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Reducing Sales of Alcohol to Underage Persons in Alaska
Marny Rivera and Shirley Coté 

Alcohol consumption by people under 
the age of 21 is an issue of national concern 
and has serious social and economic impacts 
on our communities. According to the 2011 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey, although less 
than one in 20 Alaskan youth report binge 
drinking (five or more drinks within a few 
hours) in the past month, more than one 
quarter of youth in public high schools in 
Alaska report drinking alcohol in the past 
month, and nearly two-thirds report drinking 
alcohol in their lifetime. Most indicators of 
underage alcohol consumption in Alaska 
have been declining gradually over the past 
10 years and are similar to or below national 
averages. Reductions in youth alcohol con-
sumption are partially attributable to laws, 
policies, and programs that are critical to 
the reduction of the damaging consequences 
associated with underage drinking.

As part of the strategy to reduce sales 
of alcohol to underage persons, the Alaska 
Alcoholic Beverage Control Board (ABC 
Board) utilizes ABC enforcement officers 
and youthful-looking underage persons to 
conduct compliance checks at retail estab-
lishments. During a compliance check at a 
selected establishment, an underage buyer 
attempts to purchase alcohol. If a licensee, 
agent, or employee has a question about the 
age of the buyer, they are required to check 
the buyer’s identification.  (In Anchorage, 
retail outlets are required by ordinance 
to check the identification of all buyers.) 
Compliance checks have been conducted 
in Alaska for well over a decade, and the 
ABC Board has set a 95 percent compli-
ance goal for Alaska licensees in refusing 
sales to underage persons. This article looks 
at the reasons for compliance checks, the 
compliance check program in Alaska, state 
compliance check goals and results, and 
the multi-pronged effort required to reduce 
alcohol access to underage persons. 

Reasons for Compliance Checks
In 2000, researchers from the Alcohol 

Epidemiology Program at the University of 

Minnesota found that in compliance checks 
across the country youthful-appearing buy-
ers were able to purchase alcohol without 
any questions at least 50 percent of the time. 
More recent published research shows that 
rates of compliance have improved: find-
ings indicated a 61 percent compliance rate 
in 2003 for retailers in Northern California 
and a 65 percent compliance rate for retailers 
in Chicago in 2008. In looking at four geo-
graphic areas of the U.S., overall compliance 
rates of 74 percent were reported in 2006.  
In Alaska the most recent compliance rate 
was 89 percent in FY 2013.

Effective compliance checks and enforce-
ment of laws are associated with reductions 
in the purchase and use of alcohol and in un-
derage access to alcohol. Compliance checks 
conducted by enforcement agents and re-
sulting in sanctions for non-compliance 
are effective because they promote regular 
identification checks by licensees and deter 
sales of alcohol to underage persons. Com-
pliance checks are a recommended strategy 
in conjunction with responsible beverage 
service training and merchant education 
programs. A variety of studies have found 
that compliance checks and enforcement of 
laws reduce the likelihood that minors will 
be able to purchase age-restricted products 
from retailers. Controlled studies have also 
shown that effective enforcement of laws 
reduced use of age-restricted products even 
more than merchant education programs. 
(Merchant education programs are aimed at 
liquor retailers and include information on 
the law and penalties for selling alcohol to 
underage persons, assistance in developing 
responsible management policies, training 
on how to recognize fake IDs, and other 
materials.)

Illegal sales of alcohol to underage 
persons can be reduced, but require a 
community-wide effort. Communities and 
law enforcement need reliable data in order 
to do the most effective prevention. Data 
from compliance checks can:

●● Identify who is selling to underage 
persons and how often

●● Raise community awareness and build 
support for reducing sales to underage 
persons

●● Inform liquor licensees that they are 
being monitored by the community

●● Assist law enforcement in targeting 
problem retailers

●● Help monitor the impact of prevention 
strategies 

Compliance Check Program in Alaska
The ABC Board has designated eight 

regions for compliance check selection and 
reporting: (1) the Municipality of Anchor-
age, (2) Fairbanks North Star Borough, (3) 
City and Borough of Juneau, (4) Southeast 
Alaska, (5) Matanuska-Susitna Borough, 
(6) Kenai Peninsula Borough, (7) on-road 
rural areas, and (8) off-road rural areas. 
Licensed establishments subject to compli-
ance checks are recorded in a database, and 
premises within the designated regions are 
selected for checking. As individual prem-
ises are checked, they are excluded from 
further checks for that fiscal year as long as 
they are in compliance. Those premises not 
checked in a given year will be selected the 
following year. 

