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INTRODUCTION 

 

Police development in Alaska has followed a dual track. Increasingly 

professionalized, full-time police forces at the state level and in urban areas constitute 

one track. Native Alaska has been policed by locally recruited auxiliaries that have been 

controlled and supported—on an intermittent, when-needed, basis—by external law 

enforcement agents. This dual system continues today despite a formally unified 

jurisdiction and authority by the state over crime, law, and order. 

 

Conventional policing services to rural and native villages1 cannot be provided 

easily or cheaply. One recently established program—the Village Public Safety Officer 

(VPSO)—-has the potential for developing into an innovative alternative to the 

professional policing model now being delivered, occasionally, to rural areas by the 

Alaska State Troopers (AST). The VPSO program is a unique attempt to provide public 

safety services in the multi-cultural and politically and legally pluralistic settings of 

rural Alaska. The program begins to alter the historical trend in policing which sought 

to impose “white,” western law on native communities which depended on (and 

continue to use) traditional values and forms of self-help for the maintenance of order 

and safety. VPSO officers perform their policing duties under the authority of state law, 

yet are expected to respect community demands. If carried through, the ultimate impact 

of the VPSO program could be a fully empowered, effective and accountable policing 



presence that is responsive to the needs and aspirations of native communities. 

 

This article describes the background. structure and operation of the unique VPSO 

program. Descriptions and evaluations of the program also provide insights into the 

feasibility and practicalities of non-conventional forms of policing in conditions 

characterized by conflicting demands for policing services and their modes of delivery. 

 

Relevant contexts for the delivery of policing services in rural Alaska are sketched 

in the first section. The VPSO program and existing evaluations of it are described in the 

second section. The comparative implications of the program are discussed in the last 

section. 

 

 

THE CONTEXTS OF PUBLIC SAFETY 

IN RURAL ALASKA 

 

Alaska’s rural areas are difficult to police. The VPSO program is constrained by, and 

seeks to be effective within, six general contexts: a vast geographic setting; native 

cultures that are under stress and suffer from a “plague of alcohol abuse, violence and 

self-destruction”” (Alaska Federation of Natives (AFN), 1988:65); a crime rate higher 

than in the state’s urban areas; long-standing legal and political conflicts over the locus 



of political authority; the growth of semi-public, semi-private regional organizations; 

and a precipitous decline in the state’s financial resources. 

 

 

Geographic Setting 

 

The state is vast and its climate is extreme. About 100,000 people live in the over 200 

villages and settlements scattered across the 350 million acre vastness of rural Alaska. 

Most of these are native villages with an ancient heritage, populated by Eskimo, Aleut, 

and Indian peoples. Settlements are dispersed, isolated, often separated by vast 

stretches of wilderness and not easily accessible, even by plane. Villages tend to be 

small with a winter population of one to two hundred people, with economies based on 

subsistence lifestyles supplemented by seasonal cash income through commercial 

fishing and part-time employment. Unemployment is “cruelly high” (De Man, 1982:49). 

Opportunities for wage or salaried work in the villages are rare. Prices for goods and 

services are far higher than in urban areas. Villages lack an independent and taxable 

economic base, hence depend on outside assistance to finance services and create 

employment opportunities. (For discussions see McBeath 1982; Dryzek & Young, 1985; 

Olson & Tuck 1982). 

 

 



Culture Change and Social Problems 

 

Native villages and lifestyles are under severe pressures. Complex patterns of alien 

legal, political, and cultural norms and institutions have been imposed on native 

peoples.  Alaska’s native cultures, rich in such values as integrity, a genuine sense of 

community, respect for the natural environment, and community self-reliance and self-

sufficiency [remain] strong. But they are under assault. Rapid change is sweeping rural 

Alaska, leaving in its wake uncertainty and confusion and, for too many, human misery 

characterized by the many manifestations of poverty. Racism, alienation, insecurity, 

isolation and despair are common place realities experienced by many Alaskans (Smith, 

1982:101). 

 

Native peoples have been forced to accommodate incongruent norms and 

institutions but cannot do so easily and often resist and reject them. For example, the 

enforcement and reconciliation of conflicting legal norms and social values has 

presented problems to natives and to state law enforcement agents. Much of the 

imported western law is simply an alien presence to local people, which descends on 

them like a “travelling theatre” (Barthel et al., 1977:5). “Village people do not 

understand the state justice system and the state justice system does not generally 

understand the village people”” (McKenzie, n.d.:7). It is as if, in the words of an elder, 

‘“state law took our laws and threw them out the window. It doesn’t seem to work for 



our people anymore (cited in Otto, 1986:4; see also Conn, 1982; Hippler & Conn, 1972, 

1973, 1975). 

