Commis­
sion has no members, no budget 
and has never held a meeting. But 
that didn’t stop the House from 
voting Wednesday to extend the 
commission’s life through 1994.

Supporters said the commission 
is needed and deserves a chance to 
work. It is charged with establish­
ing a state master plan for fire pre­
vention and coordinating fire-relat­
ed programs.

The commission is required by 
law to hold quarterly meetings, but 
has never met since it was created 
four years ago. House Bill 482 
would reduce its costs by requiring 
only a single meeting each year, 
said Rep. Niilo Kopor.en, D-Fair- 
banks and the bill's prime sponsor.

Perhaps a lower price tag

would help the commission get 
started. Koponen said.

The House approved $58,500 for 
commission travel, a full-time 
staff assistant and other expenses. 
The bill passed 38-2 and will move 
to the Senate.

The commission’s predecessor 
was the state Task Force on Fire 
Prevention and Control, which was 
established by the Legislature in 
1980. The task force was terminat­
ed in 1983, but reappeared in 1984 
for 120 days, Koponen said.

The 1984 task force recommend­
ed creation of a permanent c o m­
mission, which the Legislature ap­
proved in 1986. Lawmakers provid­
ed the new commission with 
$180,000.

But Gov. Bill Sheffield blocked 
the money during the state’s 1986 
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budget crisis. He  did not appoint 
any members to the commission 
and it never met, Koponen said.

The 1987-88 Legislature tried 
but failed to find any money for the 
commission, which continued to 
exist only on paper. It will cease to 
exist as of June 30 unless the Sen­
ate agrees with the House action to 
extend the commission.

Reps. L y m a n  Hoffman, D-Beth- 
el, and Eileen MacLean, D-Bar- 
row, voted against the bill extend­

ing the commission.
“W e  have too man y  boards and 

commissions,” Hoffman said.
While Hoffman said he has 

nothing against the commission, he 
suggested that dropping it would 
constitute a good start at cutting 
the state budget.

Supporters said the commission 
is needed to coordinate all ele­
ments of fire service in the state, 
including code compliance, fire­
fighter training, education and in­
surance.



H- i 7 "X .----The latest joke from Juneau
MOST NEWS out of Ju ­

neau is depre^ ling. But not 
all of it.

We got g rea t am usem ent 
the o ther day from  the re ­
port that the House has 
voted to extend for ano ther 
y e a r  the life of the Alaska 
S ta te  F ire  Commission.

We had forgotten there  
w as such a  thing, if we ever 
knew in the  first place. But 
th a t’s all right. The com m is­
sion has no m em bers. The 
law  says it m ust m eet four 
tim es a  y e a r  — but there  has 
never been a  com m ission 
m eeting. And the law au­
thorizing this needless and 
useless thing has been on the 
books for four years.

Nobody has m issed it a t 
all.

But undaunted by all that, 
the House voted to renew  
the  com m ission for ano ther 
four y ears  — but only on a 
sem i-annual oasis this tim e 
around.

Not only that, the House 
bill authorizes $58,500 to fi­

nance travel by com mission 
m em bers and to pay for a 
full-time staff assistant.

The com edy of it all is that 
this thing sailed through the 
House on a  38-2 vote.

Why? Well, supporters 
said the com mission really is 
needed — and tha t it can  do 
a job prom oting fire safety, 
o r som ething like that.

T H E  WHOLE thing is a 
joke. It would be just an­
o ther w ay to spend money 
and to get som e political 
friends appointed to a  com ­
mission.

Bless D em ocratic Reps. 
Lym an Hoffman of Bethel 
and E ileen M acLean of B ar­
row, the only House m em ­
bers with the com mon sense 
to vote against this. “ We 
have too m any boards and 
com m issions,” Mr. Hoffman 
said.