During a compliance check at a selected 
establishment, an underage buyer attempts 
to purchase alcohol without presenting age 



2 	 Alaska Justice Forum 30(2), Summer 2013

Leading Causes of Death 2007–2010
Sharon Chamard

This article reviews the most current data 
on the leading causes of death in Alaska and 
the United States as a whole, and then fo-
cuses more closely on homicide and suicide. 
Policymakers often use data such as these to 
inform decisions about prevention programs 
and allocation of resources.

The five leading causes of death by age 
group for the U.S. in 2010 and for Alaska 
for the period 2007–2009 include suicide 
and/or homicide for ages 5 through 64 in 
Alaska, and ages 0 (birth) to 54 nationwide 
(see Table 1).  These data are from the Na-
tional Vital Statistics Report (NVSR) and 
from the Alaska Bureau of Vital Statistics. 
Both sets of data come from the causes of 
death reported on death certificates, and 
reflect causes of death classified accord-
ing to the International Classification of 
Diseases (ICD).  The ICD, now in its tenth 
version, is used by World Health Organiza-
tion member states and allows for the coding 
of over 14,400 different disease and health 
problems.  The death rates shown in Table 
1 are age-specific death rates—the number 
of deaths per 100,000 persons in a particular 
age range in one year.  For example, the age-
specific death rate for SIDS for those aged 0 
to 4 in Alaska is 26.0.  This means that over 

the three-year time span of 2007–2009, in an 
average year, 26 out of 100,000 individuals 
in that age group died of SIDS.  The Alaska 
data uses a three-year time span because 
our small population makes rates unstable.  
Just a small increase or decrease in numbers 
of deaths in an age group for a particular 
cause can make rates go up or down by large 
amounts.  To better control for this variation, 
a period of three years is used.

Leading Causes of Death
The five leading causes of death for 

people up to age 25 are generally similar 
for both Alaska and the United States: 
cancer, heart disease, accidents, suicide, 
and homicide.  The exceptions are children 
aged birth to 4 years, where a large portion 
of those deaths occur in the first year and 
are due to congenital malformations, con-
ditions originating in the perinatal period, 
and sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).  
Through ages 45–64, chronic conditions 
such as diabetes mellitus, chronic lower re-
spiratory disease (e.g., asthma, emphysema 
and bronchitis), and chronic liver disease, 
become more frequent as causes of deaths.  
Among individuals over 65 years of ages, 
cerebrovascular diseases and Alzheimer’s 
disease move into the top five causes of 

death. Unnatural death is more common 
among the young than the old. 

Unintentional injury (accident) is the 
leading cause of death for all age groups 
from 5 to 44 years of age. The other unnatu-
ral death causes—homicide and suicide—
are also in the top five for these age groups in 
the United States. In Alaska, for those aged 
5 to 14 influenza and pneumonia combined 
cause more deaths than homicide, and for 
those aged 25 to 44 chronic liver disease 
and cirrhosis combined kill at the same rate 
as or higher than homicide. 

While there are general similarities in the 
rankings of causes of death between Alaska 
and the United States, the differences in 
rates are notable, especially for accidents 
and suicides.  The age-specific rate of ac-
cidental death is higher in Alaska than the 
United States for all age groups, even for 
those groups in which accidents are not 
among the five leading causes of death (see 
Table 2).  The difference ranges between 111 
percent higher (for those aged 55 to 64) and 
261 percent higher (for those between 5 to 
14 years old).  A recent report by the Alaska 
Division of Public Health, the Alaska Injury 
Surveillance Report 2011, explores acciden-
tal death in great detail, and concludes that 
Alaska has a high rate of death due to un-

Rank Cause Rank Cause Rank Cause Rank Cause

1 Conditions originating in perinatal period 41.7 % 59.7 1 Conditions originating in perinatal period 18.4 % 27.7 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 27.4 % 111.6 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 23.4 % 101.4