Processes of change and dislocation have brought massive social problems. Alcohol 

abuse is widespread. It ‘“is the root cause of almost every public safety problem and is 

directly linked to almost all accidental deaths in rural Alaska” (Alaska Department of 

Public Safety [AKDPS], 1980:3). Alcohol abuse also contributes to spouse and child 

abuse, suicide (especially by young males), accidents, drownings, fires, and health and 

mortality problems (Anchorage Daily News, 1988; Forbes & van der Hyde, 1988; Otto, 

1986; Segal et al., 1983; Shinkwin & Pete. 1982). Native organizations have consistently 

asked for more state support in their struggle against the alcohol problem. 

 

 

Crime in Villages 

 

Surprisingly little is known about the dimensions of the crime problem in rural 

villages. Official data (AKDPS, annual) are not broken down by rural and urban areas, 

but by agencies to which crimes have been reported, that is, either the Alaska State 

Troopers or local Police Departments. Probably only the most serious crimes are re-

ported when villages need assistance from the AST. One VPSO estimates that, in the 

village he serves, “perhaps only about 10% of all alcohol related crimes and incidents 

ever get reported. In a village like (name], the only crimes that get reported are the ones 



perpetrated many times by the same individual. This individual is turned over to the 

troopers as a last resort” (cited in Otto, 1986:3). 

Studies (Angell, 1978:27; Lee, 1988:2) show a generally higher crime rate in rural 

compared to urban areas. Most public order violations (e.g.. drunk and disorderly) and 

serious crimes are related to alcohol abuse. One former VPSO thought that about 95 

percent of his activities, over a two-year period, dealt with alcohol-related crime and 

disorder (Interview). Similar conclusions on the incidence of crime and the impact of 

alcohol use on crime are reached by other studies, though the exact percentages differ 

somewhat (e.g., AFN, 1988:431-437; Alaska Legislature, 1981:9; Albrecht, 1981:14, 15; 

Moeller, 1979; Otto, 1986:32-61 and Tables 5, 7, 8,9, 10). 

The federal and state governments have sought to control the sale of alcohol to 

native populations since the late nineteenth century. More recently, the state passed a 

local option law in 1980 that enabled incorporated cities to ban, by public vote, the 

importation and distribution of alcohol. By 1986, 67 communities had chosen to do so 

(Otto, 1986:24). The local option law was amended in 1986 to allow a ban on the 

possession and consumption of alcohol. By 1988, about 40 percent of all native 

communities had passed some form of alcohol ordinance (U.S. Senate, 1989:94). 

Political and Legal Conflicts 

 

Political and legal arguments over who has the right to legislate and enforce alcohol 

regulations are but one arena in which the imprecisely defined special relationship 



between native Americans and the federal and state governments is being contested. 

Questions about the nature of this special relationship have raised a host of issues 

regarding the status and role of law and criminal justice in native villages. Native 

organizations proclaim that the land they control is “Indian Country” (a legally unclear 

yet legitimate phrase denoting political authority) and argue that traditional and 

customary rights, privileges and procedures govern the making and enforcement of 

law, the use of land and the processes of dispute resolution, even against 

Constitutional, federal and state legal and regulatory claims to the contrary (Case, 1984; 

also Prucha, 1985; Wright, 1985). There exists an emerging movement among native 

leaders and organizations to establish tribal courts that will derive their authority not 

from the state but through “Indian” legislation passed by the federal government or by 

the retained, inherent sovereignty of native communities (Jaeger, 1986). Alaska is also a 

mandatory P.L. 280 state (Public Law 83-280, passed in 1953). That law extends 

concurrent criminal and civil jurisdiction by the state over natives and native lands, but 

leaves quite unspecified what constitutes proper and improper interference by the state 

in native affairs. The authority of state law and law enforcers (in practice, the AST) in a 

wide range of matters that natives have come to see as their jurisdiction is still unsettled 

or challenged. 

 

 

Regional Organizations 



 

Congress passed the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) in 1971. The Act 

bestowed a financial settlement of $962.5 million on natives and granted them the right 

to select 44 million acres for their own use (and extinguished all other native land rights 

claims). Native groups were required to set up state-chartered regional corporations 

and were given the option to establish village corporations to administer the money and 

the land. Thirteen regional and numerous village corporations were chartered. Each 

regional corporation established a non-profit regional corporation that serves the social, 

health, educational, employment, and legal needs of the native people in its region. 

Non-profits have become the channel for federal and state grant monies to rural areas 

and perform many of the functions normally left to local government. These “‘quasi-

governments’ are, at the regional level and in some cases at the village level, the most 

significant governments in rural Alaska today” (Morehouse et al., 1984:5; also Gaffney, 

1982; Morehouse, 1988). The non-profits have become partners with the state in the 

administration of the VPSO program. 

 

 

Declining Revenues 

 

The state’s financial resources have declined drastically in recent years as oil prices 

have tumbled on the world market. About 80 percent to 85 percent of the state’s income 



derives from oil. It had been the state’s policy until the l980s to deliver a full array of 

criminal justice services to rural areas by shipping in judges, prosecutors, and defense 

attorneys. This practice has been abandoned, by and large, as too costly, and defendants 

are now transferred to the nearest court location, perhaps hundreds of miles away. 

