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Representative Berta Gardner
Serving Geneva Woods, College Village, Green Acres,
Tudor, Taku and Campbell Park


	Some Solutions to the Problem of
Public Inebriates and Illegal Campers
Dear Friends and Neighbors, 
          This summer, I have been studying the issue of public inebriates and illegal campers in our community.   After meeting with service providers (including police, mental health, community service patrols, assembly representatives) and touring sites (Brother Francis Shelter, Rescue Mission, detox facilities, Safe Harbor Inn and illegal camps throughout Anchorage) I have come to an increased understanding of the problems we face and of some potential solutions.
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Ed O’Neill shows me a possible site of a potentially legal camp.


          First of all, I want to make very clear that “alcoholic” is not the same as “public inebriate” and  “homeless” is not the same as “illegal camper”.  These distinctions are important.  If you believe, as I do, that individuals have the right to live their lives as they see fit, you will agree with me when I tell some police officers that I cannot support making public inebriation an offense.   Being disorderly or assaultive of others, which often accompanies public inebriation, is already an offense and can be dealt with, but an intoxicated person should, for example, be able to walk home from a bar without fear of legal consequences.  Similarly, a person who is homeless should be able to find some safe place to sleep without fear of arrest.  A functioning society will assure that a safe and legal place for the desperate and destitute exists.   The bottom line is that we have problems with alcoholism and public inebriates, with homelessness and  illegal campers.
           We have long understood that Alaska has a huge problem with substance abuse, especially alcoholism, and now, given the shortage of low-income housing, current economic problems, and persistent high energy costs in rural Alaska, we also have a growing problem with homelessness in Anchorage.   The alcoholism and homeless problems are both long term and systemic.  Solutions will require commitment, money and a multi-pronged approach.  In the short term, however, there are several proposals which I believe hold promise of significant impact on quality of life for not only the needy in our community but also for neighborhoods which have increasingly felt under siege by the public inebriates and believe that our wonderful urban park system has been taken over by illegal campers .
          Here are the proposals that I support for addressing the problems of public inebriates and illegal campers:
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Rep. Pete Petersen and I talk with David Williams from the Anchorage Rescue Mission on Tudor Road. 


· Our existing laws prohibiting alcohol use (without a permit) and camping in local parks should be enforced to the maximum extent possible.  Although our Assembly has made progress in reducing to 12 hours the time police must wait to dismantle an illegal camp after notice has been posted, I think that any illegal camps found should be immediately dismantled.  If I found a camper on my property I would not be obligated to serve notice before taking it apart.  If the illegal campers and public inebriates know that illegal behavior will not be tolerated in our parks even for one night, they will be forced to change their behavior or their location!
 
· Along with this enforcement, I support creation of two very different, both legal, camp areas in Anchorage.  Firstly, for those visitors to Anchorage who want to camp, and for the non-alcoholic homeless we can create a campground in the land near the existing Ship Creek motor home area and the hostel on Eagle Street.  The hostel is receptive to this idea and might be willing to manage such a campground.  In addition to toilets and showers, the campground might even offer tents for rent. A second camping area would be in the area of Viking and Reeve Streets near Commercial Drive.  This undeveloped land is currently an illegal campground and snow dump.   As a legal campground it would provide facilities and low level services, and be available for those rousted out of parks around Anchorage.  Campers would be identified and have permits, paying as they are able.  Alcohol would not be prohibited here but fighting, assaults, et cetera would result in immediate arrest and removal to detox or jail.
  
· Finally, an essential piece is establishment of a long term, secure, involuntary treatment facility for those public inebriates whose alcoholism makes them massive consumers of public resources (fire, police and community patrol calls, hospitalizations, etc.), Senator Johnny Ellis has worked on this idea for long time but support for mandatory treatment has been a challenge for me.  I have concluded that we simply have to do it to save the lives of some of the most troubled, and to protect the budgets and services to the rest of the community.  Alcohol treatment does work, not always, not every time, but it does work.
           Of course, treatment alone will not solve the problem.  We will have to be prepared to ensure that follow-up services are also available to provide opportunity for continuing sobriety and healthy choices.   I recognize that no one can be forced to quit drinking, to quit smoking, to lose weight.  Personal choice and responsibility are paramount, but a civil society which makes wise and long term decisions about using resources, and creates community in which health, safety, housing, good community are within reach of all.
            I want to thank the following people and agencies for helping to educate me about the problems and about potential solutions:
· Jeff Wooden, activist and founder of Take Back our Parks (TBOP)
· Senator Johnny Ellis
· Elvi Grey-Jackson and Dan Coffey, Anchorage Assembly Representatives from Midtown
· Ed O’Neill, activist and founder of ARBRA
· Tracy Barbee @ Alaska Mental Health Consumer Web
· David Williams @ The Anchorage Rescue Mission
· Gary Gilliam and the members of Anchorage Police Department, CAP Unit
· Dwuane Harris @ Brother Francis Shelter
· Molly Cullom @ Anchorage Fire Department and Community Service Patrol
· Eileen Kaaiai @ Safe Harbor Inn
· All the illegal campers and the public inebriates we met (including the fellow sleeping in the dumpster).

	I'm Berta and I'm still listening...
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