2 Congenital malformations 19.4 27.8 2 Congenital malformations 18.0 27.1 2 Disease of the heart 20.0 81.6 2 Disease of the heart 16.2 70.4

3 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 8.7 12.4 3 Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) 17.2 26.0 3 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 10.7 43.7 3 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 16.2 70.1

4 Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) 7.1 10.2 4 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 16.0 24.2 4 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 4.8 19.6 4 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 6.2 27.0

5 Assault (homicide) 2.4 3.4 5 Influenza and pneumonia 3.1 4.7 5 Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis 4.7 19.2 5 Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis 5.7 24.8

1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 31.1 % 4.4 1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 55.2 % 11.5 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 35.2 % 300.1 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 36.8 % 282.8

2 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 17.4 2.2 2 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 6.0 1.2* 2 Disease of the heart 21.9 186.6 2 Disease of the heart 20.2 155.2

3 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 5.2 0.7 3 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 6.0 1.2* 3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 4.6 39.0 3 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 5.6 42.8

4 Assault (homicide) 4.9 0.6 4 Influenza and pneumonia 4.5 0.9* 4 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 4.5 38.4 4 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 3.8 29.4

5 Disease of the heart 3.5 0.5 5 Disease of the heart 3.0 0.6* 5 Diabetes mellitus 3.8 32.0 5 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 3.3 25.4

Congenital malformations 3.0 0.6* Diabetes mellitus 3.3 25.4

1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 41.8 % 28.3 1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 41.2 % 48.8 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 35.5 % 666.1 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 36.8 % 742.3

2 Assault (homicide) 15.8 10.7 2 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 30.9 36.6 2 Disease of the heart 21.8 409.2 2 Disease of the heart 20.3 409.7

3 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 15.6 10.5 3 Assault (homicide) 6.7 7.9 3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 7.8 146.3 3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 8.8 177.0

4 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 5.4 3.7 4 Disease of the heart 3.3 4.0 4 Cerebrovascular diseases 4.4 81.7 4 Cerebrovascular diseases 4.7 94.4

5 Disease of the heart 3.5 2.4 5 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 2.2 2.6 5 Diabetes mellitus 3.6 67.6 5 Diabetes mellitus 3.4 67.6

1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 34.5 % 35.5 1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 38.0 % 53.9 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 25.1 % 1,202.2 1 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 27.5 % 1,445.1

2 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 13.6 14.0 2 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 23.7 33.6 2 Disease of the heart 24.5 1,172.0 2 Disease of the heart 20.7 1,089.3

3 Assault (homicide) 10.1 10.4 3 Disease of the heart 5.7 8.1 3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 7.7 369.9 3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 8.9 466.5

4 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 8.6 8.8 4 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 4.4 6.3 4 Cerebrovascular diseases 6.0 288.3 4 Cerebrovascular diseases 6.5 341.4

5 Disease of the heart 7.6 7.8 5 Assault (homicide) 3.6 5.2 5 Alzheimer's disease 3.9 184.5 5 Alzheimer's disease 3.7 192.4
Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis 3.6 5.2

1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 21.1 % 36.0 1 Unintentional injuries (accidents) 27.0 % 60.0 1 Disease of the heart 30.8 % 4,285.2 1 Disease of the heart 24.9 % 2,964.7

2 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 16.9 28.8 2 Disease of the heart 12.0 26.7 2 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 12.4 1,729.5 2 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 13.7 1,638.4

3 Disease of the heart 15.1 25.8 3 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 11.3 25.0 3 Alzheimer's disease 7.1 987.1 3 Cerebrovascular diseases 9.2 1,099.4

4 Intentional self-harm (suicide) 9.4 16.0 4 Malignant neoplasms (cancer) 10.6 23.6 4 Cerebrovascular diseases 7.1 933.8 4 Alzheimer's disease 7.0 836.9

5 Assault (homicide) 3.5 6.0 5 Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis 5.2 11.4 5 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 5.0 690.7 5 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 5.2 617.1

25-34 years 75-84 years

35-44 years 85 years and over

* Age-specific death rate is the number of deaths per 100,000 persons in a particular age range in one year.