Magistrate courts have been established in some villages but it is not uncommon to find 

them staffed on a part-time basis. There are few jail facilities. Troopers enter villages 

occasionally on routine missions and on a case-by-case basis, when called or when 

serious problems develop, but their capacity to assist is limited by financial and 

personnel constraints. In short, much of the state’s criminal justice system has simply 

disappeared from rural areas. Yet the need for effective and legitimate public safety 

services remains. 

 

 

POLICING RURAL ALASKA 

 

Historical Developments 

 

Law and order in Alaska were provided initially by military rule, Federal Marshals 

and FBI agents. It was not until statehood in 1959 that the Alaska state Troopers were 

created (Gruening, 1953:335-353; Hunt, 1987; Kynell, 1981:71-93,; Naske, 1988). The AST 

has law enforcement authority in all areas that lack municipal police departments. 



Police departments have been established in 25 state-chartered cities, some of these 

quite small. The AST and large city PDs represent the professional, modern, western 

track of law enforcement in the state. 

 

Military officers and federal revenue and liquor control officials had begun to 

appoint native police officers as far back as 1885 to assist them in their work (Otto, 

1988:17). These constables continued to function in an ancillary capacity to federal and 

state law enforcement agents throughout the twentieth century. After statehood, a 

systematic attempt to train native village police officers (VPOs) was undertaken during 

the 1960s, using federal job training and Law Enforcement Assistance Administration 

(LEAA) monies to support training and supervisory efforts by the AST. By the early 

1970s, under pressure from native organizations, emphasis had begun to shift from 

transmitting an Anglo-American style of law enforcement to developing policing 

appropriate to rural and native settings (Angell, 1978:11-18). In practice, village police 

officers delt with minor order and law enforcement problems. Serious crime and 

violations of public order and safety were (and continue to be) turned over to the AST. 

The VPOs represented the semi-amateur, mixed traditional-modern, native track of law 

enforcement found in practically all rural villages. The VPO program continues today, 

but on a lesser scale. It has been beset by numerous difficulties. 

 

Funding has always been a problem. Villages wanted police officers but lacked 



resources, hence depended on soft and tenuous external funding to keep their police 

programs alive. Initial sources for funds such as the Comprehensive Employment and 

Training Act (CETA) program and other federal grants, have dried up. Some financial 

support to help train and pay VPOs now comes from regional corporations and the 

state government, but at a much reduced level (Angell, 1978:66; Morehouse et al., 

1984:171). Uncertainties about finances also affect, one suspects, the willingness of 

individuals to engage in police work in native villages as a full-time career. The salaries 

themselves were small, “ranging from $50-$200 a month” (AKDPS, 1980: 1). 

 

Turnover rates were “astronomical” (Alaska Police Standards Council [AKPSC], 

1977:15). Salaries were insufficient to keep officers tied to a job that could be very 

difficult and personally distressing. Angell concluded, somewhat ruefully, that if this 

situation continued, “entire village populations may eventually be trained as village 

police officers in the continuing effort to keep trained officers in each village” 

(1978:67). 

 

The training provided, between 6 to 12 weeks, was not long enough to adequately 

prepare individuals, who often had limited formal education, for a complex and 

demanding job. Training tended to stress norms and procedures relevant to an urban 

and formal (western) legal environment and failed to sensitize trainers and trainees to 

the distinctive cultural and traditional patterns of behavior and expectations found in 



native villages.2 

 

The ultimate goals of the program were never clearly established. A fundamental 

rethinking of policing needs, goals, and policies appropriate for villages had not yet 

occurred. “At this point in time,” concluded Angell, “the precise nature of a village 

police officer’s work and related problems is still unknown. We do not know with 

certainty how the village police job can, should or might be modified” (Angell, 1978:63; 

also 198 1:59). 

 

Lastly the performance of village police officers left much to be desired. The Police 

Standards Council found that “village police officers generally [were] unable to meet 

basic APSC requirements and most existing officers simply lack[ed] the training and 

resources to properly do the job” (p. 15). 

 

The village police program simply did not work very well, for the reasons discussed 

above. A new Village Public Safety Officer program, which sought to remedy the 

weaknesses of the existing system was formally introduced into the rural areas in 1981. 

 

 

THE VILLAGE PUBLIC SAFETY 

OFFICER PROGRAM 



 

Origins 

 

The justifications for the program are spelled out in an appeal by the Department of 

Safety to the state legislature for start-up funds. The first sentence sets the tone and 

argues the need for new efforts. “Rural Alaska has the distinction of having the worst 

record for public safety of any of the 50 states,” including the “highest per capita loss of 

life and property due to accidental fire in the entire Western world; the highest per 

capita loss of life due to boating and water related accidents;” little emergency medical 

assistance, a need for search and rescue missions, and no money to pay for these public 

emergency and regular law enforcement activities (AKDPS, 1980:1). These needs are 

not being met by the existing, haphazard, and piecemeal village police system, and 

State Troopers cannot legally or in any practical way respond to public order cases that 

arise from violations of local ordinances. In sum, existing “state efforts are inadequate 

to the need and do not include certain major aspects of the public safety problem” (p.4). 