If w e’re  lucky, the Senate 
will ag ree , and this nonsensi­
cal bit of business can  be 
confined to the trash  can 
w here it belongs.
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D e a r  E d i t o r ,

Y o u r  M a rc h  2 3  e d i t o r i a l  j e e r e d  t h e  A l a s k a  H ou s e  o f  
R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  f o r  e x t e n d i n g  t h e  A l a s k a  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n .  We
b e l i e v e  t h a t  i n  t h i , s . . . . i n s t a n c e  the. ̂ ,1 e g i  s  1 a t o r s  d e s e r v e d
c h e e r s  n o t  J e e r s  f o r  t h e i r  a c t i o n .
T h e  A l a s k a  F i r e  C o m m is s i o n  h a s  e x i s t e d  i n  name o n l y  f r o m  
i t ' s  i n c e p t i o n  b e c a u s e  f u n d i n g  w a s  d e l e t e d  f r o m  t h e  b u d g e t .  
W i t h o u t  f u n d i n g  t h e  C o m m is s i o n  w e n t  u n a p p o i n t e d .  The  
p r o b l e m s  t h a t  t h e  F i r e  C o m m is s i o n  w a s  c r e a t e d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  
h a v e  n o t  g o n e  a w a y .  " * . .

5 .. *'• y  _ ,

The  T a s k  F o r c e  on  F i r e  P r e v e n t i o n  a n d  C o n t r o l  r e p o r t e d  "T h e  
C o m m is s i o n  i s  n e e d e d  b e c a u s e — n o  s i n g l e  a g e n c y  o f  s t a t e  
g o v e r n m e n t  r e p r e s e n t s  a l l  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  f i r e  s e r v i c e  w h ic h  
i n c l u d e s  c o d e  c o m p l i a n c e ,  p l a n s  - ' r e v i e w ,  f i r e  t r a i n i n g ,  
p u b l i c  f i r e  e d u c a t i o n ,  i n s u r a n c e ,  w i l d l a n d s  f i r e s ,  a v i a t i o n  
a n d  m a r i n e  f i r e f i g h t i n g , -  l o c a l  f i r e :  d e p a r t m e n t s ,  i n a u s t r i a l  
f i r e  b r i g a d e s  a n d  m o r e . ,  . . T h o s e ,  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  F i r e  S e r v i c e  
r e p r e s e n t e d ;  b y  s t a t e  1 e v e  1-“..p r o g r a m s ,  a r e  a d m i n i s t e r e d  t h r o u g h  
d e c i s i o n s  m ade in  t h e  c o n t e x t r  o f . „~ ’i n d i  v i d u a  1 p r o g r a m s  a n d  
d e p a r t m e n t a l  ^ .g o a l  s  r a t h e r  - . t h a n  w i t h -  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  e n t i r e  
f i r e  s e r v i c e ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  T T t t T e *  c o o r d i n a t i o n  am ong  s t a t e  
f i r e - r e l a t e d  p r o g r a m s ,  a n d  e v e n  l e s s  c o o r d i n a t i o n  b e tw e e n  
s t a t e  p r o g r a m s  a n d  f e d e r a l '  a g e n c i e s - ,  l o c a l  g o v e r n m e n t s  a n d  
p r i v a t e  i n d u s t r y .  /  /  \ \
A l a s k a  h o l d s  t h e  d u b i o u s ' ” d T s T T n c T T o n  o f  h a v i n g  t h e  h i g h e s t  
f i r e  d e a t h  r a t e  i n  ^ i r e r ~ U r r h t ' e d * ' 1’S -ba t re sur >v'T he  U . S .  h a s  t h e  
h i g h e s t  f i r e  d e a t h  am ong  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  n a t i o n s .  T h e  F i r e  
C o m m is s i o n  i s  I n t e n d e d  t o  a d d r e s s  t h i s  p r o b l e m .

New F e d e r a l  s t a n d a r d s  a p p l y i n g  t o  t r a i n i n g  a n d  e q u i p m e n t  f o r  
f i r e f i g h t i n g ,  h a z a r d o u s  m a t e r i a l s  h a n d l i n g  a n d  d i s a s t e r  
r e s p o n s e  a r e  u p o n  u s ,  b u t  n o  c o o r d i n a t e d  e f f o r t  i s  b e i n g  
m ade t o  m e e t  t h e s e  f e d e r a l l y  m a n d a t e d  s t a n d a r d s .  I f  t h e
E x x o n  V a l d e z  d i d  n o t h i n g  e l s e ,  i t  s h o u l d  h a v e  t a u g h t  u s  t h e
im p o r t a n c e  o f  c o o r d i n a t i o n  b e tw e e n  a g e n c i e s .  T h e  F i r e  
C o m m is s i o n  w o u l d  c o r r e c t  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n .