Sources of data: Murphy SL, Xu JQ, Kochanek KD: Final Data for 2010. National Vital Statistics Reports; vol 61 no 4. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2013;
Top Five Leading Causes of Death by Age Group, Alaska, 2007-2009. Bureau of Vitial Statistics, Division of Public Health, Alaska Department of Health and Human Services.

0-4 years 45-54 years

5-14 years 55-64 years

15-24 years 65-74 years

Percent of 
total 

deaths

Age-
specific 
death 
rate*

Percent of 
total 

deaths

Age-
specific 
death 
rate*

Percent of 
total 

deaths

Age-
specific
death
rate*

Percent of 
total 

deaths

Age-
specific
death
rate*

Table 1. Five Leading Causes of Death by Age Group, U.S (2010) and Alaska (2007-2009)

U.S. (2010) Alaska (2007-2009) U.S. (2010) Alaska (2007-2009)

Homicide Suicide 
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intentional injury for reasons such as many 
people being employed in high-risk jobs 
(i.e., mining, construction, oil extraction, 
and fishing) and regional characteristics in 
rural and frontier areas (i.e., weather condi-
tions, occupations and lifestyle, and great 
distances to health care).  

To develop a picture of homicide and 
suicide in Alaska, and compare it to other 
states, data from the National Violent Death 
Reporting System (NVDRS), a state-based 
reporting system operated by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
were used. The NVDRS connects data 
from a variety of sources, including death 
certificates, police reports, coroner or 
medical examiner records, and crime labs.  
The result is a database of homicides and 
suicides with details about things such as 
relationship between victim and offender, 
weapon usage, victim demographics, and 
place of incident.  These anonymous data 
can be accessed by the public through the 
Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Re-
porting System (WISQARS) at http://www.
cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/.  

There are 18 states participating in the 
NVDRS, which began collecting data in 
2003.  In addition to Alaska, data from 
15 other states were used in the analyses 
presented in this article: Colorado, Geor-
gia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South 
Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.  

Homicide 
During the years 2005–2010, there 

were 218 homicides in Alaska that were 
reported to the NVDRS. Table 3 compares 
the demographic characteristics of Alaska 
homicide victims to those from the other 15 
states.  When viewing these tables, the most 
important thing to look at is the death rates.  
These are standardized, so it is possible to 
compare populations of different sizes.  A 
caveat about death rates is that they should 
be interpreted with caution when they 
are based on a raw number below 20; the 
NVDRS does not even report death rates 
when there are fewer than five deaths.  

Overall, the death rate from homicide in 
Alaska is 5.27 deaths per 100,000 per year, 
which is slightly greater than the homicide 
death rate of 5.15 for the other 15 states. 
Comparing age groups, the Alaska death rate 
is higher than the death rate for the other 15 
states for all age groups except those aged 
15 to 24 and 25 to 34 (Table 3).  While the 
homicide rate peaks in the 15 to 24 age group 
for the other 15 states, it does not peak until 
the 35 to 44 age group in Alaska.

With respect to race and ethnicity (Tables 
3b and 3c), the age- and race-adjusted death 

rate (that is, a death 
rate based on the 
number of deaths 
in a year in a popu-
lation of 100,000 
people who are 
in both a particu-
lar age group and 
a certain racial or 
ethnic group) for 
whites is very close 
in Alaska and the 
other 15 states (3.00 
versus 2.84).  As 
seen in Figure 1, the 
big differences are 
found for blacks/
African Americans 
(9.54 in Alaska and 
15.62 in the other 
15 states), Alaska 
Natives/American 

due to homicide (16.27), followed by black/
African American males (15.26), Asian/
Pacific Islander males (11.31), and Alaska 
Native/American Indian females (7.88). In 
the other 15 states, black/African American 
males have the highest rate (27.43), fol-
lowed by Alaska Native/American Indian 
males (10.68). All other combinations of 
race and gender in both samples have rates 
below 5.00 per 100,000 persons.  In Alaska, 
Hispanics of both genders have lower death 
rates due to homicide compared to non-
Hispanics. In the other 15 states, that pattern 