 

The Department proposed a program to help “‘develop individuals with a broad 

array of public safety skills in order that they can respond to most of the problems that 

arise” (p. 4). These VPSOs would be trained in five skills: fire suppression; “‘law 

enforcement skills [needed to respond] to alcohol abuse situations most frequently 

manifested in interpersonal violence and family disturbances, as well as delinquency 



prevention”; emergency medical skills; search and rescue techniques; and water safety 

(p. 5). 

 

The Department, in cooperation with several native non-profit corporations, had 

begun a small pilot program in the spring of 1979 involving 19 village police officers 

then employed under federal grant money, and had also received a small LEAA grant 

to continue training in 1980. It asked for state funding to put the program on a stable 

and permanent basis and argued these benefits. Training would be more extensive and 

more relevant to rural needs than now offered, and would include follow-up training 

and supervision and on-the-job training assistance in the field by oversight Troopers 

specifically assigned to the program. VPSOs would receive the necessary equipment to 

carry out their responsibilities, wear a distinctive uniform but would not carry guns 

(unless the village council allowed it and paid for liability insurance). A steady and 

sufficient income would help reduce turn-over and the program could represent “a long 

term career ladder for the rural, often native individual to enter into the public safety 

field.” Also, as local employees rather than grant recipients, VPSOs would be under the 

direct control of village councils and would be “responsive to community needs and 

priorities”’ (p. 8). Being properly trained, VPSOs could help establish an accurate record 

system of the needs of specific communities. And, ‘“most importantly, the loss of life 

and property in village Alaska will decrease as the Village Public Safety Officer pro-

gram develops” (p. 11), while “failure to obtain state funding will result in village 



Alaska continuing to have the highest loss rate of life due to public safety problems in 

the entire United States” (p. 12). 

 

 The VPSO concept paper suggested three major innovations in how policing ought 

to be delivered to rural areas. One innovation was the idea that policing ought to be 

“home-grown” rather than imposed, and should encourage local initiative and 

participation in the determination of public safety needs. Native leaders had long 

argued for a policing system that reflected and incorporated the aspirations and 

political-legal traditions of local communities. Law should not result from, nor should 

law enforcement be, the imposition of western law on native populations nor replace 

existing traditional forms of authority and social control (Moeller, 1978:9, 10; McKenzie, 

1976:19). Secondly, the program would have a mixed public and private character. The 

suggested organizational structure incorporated village councils, native non-profit 

regional corporations and state agencies (the Department of Public Safety and the AST) 

into one common effort. Thirdly, the role of police officer was broadened to stress the 

multi-faceted nature of policing rural and native communities. 

 

 

The Formal Organization of the Program 

 

The Department of Public Safety asked for $500,000 in start-up money for 1981. The 



legislature thought this a good program and provided $2,635,300 to support 52 VPSO 

positions. Since then, funding has stabilized at about $6 million3 a year, and the number 

of VPSO positions has stabilized at about 115 to 125 (for 1988). Funding is under a line 

in the AST budget and is divided into Contracts, Support, and Administration 

categories (Alaska Legislature, annual). 

 

The money is distributed under standardized contracts with ten native non-profit 

organizations. (All non-profit corporations do not participate in this program, i.e., the 

Copper River Native Association. Also, the North Slope Borough, which is the 

governing unit for the northern area of the state, supports its own public safety 

department and does not utilize VPSOs). State money pays for VPSO and oversight 

Trooper salaries and fringe benefits; support staff in AST; a coordinator’s position in 

each participating non-profit corporation; maintenance, travel, and communications; 

and administrative overhead and liability insurance premiums. Salaries differ slightly 

from region to region but are fixed as part of each contract. Salaries for VPSOs in the 

interior area served by the Tanana Chiefs Conferenee (the regional non-profit 

corporation) range from $21,612 to $28,080 per year for 1989 (Personal interview with 

TCC VPSO coordinator). Two new VPSO Support Officer Positions were established in 

1988, to enhance the VPSOs career mobility. The VPSO program itself has no larger 

ladder. 

 



Communities who want a VPSO appeal to their non-profit corporation; the non-

profit requests funding from the state; once the money is received, villages that will 

receive VPSO positions are selected by the non-profits, in cooperation with the AST 

(AKDPS, 1987:IA, 2). Typically, the number of positions funded are fewer than the 

number requested by villages. 

 

VPSOs are hired and fired by the non-profit corporation, in close consultation with 

village councils and the AST. Positions are advertised. Villages nominate or non-profit 

coordinators know of individuals who are interested. Individuals are interviewed by 

the non-profit, considered by the council, and cleared by the AST and the DPS, which 

“must approve any selection’” (AKDPS, 1987:IIC, I). If he or she passes all three hurdles, 

an offer is extended. Once hired, the VPSO is an employee of the contractor—the non-

profit corporation. There was some discussion in the state legislature, during the mid-

1980s, to by-pass the non-profits and contract directly with villages, but nothing came of 

that (Rainery, 1987). 