W i t h o u t  a  c e n t r a l i z e d  a g e n c y  t o  d e a l  w i t h  f i r e  i s s u e s ,  f i r e  
d e p a r t m e n t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s t a t e  a r e  on  t h e i r  own t o
d e t e r m i n e  t h e i r  e q u i p m e n t  a n d  t r a i n i n g  n e e d s  a n d  t o  m ee t
t h e i r  p e r c e iv e a  n e e cs  in  any way th e y  c a n . In  th e  o a s t ,  t h i s
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h a s  r e s u l t e d  in  t o t a l l y  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  e q u i p m e n t  p u r c h a s e s .  
In  som e  c a s e s  t h e  S t a t e  p u r c h a s e d  f i r e  t r u c k s  f o r  t h e  b u s h  
w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  f o r  t r a i n i n g ,  warm  s t o r a g e  o r  a d e q u a t e  r o a d s  
f o r  e q u i p m e n t  t o  r e s p o n d  t o  f i r e s .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  m o r e  t h a n  
o n e  f i r e  t r u c k  r e s t s  u s e l e s s  a n d  a b a n d o n e d  w h e r e  i t  w a s
o f f l o a d e d  f r o m  t h e  b a r g e .  No S t a t e  a g e n c y  h a s  e v e r  b e e n
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  r e v i e w i n g  f i r e  d e p a r t m e n t s  n e e d s .  Many r u r a l
d e p a r t m e n t s  d o  n o t  h a v e  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  e x p e r t i s e  t o  d e t e r m i n e  
t h e i r  own n e e d s  a n d  t h e y  h a v e  n o w h e r e  t o  t u r n  f o r  a d v i c e .  
T h e  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n  w o u l d  r e v i e w  n e e d s  a n d  m a« e  
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  a p p r o p r i a t e  e q u i p m e n t  a n d  t r a i n i n g  b a s e d  
on  t h e  n e e o s  a n d  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  a r e a .

Y o u r  e d i t o r i a l  i n c o r r e c t l y  s t a t e d  t h a t  $ 5 8 , 5 0 0  w a s
a p p r o p r i a t e d  f o r  c o m m i s s i o n  t r a v e l .  T h i s  am ou n t  i s  t h e  t o t a l  
f u n d i n g  f o r  s t a f f ,  e q u i p m e n t ,  s u p p l i e s ,  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s ,  
p r i n t i n g  a n d  t r a v e l  f o r  t h e  c o m m i s s i o n .  T h e  T a s k  F o r c e  f e i t  
t h a t  t h e  F i r e  C o m m is s i o n  w a s  " t h e  b e s t  m e c h a n i sm  f o r
a s s u r i n g  a  g r e a t e r  r e t u r n  f r o m  e x i s t i n g  d o l l a r s  s p e n t  by  
s t a t e - l e v e l  f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  a n d  a s  a  m e a n s  t o  
a s s u r e  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  r e s u l t i n g  i n  d e c r e a s e d  f i r e  
l o s s e s  f o r  A l a s k a . "
C h e e r s  t o  t h e  l e g i s l a t o r s  who v o t e d  t o  e x t e n d  t h e  A l a s k a  
F i r e  C o m m is s i o n  a n d  t o  f u n d  i t ' s  o p e r a t i o n .  T h e y  h a v e  t h e  
f o r e s i g h t  a n d  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  d e a l  w i t h  a p r o b l e m  t h a t  h a s  
b e e n  l a r g e l y  i g n o r e d  in  t h e  p a s t .  C h e e r s  n o t  j e e r s  f o r  
e f f i c i e n c y  in  t h e  f i r e  s e r v i c e .

L e g i s l a t i v e  C h a i rm a n
A l a s k a  S t a t e  F i r e f i g h t e r s  A s s o c i a t i o n
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H B 4 8 2

HB 4 8 2  w o u l d  e x t e n d  t h e  A l a s k a  S t a t e  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n  u n t i l  
1 9 9 4 ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a l l o w i n g  i t  t o  s u n s e t  t h i s  y e a r .  I t  d o e s ,  
h o w e v e r ,  am end  AS 4 4 . 4 4 . 1 2 0  t o  d e c r e a s e  t h e  c o s t  a n d  i n c r e a s e  
c o o r d i n a t i o n  w i t h  f i r e  s e r v i c e s  i n  A l a s k a .