Indians (12.12 in Alaska and 6.79 in the 
other 15 states), and Asians/Pacific Island-
ers (7.12 in Alaska and 1.81 in the other 15 
states). Blacks/African Americans were 9.6 
percent of homicide victims in Alaska, but 
52.7 percent of homicide victims in the other 
15 states. Alaska Natives/American Indians 
comprised 36.4 percent of homicide victims 
in Alaska, and 2.1 percent in the other 15 
states.  These large percentage differences 
for blacks/African Americans and Alaska 
Natives/American Indians are primarily due 
to the differences in the racial makeup of the 
overall population in Alaska and in the other 
states included in the NVDRS. Please see Causes of death, page 4

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Figure 1. Rate of Homicide by Race of Victim in Alaska 
and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010

Age- and race-adjusted rates.

* The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South 

Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.

Alaska 15 other states* 
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Table 3d shows 
homicide by gen-
der of the victim.  In 
both Alaska and the 
other 15 states, males 
are killed at a much 
higher rate than fe-
males. In Alaska, 
males are killed at 
2.25 times the rate of 
females. In the other 
fifteen states, males 
are killed 3.38 times 
the rate of females. 
Females are mur-
dered at a higher rate 
(3.17) in Alaska than 
females in the other 
15 states (2.35).  

The combination 
of victim race/eth-
nicity and gender is 
shown in Table 3e.  
In Alaska, Alaska 
Native/American In-
dian males have the 
highest death rate 

0–4 8.7 % 12.4 16.0 % 24.2
5–14 31.1 4.4 55.2 11.5

15–24 41.8 28.3 41.2 48.8
25–34 34.5 35.5 38.0 53.9
35–44 21.1 36.0 27.0 60.0
45–54 10.7 43.7 16.2 70.1
55–64 4.5 38.4 5.6 42.8

65 and over 2.3 119.0 2.5 292.7

Table 2.  Accidental Death by Age Group,
U.S. (2010) and Alaska (2007–2009)

Alaska (2007–2009)US (2010)

* Age-specific death rate is the number of deaths per 100,000 persons in a particular 
age range in one year.

Sources of data : Murphy SL, Xu JQ, Kochanek KD: Final Data for 2010. National 
Vital Statistics Reports; vol 61 no 4. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health 
Statistics. 2013; Top Five Leading Causes of Death by Age Group, Alaska, 2007-
2009. Bureau of Vitial Statistics, Division of Public Health, Alaska Department of 

Health and Human Services.

Age-specific 
death rate*

Percent of 
total deaths

Age-specific 
death rate*

Percent of 
total deaths
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is true only for females; Hispanic males have 
a slightly higher death rate (8.03) than do 
non-Hispanic males (7.81).

Overall patterns of circumstances of 
death for homicide victims in Alaska and 

the other 15 states are similar (see Table 
4).  “Other argument, abuse, conflict” is the 
most common circumstance; “precipitated 
by another crime,” “crime in progress,” a 
“drug involvement,” and “intimate partner 
violence related” rank among the top five. 
Drug involvement, arguments over money or 
property, person using weapon, and jealousy 

are more likely circumstances of death in 
Alaska than in the other 15 states. 

The place of injury that led to death for 
homicide victims is shown in Table 5.  For 
both Alaska and the other 15 states, dwell-
ings and places around homes, such as 
driveways, porches and yards, is the most 
common place for injury to occur, followed 

19 8.7        % 6.19 1,087         4.4        % 3.41
3 1.4        — c 461 1.9        0.72

50 22.9      7.65 6,949         28.3      10.23
43 19.7      7.72 6,288         25.6      9.84
51 23.4      8.86 4,084         16.6      6.01
30 13.8      4.56 3,033         12.4      4.34
14 6.4        3.05 1,484         6.0        2.77

8 3.7        2.69 1,171         4.8        2.00
218 100.0    % 5.27 24,547       100.0    % 5.15

0   501              

76 36.4 % 12.12 512            2.1 % 6.79
20 9.6 9.54 12,767       52.7 15.62
19 9.1 7.12 344            1.4 1.81
94 45.0 3.00 10,580       43.7 2.84