 

Applicants for VPSO positions must be 21 years of age, U.S. citizens or resident 

aliens, “of good moral character,’” have no disqualifying “physical or mental 

condition,” or a felony record (unless the conviction is for a felony in another 

jurisdiction which would not be a felony in Alaska). There are no formal education 

requirements (AKDPS, 1987:IIa, 1). The AST has established an internal VPSO Board of 



Standards to set policy and personnel guidelines. 

 

Termination is “at the discretion of the village council” but the council will discuss 

the reasons for dismissal with non-profit coordinators and oversight Troopers first 

(AKDPS, 1987:IIC, 1). 

 

Supervision in the field is by oversight Troopers, stationed in nearby regional 

centers. It is their responsibility to check on the work of their VPSOs, contact them by 

phone at least once a week, visit them in the field at least every two months, conduct in-

field training, follow up on actions taken by the VPSOs and check their notebooks and 

records, ensure that VPSOs submit their bi-weekly reports on time, arrange for external 

training and travel, maintain contact with village council members, approve the hiring 

by VPSOs of emergency guards to hold detained or arrested suspects, submit personnel 

evaluation forms on their VPSOs (at the end of the probation period, annually for merit 

increases, termination and at the request of the non-profit corporation) and a monthly 

recap record of their own activities (AKDPS, 1987:IB, 1-4; IE, 1; I1, 1). There were eight 

oversight Troopers for 125 VPSOs in 1990. Oversight Troopers and VPSOs are assisted 

by other Troopers who are regularly stationed in the region when crime and emergency 

needs require it Disciplinary actions and suspensions of duty are decided by the 

oversight Trooper, who must inform the non-profit corporation and the state-wide 

program coordinator in the AST in writing of all actions taken (AKDPS, IIC, I). 



 

Once hired, VPSOs attend a six-week course at the AST Academy in Sitka during 

their first year of service. The course is similar to the regular Trooper course, except no 

instructions in firearms are given. VPSOs also receive 60-hours of Emergency Medical 

Training (EMT), 90 hours of training in fire fighting and instructions on how to organize 

volunteer fire departments, and some exposure to water safety and search and rescue 

procedures. They must return for one-week annual training courses, which are 

organized by the non-profits. The requirements for certification as a VPSO have 

increased since the start-up of the program. In 1982, the training required consisted of 

48 hours of general instruction in general criminal justice matters relevant to Alaska; 52 

hours on “‘criminal law, local ordinances, records systems and problems unique to the 

administration of justice in a rural community”; and the minimum instruction necessary 

to qualify as a Rural Fire Fighter I and an Emergency Medical Technician I (AKPSC, 

1982:IV,3-4). 

 

Twenty-three groups graduated from the academy by 1988, each consisting of 15 to 

30 graduates. Most graduates have been native and male, though non-natives have 

worked as VPSOs, including four African-Americans (Jolley, 1990:42). A few women 

have been hired and trained as well. Currently, about 25 percent of VPSO positions are 

held by non-natives. 

 



 

Evaluating the VPSO Program 

 

The official structure of the program and the official duties of VPSOs, oversight 

troopers and non-profit coordinators can be described with some accuracy, as can the 

problems faced by VPSOs in their villages, though with less precision. Much less is 

known about how well and effectively the program functions as a whole or in its 

various aspects: e.g., what the work of VPSOs consists of; or how effectively training 

and oversight prepares them for their work; or how they fit into the social life of their 

villages and what constrains their capacity to perform effectively; or how well the 

various agencies involved in administering this program work together; or whether the 

program has increased the sense of control and self-determination of rural villagers. No 

studies exist on the impact of the program on the problem of public safety, or the level 

of crime or alcohol-related abuse and disorder. 

 

Two evaluations of the program were conducted in the early 1980s. Sellin (1981) 

found that the program had met many of its technical objectives but had been less 

effective in achieving other goals. He sought to address ‘“specific philosophical 

considerations” (as well as more technical aspects), among them this question: “what 

does the law enforcement mission of the Department of Public Safety mean in the not 

clearly defined areas of local control self-determination, unorganized villages, local 



dispute resolution, native law enforcement officers and the whole range of service 

related issues” (p. 8). He specified four long-term objectives of the program as 

guidelines for evaluation and investigated how far these had been met. The objectives 

were (and are): (I) “to reduce Public Safety related loss of life and property in rural 

Alaska; [(2)] to increase responsibility of management of local Public Safety problems 

and personnel at the regional and local level; [(3)] to develop a reliable Data Base of 

Public Safety problems in rural Alaska; [and (4)] to increase the recruitment of Alaska 

natives for advancement in the State Trooper System” (Appendix B, 1). 