C h a p t e r  1 5 7 ,  SLA  1 9 8 0  e s t a b l i s h e d  a  T a s k  F o r c e  o n  F i r e  
P r e v e n t i o n  a n d  C o n t r o l  t o :  1 )  i d e n t i f y  f i r e  l o s s  p r o b l e m s  i n
A l a s k a ;  2 )  i d e n t i f y  a g e n c i e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n  
a c t i v i t i e s ;  3 )  r e c o m m e n d  m o d i f i c a t i o n s  t o  im p r o v e  t h e  s t a t e ' s  
f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n  s y s t e m ;  a n d  4 )  p r o v i d e  d o c u m e n t a t i o n  t o  a s s i s t  
a g e n c i e s  i n  m e e t i n g  t h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  T h e  T a s k  F o r c e  
w a s  t o  s u b m i t  t h e i r  f i n a l  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  g o v e r n o r  a n d  
l e g i s l a t u r e  b y  J a n u a r y  1 ,  1 9 8 3 .  T h i s  T a s k  F o r c e  w a s  n o t  
f u n d e d  f o r  t h e i r  t h i r d  y e a r  a n d  t e r m i n a t e d  J u n e  3 0 ,  1 9 8 3 .

A s e c o n d  T a s k  F o r c e  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 8 4  w i t h  t h e  s am e  
o b j e c t i v e s  a n d  g i v e n  1 2 0  d a y s  t o  f i n i s h  t h e i r  w o r k .  T h e  
s e c o n d  T a s k  F o r c e  i s s u e d  a  r e p o r t  i n  D e c e m b e r ,  1 9 8 4  d e t a i l i n g  
e i g h t  m a j o r  a r e a s  o f  c o n c e r n :  1 )  f i r e  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  p u b l i c
a w a r e n e s s ;  2 )  f i r e  s e r v i c e  t r a i n i n g ;  3 )  c a p i t a l  p r o j e c t s ;
4 )  a r s o n ;  5 )  c o d e  e n f o r c e m e n t ;  6 )  e m e r g e n c y  m e d i c a l  s e r v i c e s ;  
7 )  w i l d l a n d s  f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n ;  a n d  8 )  i n t e r a g e n c y  p l a n n i n g ,  
c o o r d i n a t i o n  a n d  c o n s o l i d a t i o n .  W i t h i n  t h e  l a s t  c a t e g o r y  t h e  
T a s k  F o r c e  r e c o m m e n d e d  c r e a t i n g  a  S t a t e  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n  a s  a  
b r o a d  b a s e d  p o l i c y  s e t t i n g  g r o u p  t o  p r o v i d e  d i r e c t i o n  a n d  
c o o r d i n a t i o n  o f  a l l  t h e  f i r e - r e l a t e d  p r o g r a m s .

I n  1 9 8 6  t h e  A l a s k a  S t a t e  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n  w as  e s t a b l i s h e d  (AS  
4 4 . 4 1 . 1 0 0 - . 1 3 0 )  t o :  1 )  d e v e l o p  a  s t a t e  m a s t e r  p l a n  f o r  f i r e
p r e v e n t i o n  a n d  p r o v i d e  c o o r d i n a t i o n  f o r  f i r e - r e l a t e d  p r o g r a m s ;  
2 )  e s t a b l i s h  p o l i c y  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  a g e n c i e s  w i t h  f i r e  
p r o t e c t i o n  p r o g r a m s ;  3 )  a d o p t  r e g u l a t i o n s  a s  n e c e s s a r y ;  4 )  
m ake  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  f i r e - r e l a t e d  p r o g r a m s ;  a n d  5 )  r e p o r t  
t o  t h e  g o v e r n o r  a n d  l e g i s l a t u r e  w h en  r e q u e s t e d .  T h e r e  w a s  a  
f i s c a l  n o t e  o f  $ 1 8 0 , 0 0 0 . 0 0  f u n d e d  w i t h  t h e  b i l l  e s t a b l i s h i n g  
t h e  C o m m i s s i o n .  D u e  t o  t h e  r e v e n u e  s h o r t f a l l  d u r i n g  FY  8 7 ,  
G o v e r n o r  S h e f f i e l d  r e c o m m e n d e d  t h a t  t h e  f u n d i n g  f o r  t h e  
C o m m i s s i o n  b e  e l i m i n a t e d ,  a n d  t h e  C o m m i s s i o n  d i d  n o t  b e g i n  i t s  
a c t i v i t i e s .