209 100.0 % 5.27 24,203       100.0 % 5.15
9  394            

204 94.4 % 5.23 21,337       88.5 % 5.05
12 5.6 4.76 2,760         11.5 5.13

216 100.0 % 5.27 24,097       100.0 % 5.15
2  500            

154 71.0 % 7.12 18,933       77.0 % 7.95
63 29.0 3.17 5,664         23.0 2.35

217 100.0 % 5.27 24,597       100.0 % 5.15
1    

51 24.4 % 16.27 406            1.7 % 10.68
18 8.6 15.26 10,718       44.3 27.43
14 6.7 11.31 227            0.9 2.41
25 12.0 7.88 106            0.4 2.88
69 33.0 4.10 7,235         29.9 3.90
25 12.0 1.73 3,345         13.8 1.78

5 2.4 — c 117            0.5 4.91
2 1.0 — c 2,049         8.5 1.24

209 100.0 % 24,203       100.0 %
9 394            

144 66.7 % 66.06 16,273       67.5 % 7.81
59 27.3 27.06 5,064         21.0 2.34

9 4.2 4.13 2,278         9.5 8.03
4 1.9 1.83 482            2.0 1.90

216 100.0 % 24,097       100.0 %
2 500            

a.

b.

c.

Table 3. Homicide by Demographic Characteristics in Alaska and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010

Age-adjusted 
death rateb

Valid percent 
of total 
deaths

Number of 
deaths

Age-adjusted 
death rateb

Valid percent 
of total 
deaths

Alaska Other 15 statesa

Number of 
deaths

3b. Race

3a. Age group
0–4

5–14
15–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64

65 and over
Total population

Unknown

3d. Gender

Alaska Native/American Indian
Black/African American

Asian/Pacific Islander
White

Total population
Unknown

3c. Hispanic status
Non-Hispanic

Hispanic
Total population

Unknown

Asian/Pacific Islander female

Male
Female

Total population
Unknown

3e. Race/ethnicity and gender
Alaska Native/American Indian male

Black/African American male
Asian/Pacific Islander male

Alaska Native/American Indian female
White male

White female

Black/African American female
Total population

Unknown

Non-Hispanic male
Non-Hispanic female

3f. Hispanic status and gender

Hispanic female
Total population

Unknown

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Rhode Island, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.
The age-adjusted death rate is used to compare populations with different age distributions.  The age-specific death rate (that is, the number of deaths in 
a given age group divided by the estimated population of that age group, multiplied by 100,000) is multiplied by the proportion of the U.S. population 
in 2000 in that age group.
Death rates were not calculated when the number of deaths is between 1 and 5 because they would be too unreliable.

Hispanic male
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by a transport area—public highway, street 
or road.  Alaska homicide victims, compared 
to those in the other 15 states, are more likely 
to be fatally injured in or around a dwelling 
(60.1% versus 51.7%).

Suicide
Comparisons between the 879 suicides 

that occurred in Alaska in the years 2005 to 
2010 and those that occurred in the other 15 
states show striking differences (Table 6).  
Suicide by age group is shown in Table 6a.  
Age-specific suicide rates for all age groups 
are higher in Alaska. Not only do Alaskans 
commit suicide at a higher rate than the 
comparison population (21.28 versus 11.34), 
they tend to do so at younger ages.  The 10 
to 14-year-old group in Alaska has a rate of 
2.88, which is over 2.5 times greater than 
the rate of 1.13 per 100,000 in the other 15 
states.  The greatest difference between the 
rates is for the 15 to 24-year-old group.  The 
Alaska rate is 34.77, over 3.5 times larger 
than the other 15 states’ rate of 9.85. The 
rate of 44.01 for Alaskans aged 85 and over 
(as well as the rate for the 10–14 age group) 
should be interpreted with caution because 
of the low numbers upon which the rates 
were calculated.   

The racial and ethnic characteristics of 
suicide victims are shown in Tables 6b and 
6c. Alaska Natives/American Indians in 
Alaska have the highest suicide rate of all 
groups (39.75), but in the other 15 states, 
this group’s suicide rate is not only four 
times lower (9.90), it is lower than that for 
whites, who have the highest suicide rate 
of any racial group in the other 15 states, at 
12.76. Overall, blacks/African Americans, 
Asians/Pacific Islanders, and Hispanics have 
lower suicide rates than whites, although the 
suicide rate for Hispanics in Alaska is 15.41, 
higher than the suicide rate for whites in the 
other 15 states.  The differences across racial 
groups and samples are displayed graphi-
cally in Figure 2.