 

He concluded that the four objectives were being met, partially. The implementation 

of the program was proceeding on schedule. Much of the equipment (fire extinguishers, 

medical trauma kits) had been delivered and volunteer fire department and search and 

rescue teams were being formed. Compared to VPO programs there seemed to be a 

“much higher rate of retention of quality candidates in the VPSO program” (p. 17). He 

had some difficulty determining arrest and detention and investigation data. He found 

that contracts had been signed between non-profits and DPS, but that coordinating 

procedures, the development of a new dispute resolution process, and surveys of local 

ordinances and the writing of new ones were still in the preliminary stages. He judged 

the existing data collecting system inadequate and in need of improvement. He was 

unable to find much useful data to evaluate the recruitment of natives into the program. 

Overall, he thought the program “instrumental in renewing the state’s commitment to 



rural Alaska” (p. 32), and that was its major strong point 

 

A later evaluation (Hippler, 1982) found greater weaknesses in the program. 

Hippler focused on two questions: were villages better off because of the program, and 

could comparable levels of service have been provided more efficiently in some other 

way? His answer to the first question was a lukewarm yes: “villages are a bit more than 

marginally better off with the program” (p. 1). He calculated the total cost per VPSO 

position at about $70,000 and thought that the ‘“cost effectiveness ratio [was] at least 

questionable for the level of benefits provided” by “marginally effective VPSOs (p. ii). A 

Trooper/Constable alternative might be as cheap and more effective. 

 

Hippler divided the reasons for marginal performance and problems faced by the 

program into fundamental and operational factors and discerned one long-range issue, 

“‘political contention over sovereignty’” (p. I), which could grow in importance. 

Fundamental problems arose from “personnel selection and competence,” from the 

“multi-faceted”’ nature of VPSO duties, from “disjunctive administrative, operational, 

fiscal control,’” and from the “perhaps overly ambitious program aims and the sheer 

logistical difficulties associated with bush programs”’ (p. I). Operational problems 

remained with the delivery and supervision of training and the collection of statistical 

data from villages. 

 



Positive impacts of the program included the reduction of some forms of violence in 

some villages. VPSOs also provided a “useful trip-wire” function to alert the AST to 

problems in rural communities (p. 4). Alcohol consumption and abuse had been 

reduced in some villages. Fire and emergency medical services which had not existed 

before now could be found in others. The program had helped the AST by providing 

access and information had drawn troopers into an increasing range of contact with 

local communities, and had enhanced their image (since the VPSO program was 

generally accepted by villagers). 

 

Negative aspects of the program derived mainly from the low quality of personnel 

hired as VPSOs, and high turnover rates. He also found that much of the information he 

had been given by oversight troopers and non-profit coordinators about how well 

VPSOs were doing turned out to be misleading and exceedingly optimistic when he 

visited the villages himself. Instead, a “significant percentage of VPSOs are previous 

misdemeanants or present drug or alcohol abusers” (p. 9). Reasons for the failure to 

attract and hold on to qualified VPSOs were low levels of pay, size of community 

(because the goal is to recruit from within, the pool of applicants may be quite small), 

inappropriate training, poor image of the police, and the difficulties of policing friends 

and relatives (p. 10). 

 

Another general difficulty was linked to the “portmanteau aspect of the VPSOs 



duties” (p. 10). Most VPSOs do not engage in emergency medical or search and rescue 

(SAR) operations to any great extent; fire-fighting skills seem more relevant, but the job 

is mainly, and is perceived by villagers to be mainly, a policing job. Training and 

rhetoric, he thought, ought to stress the true nature of the job. Additional problems 

existed in such areas as logistics; training modules written by AST tended to be too 

complex and could not be effectively delivered in the time troopers have on their visits; 

service requests, the “work order justifications for the VPSOs pay”” (p. 13), were often 

filled out poorly or not at all; and oversight troopers were overburdened by 

unnecessary paperwork. 

 

In short, Hippler found significant room for improvement. Still, he concluded, 

given the obvious need for some public safety presence in the rural areas, even a 

clumsy, marginally effective, and conceptually overly ambitious program is better than 

none at all. 

 

 

THE PROSPECTS FOR POLICING 

RURAL ALASKA 

 

Effective policing is always difficult, and is made more so in rural Alaska by the 

numerous and shifting cultural, legal, and political tensions and constraints under 



which it must be performed. It is precisely in the manners and difficulties of policing 

that those tensions manifest themselves Village police officers are the focal and 

mediating point at the intersections of two cultures and multiple legalities. That 

position makes their work difficult but also theoretically interesting. The important 

questions are these: what kind of policing is appropriate for the conditions facing native 

rural Alaska, and who is to decide on that? Is the VPSO program a potential solution to 

the current problems that beset the delivery of effective and fair policing services, and 

what needs to be changed? 