T h e  F i f t e e n t h  L e g i s l a t u r e  a t t e m p t e d  t o  f u n d  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  
t h r o u g h  a  s e p a r a t e  a c c o u n t  i n t o  w h i c h  a  t a x  o n  f i r e  i n s u r a n c e  
p r e m iu m s  w o u ld  b e  d e p o s i t e d .  A l t h o u g h  t h i s  d e v i c e  i s  u s e d  i n  
m o s t  o t h e r  s t a t e s ,  i t  w a s  n o t  a c c e p t a b l e  t o  t h e  A l a s k a  
L e g i s l a t u r e ,  a n d  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  d i r e c t i o n  
a n d  c o o r d i n a t i o n  o f  f i r e - r e l a t e d  p r o g r a m s  w a s  n o t  a d d r e s s e d .

Pouch V 
Juneau, Alaska 99811 

(907) 465-4992
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HB 4 8 2  c u t s  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  r e q u i r e d  m e e t i n g s  t o  o n e  a  y e a r  
( a l t h o u g h  o t h e r s  m ay b e  c a l l e d  i n  e m e r g e n c y ) . T h a t  m e e t i n g  i s  
t o  b e  c o o r d i n a t e d  w i t h  t h e  a n n u a l  m e e t i n g  o f  t h e  A l a s k a  F i r e  
C h i e f s  A s s o c i a t i o n .  T y p i c a l l y ,  t h e  A l a s k a  F i r e  F i g h t e r s  
A s s o c i a t i o n ,  F i r e  I n s u r e r s ,  t h e  I n s u r a n c e  S e r v i c e s  
O r g a n i z a t i o n ,  m u n i c i p a l  o f f i c i a l s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  f i r e  
s e r v i c e s  a n d  b u i l d i n g  c o d e s ,  a n d  e t c .  a l l  m e e t  a t  t h e  sam e  
t im e  a n d  p l a c e  o r  a t t e n d  o n e  o r  a n o t h e r  o f  t h e  a b o v e  m e n t i o n e d  
m e e t i n g s .  A l l  m em b e r s  o f  t h e  p r o p o s e d  F i r e  C o m m i s s i o n  s h o u l d  
t h e r e f o r e  b e  a t  t h e  j o i n t  c o n f e r e n c e .  T e s t i m o n y  o n  p o l i c y  
g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  p r o p o s e d  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  
t h e  s t a t e  f i r e  p r o t e c t i o n  m a s t e r  p l a n  a n d  a l l  m a t t e r s  f a l l i n g  
w i t h i n  t h e  p u r v i e w  o f  t h e  C o m m i s s i o n  c a n  b e  t a k e n  u p  a t  t h a t  
t i m e .  T h e  C o m m i s s i o n  c a n  h a v e  a  s h o r t  m e e t i n g  a t  t h e  c l o s e  o f  
t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  t o  m a k e  n e e d e d  p o l i c y  d e c i s i o n s .

F rom  t h o s e  p r o c e e d i n g s ,  t h e  s i n g l e  s t a f f  m em b e r  o f  t h e  
c o m m i s s i o n  c a n ,  u n d e r  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  S t a t e  F i r e  
M a r s h a l l ,  p r e p a r e  t h e  n e e d e d  r e p o r t s  t o  t h e  g o v e r n o r  a n d  t h e  
l e g i s l a t u r e .  T h a t  s am e  s t a f f  a s s i s t a n t ,  w i l l ,  d u r i n g  t h e  
y e a r ,  m a i n t a i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  f i r e  a n d  r e s c u e  s e r v i c e s  
s t a t e w i d e .  I n t e r i m  m e e t i n g s  o f  t h e  b o a r d  f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  
d i s c u s s i n g  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  b u d g e t  a n d  o t h e r  m a t t e r s ,  c a n  b e  h e l d  
b y  t e l e c o n f e r e n c e  a n d / o r  c o m p u t e r  n e t w o r k ,  a l l e v i a t i n g  t h e  
e x p e n s e  a n d  t i m e  o f  t r a v e l .

N K . d m
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