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


	Unresolved Problem in Anchorage: Illegal Camps
Dear Friends and Neighbors, 
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On July 29, I took a ride along with APD's CAP team and saw, first hand, homeless camps in Anchorage and the growing problem in which Anchorage residents face.


                 As several police cars pulled up near the viewing platform over Campbell Creek yesterday, the cluster of about 10 people partying there scattered into the woods.  On the sandbar just below the platform, a young boy didn't seem to notice as he continued casting his line into the water, his bike on its side next to him.  The police followed the tangle of trails, catching up with several folks, asking them for ID's and checking for outstanding warrants and for sex-offenders who were out of compliance with registration requirements.
                 I was spending the afternoon with the members of the Community Action Patrol (CAP) team of the Anchorage Police Department, and as I watched the boy continue fishing, I wondered if his mother knew about the drunken adults partying near him and about their litter strewn camps throughout the area.  When the officers returned from the woods the boy finally looked up and asked if he was allowed to catch rainbows as well as salmon in Campbell Creek.
                 This neighborhood is at the heart of growing frustration on the part of residents who, led by Jeff Wooden and supported by Assemblywoman Elvi Gray-Jackson, have formed the Take Back Our Park committee.  Although their focus is the park in their immediate neighborhood, they express concerns shared by residents throughout Anchorage.  People believe the parks are under siege and no longer safe for unaccompanied children or for casual strollers who must not only avoid the filthy camps, but also watch their steps on the trails, avoiding toilet paper mounds, broken glass, and even needles.  Residents report being accosted day and night by folks asking for cigarettes, money, etc.  They are troubled by loud arguments, fights and people having sex in the open.  They worry about fires spreading from illegal campfires. They are sick of it all.
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                 It is hard to count the number of people living in the woods.  They come and go, hiding, moving around, being rousted by police or by property owners.  APD tells me that although firm numbers are impossible, they believe that there are few families living in the woods and very few folks who are simply down on their luck and getting by while they look for work.  The CAP leader, Lieutenant Garry Gilliam says he has never seen a homeless family camping in an Anchorage park.  They say that they see three major categories of campers:
 *   The smallest group are those who are severely mentally ill, who are not capable of planning or of caring for themselves and don't have family who help them.   These folks are often victimized by others and occasionally are perpetrators.
 *   The next group are the severely addicted who also are incapable of planning or of caring for themselves.  These 100-200 individuals are all well-known to police and to paramedics.  They are enormous and expensive consumers of public resources, responsible for over 10,000 police hours per year and getting worse.  One individual, for example, was responsible for 400 calls and transports in one year alone!  These are the folks for whom Senator Ellis has proposed mandatory secure detox and treatment.
 *   The vast majority of the illegal campers are reasonably functional.  They plan, adapt, don't accept rules or regulations, and decline services which limit their behaviors.  Many are sex offenders (in one stop alone APD found six sex offenders who were unregistered).  Some have homes and families but like to party in the woods with others.  They use panhandling, crime, aggression and public services to feed their lifestyle.  Many have regular incomes from disability, retirement, dividends, families, and I'm told there are even some enterprising businessmen among them.  One person set up a variety of campsites, posted them as private, and rented them out.  At least one person takes alcohol orders and makes regular deliveries to parks around town.  APD believes that we have very little real understanding of what happens in these camps and that a great deal of crime - theft, assaults, rapes etc - are unreported.
         At a recent town hall meeting hosted by Elvi Gray-Jackson, attended by residents and representatives from our parks, health department, waterways council, rescue mission, community patrol, police, fire department and many others, people talked about possible solutions.   As things develop I will be sharing the news.
        The issue of illegal campers and public inebriates in Anchorage is really a local matter but there may be ways for the state to be helpful and supportive.  For this reason, and out of personal concern, I'm following it closely.
        I'd like to say that I was very impressed with APD and with the CAP team yesterday.  We went to multiple trouble areas, checking the woods, streets and neighborhoods, talking with people, offering services & advice, explaining the law and telling them what was required of them.  Officers were unfailingly polite, clear, friendly and professional and were trying always to build and maintain working relationships with citizens of all walks of life.  I was very proud of them.

	I'm Berta and I'm still listening,
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