The quality of policing services now delivered to rural areas under the VPSO program 

varies, for four reasons. First, it has been difficult to attract and retain qualified 

personnel. The reason for this is pretty straightforward. Public safety positions are one 

of the few salaried jobs available to natives in their villages and are often handed out for 

patronage or personal reasons. The program is another way of getting money to villages 

while also doing good. High turnover rates, and the loss of training and competence 

that results, can reflect the fact that many individuals became VPSOs because it is a 

paying job rather than look forward to a career in public safety. There have been a total 

of about 640 VPSOs so far, if we include current officers. This means that an average of 

five to six occupants per position over the eight years since the program started.4 

 

The second reason for low levels of performance relates to the nature of the job. 

Village policing is not normal policing, in the sense of law enforcement or crime control, 



but is much more of a social worker kind of job, and to be effective would have to be 

largely preventative in policies and techniques. 

 

Ineffective policing can result from technical deficiencies. The cure for that is better 

training and on-the-job learning. But overcoming the social obstacles to effective 

performance is vastly more difficult and has not yet been solved. Policing is a difficult 

job to start with. In conditions where native officers enforce the law, in their own 

villages, they often work against existing norms that emphasize reconciliation rather 

than enforcement and collective consensus rather than individual punishment. 

Additionally, an argument which still holds true, the “‘fundamental problem of the 

village police officer lies in the fact that the major village police responsibility is the 

manipulation of people he knows and depends upon for his own physical and 

psychological wellbeing.” The officer “must often live with severe consequences for 

miscalculations in dealing with people while other criminal justice actors who make 

errors are screened from direct consequences by their social and physical separation” 

from their workplace (Angell, 1978:34, 39). Officers are faced with situations in which 

their relatives are the suspects and offenders, and they often choose to do nothing. 

“Clan members can’t be expected to police kin effectively” (Interview with local 

politician). Formal training does not yet emphasize the importance and role of 

traditional values and their articulations to formal law, leaving it up to individual 

VPSOs to meet, as best as they can, the legitimate demands of their communities. 



 

A third constraint overlaps the last point. VPSOs do not have a legal basis for 

dealing with many of the problems that confront them. They lack the legal authority 

and social support to attack the visible and known causes of social disorder. If they 

intervene to prevent crime and disorder-creating conditions, they almost have to step 

outside their legal role and use informal or legally doubtful means and justifications for 

their work. For example, if the problem is spouse abuse brought on by alcohol, the 

VPSO has few legal sanctions that can be applied before the abuse occurs, and then it is 

too late. To prevent abuse they would have to act as concerned bystanders who also 

happen to be in uniform. 

 

Fourth, uncertainties over legal authority are compounded by an organizational 

structure with unclear lines of control and accountability. The program suffers from a 

“complexity of joint action” (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1979). The number of agencies 

involved in administering the program makes any concerted, precisely specified action 

problematical, as all participants will have somewhat different ideas on what to do and 

how to do it. The multiplicity of stated goals glosses different priorities in objectives 

and success criteria. AST troopers will judge needs and effectiveness very differently 

from villagers or nonprofit coordinators. The rules, for example, state who hires, fires, 

and disciplines VPSOs. Yet we have received totally conflicting information, in talks we 

have had with VPSOs, coordinators, and Troopers, about who actually makes those 



decisions and whose authority carries the day when disagreements arise. It seems clear 

enough that if the village council and people fail to support a VPSO he or she will cease 

to be effective. But it is not clear that the council then could get rid of the VPSO, given 

the administrative roles of the non-profits and the AST. It also seem clear that the VPSO 

in his or her day-to-day routines as they relate to law enforcement is responsible to the 

Trooper, yet equally clearly, the VPSO has to be accountable to the village leadership 

and the public. By what mechanisms and procedures such potential conflicts (which are 

bound to occur) are reconciled remains unclear. 

 

Despite these problems, the underlying concepts and established policies of the 

program are appropriate for its contexts. The program presents a return to an earlier 

conceptualization of policing, by its “public safety officer”’ label and in the multi-

faceted description of job responsibilities. Policing, etymologically, used to mean the 

internal administration of society. The VPSO program returns to the notion that 

policing is not just crime fighting, but constitutes the use of political power, values and 

law to provide for minimal social order and the services people need to be protected 

against accidents, emergency, disorder, or victimization and to be secure in their 

personal welfare. 

 

The program can be seen as an example of community policing, yet it goes beyond 

the thrust and policies of community policing advocated by reformers and practitioners 



in recent years, in four major ways.5 First, community participation is built into the 

organizational structure of the program, by the role that non-profits and village councils 

play in determining personnel and task policies. This is a genuine public-private 

partnership that does not depend on ad hoc or discretionary concessions by the police 

to allow community input. Second, authority and responsibility are decentralized to the 

village level. VPSOs are on their own, not just on a shift beat, but for weeks on end. 

Third, VPSOs must be responsive to two legal traditions. The legally pluralistic 

environment in which they work and the small size of their communities practically 

mandate that they go beyond reactively meeting minimal legal requirements to 

problem-solving activities, if they are to be effective at all. And, fourth, VPSOs embody 

an inclusive generalist conception of the policing role which stresses public safety and 

social order in all its complexities and addresses all causes of disorder and threats to 

welfare. 

 

For the program to improve, certain changes are necessary. The most obvious are 

greater funding to place VPSOs in all villages, enhanced training, better equipment, and 

greater cooperation with other village, federal and state agencies also concerned with 

order and welfare. 

 

A second change required is a clear statement of how control, responsibility and 

accountability are shared within the public-private partnership. Right now and 



effectively, by the support they receive and the legal powers (themselves derived from 

state and federal authority) they have, VPSOs are ancillaries to the AST. As long as they 

perform their job as now trained they are an extension of imported law into rural 

areas—agents paid by the state and working for the state to enforce state law. Genuine 

generalist police orientations and work habits that incorporate multiple legal and 

communal expectations will only arise when the VPSO program is at least co-

controlled, clearly and legitimately, by the villages and the non-profits. 

 

Third, and this is the biggest change, the state will have to grant “political 

recognition of, as well as financial support for, increasingly autonomous, self-

determining native village governments” (Morehouse, 1989). The state will have to 

recognize the claims of native communities for political and legal authority over (some) 

policing and public order matters. This requires that the state recognize traditional 

village councils as legitimate legislative bodies and tribal courts as genuine judicial 

agencies and VPSOs as true law enforcement officers who have the state-backed 

authority to enforce law and decisions made by these local bodies. The policies, 

problems, and prospects of policing are constrained by existing conditions and those 

conditions must be taken into account in any explanation and evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the program and the potential for successful implementation. The 

weaknesses of the existing VPSO program cannot be solved by changes in the program 

alone. Political context matters 6 



 

Can the VPSO program achieve its goals? The program is, so far, a small, yet 

potentially far-reaching step toward a redefinition of policing that can elevate rural 

policing to a rank equal to the policing provided in urban areas. The continued 

implementation and expansion of the program will not be easy, however. There is 

resistance by agencies of the state to shifting political and legal power from the state to 

native communities, and the legal, political, organizational, and financial mechanics by 

which power could be transferred are not in place yet. natives will themselves have to 

create such means and use them to create for themselves meaningful and effective 

public safety services. 

 

 

NOTES 

 

Authors’ Note: The paper was first given at the 1988 convention of the Academy of 

Criminal Justice Sciences. We wish to thank the participants on the panel and members 

of the audience for their comments, as well as Jerry McBeath and Thomas Morehouse, 

who gave the paper a critical yet sympathetic reading. What remains in description and 

analysis is, of course, our responsibility. 

 

1.  Rural and village in the context of the paper refers to villages that are native or have 



few non-native inhabitants. The term natives does not imply that all native cultures are 

alike. The label includes peoples with distinct cultural histories. Coastal Indians (Tlingit, 

Haida, Tsimshian) live along the waterways and islands of the South East; Athabascan 

Indians populate the vast Interior; a small number of Aleut people survives on the 

Aleutian chain; and Eskimos dominate in the North Slope and North-West areas 

(Langdon, 1987; Shinkwin, 1984). 

 

  Generalizations about criminal justice in rural areas can hide significant differences. 

The incorporated North Slope Borough is an exception to the policing we have 

described, though not of the contexts that constrain effectiveness. Law enforcement on 

the North Slope has changed dramatically since the early 1970s when the Borough 

gained access to oil royalties. The Borough now has its own professionalized 

Department of Public Safety which serves all villages in its region. There are no VPSOs 

in the Borough. 

 

2.  Since most VPOs were natives who knew their own cultures, it would be more 

accurate to say the training was inadequate because it failed to teach effective policing 

appropriate to changing legal, political, and cultural contexts. 

 

3  The numbers for the years 1981 through 1990 are, respectively and in dollars: 

2,635,300; 6,078,400; 6,200,600; 6,560,400; 6,505,600; 6,567,800; 5,697,800; 5,596,800; 



5,732,400; and 6,492,400 (Jolley, 1990:39). 

 

4  The numbers are taken from a computer listing of all former VPSOs at the AST 

headquarters in Anchorage. Some villages have had only one VPSO since 1981; others 

have had a new one every year. 

 

5.  Community policing has emerged as a powerful ideological force in American 

policing. It’s main themes stress problem-solving and service-oriented generalist police 

roles defined by the police and the community in partnership. The police alone cannot 

secure public order and safety; community ‘“co-production” is a must (e.g., Clifford, 

1983; Ostrom, 1973; Percy, 1982; Rosenbaum, 1986; Schneider, 1987). The authoritarian 

command and control model that dominates police organizations needs to be replaced 

by internally democratic and geographically decentralized units; internal accountability 

will be maintained by management through values, the “manipulation”” of police 

culture, and performance evaluations that stress quality of life indicators (e.g., National 

Institute of Justice, 1987-89; Program in Criminal Justice Policy and Management, 1987-

88; Skolnick & Bayley, 1986). 

 

6.  The state has refused to recognize such councils and courts as bodies having legal 

authority. VPSOs are peace officers and not police officers under Alaskan statutes. 
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