Males commit suicide at much higher 
rates than females. While the death rates are 
higher for both sexes in Alaska, there were 
3.8 male suicide deaths for every female 
suicide death in both Alaska and the other 
15 states (see Table 6d).

If data for gender and race/ethnicity are 
combined, Alaska Native/American Indian 
males in Alaska have the highest suicide rate 
of any group (see Table 6e).  Indeed, their 
suicide rate of 61.25 is almost four times as 
high as the suicide rate for Alaska Natives/
American Indians in the other 15 states.  
Even though females have a much lower 
suicide rate, the risk factor of being Alaska 
Native/American Indian living in Alaska 
trumps gender; Alaska Native/American 
Indian females in Alaska have the third high-

est suicide rate overall (17.74), higher than 
the suicide rate of Alaska Native/American 
Indian males living in the other 15 states 
(15.55), and almost four times higher than 
the suicide rate of Alaska Native/American 
Indian females in the other 15 states (4.59). 
The lowest suicide rates were for Asian/
Pacific Islander and black/African American 
females in the other 15 states (3.34 and 1.49 
respectively).  In Alaska, there were so few 
suicides within these two groups over the 

six years included in the data that death rates 
were not calculated.

Conclusion
This article compared Alaska to the 

United States as a whole with respect to the 
leading causes of death.  While the ranking 
of causes of death in Alaska is similar to the 
United States’ ranking, age-specific death 

Please see Causes of death, page 6

34.9 % 42.9 %
32.9 31.9
24.3 23.5
24.3 15.6
23.7 21.1
13.8 8.1
11.8 7.0

9.2 5.0
4.6 5.4

— b 2.9

— b 2.2

— b 2.1

— b 0.6

— b 0.5

— b 0.2
0.0 0.3

a.

b.

Table 4. Circumstances of Death for Homicide Victims
in Alaska and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Other argument, abuse, conflict
Precipitated by another crime

Crime in progress
Drug involvement

Intimate partner violence related
Argument over money/property

Person used weapon
Jealousy (lovers' triangle)

Gang related

Justifiable self-defense/law enforcement

Victim was a bystander

Brawl (mutual physical fight)

Victim was intervener assisting crime victim

The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, 
Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.
The number of deaths for these cases is between 1 and 5; the actual number is censored 
by the NVDRS to protect confidentiality.

Percentages.

Victim was a police officer on duty

Hate crime
Mercy killing

Other 15 statesaAlaska

60.1 % 51.7 %
15.6 21.2

6.4 7.0

6.0 2.2
4.1 2.9
3.7 7.9
2.8 5.1
1.4 1.0
0.0 0.9

a.

Recreational area, cultural area or public building
Residential institution, including shelter, prison

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New 
Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and 

Table 5. Place of Injury for Homicide Victims
in Alaska and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010

Percentages.

Alaska Other 15 statesa

House, apartment, including driveway, porch, yard
Transport area: public highway, street or road

Commercial area (non-recreational), including medical 
service area, farm, industrial or construction area

Natural area/countryside
Unknown

Transport area: other, including inside motor vehicle
Other specified place, including school, sports or athletics area
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Causes of death
(continued from page 5)

rates are higher in Alaska for two unnatural 
causes of death:  suicide and unintentional 
injury (accidents). 

A closer focus on homicide and suicide 
compared Alaska to a group of 15 other 
states who also participate in the National 
Violent Death Reporting System: Colorado, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachu-
setts, New Jersey, New Mexico, North 

Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, 
South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wiscon-
sin.  Alaska’s death rate due to homicide 
is about the same as it is in these other 15 
states taken as a whole, but the death rate 
for Alaska Natives/American Indians and 

9 1.0        % 2.88 366            0.7        % 1.13
227 25.8      34.77 6,690         12.1      9.85
165 18.8      28.81 8,441         15.3      13.32
149 17.0      25.88 10,744       19.5      15.76
164 18.7      24.58 12,634       22.9      18.01
100 11.4      22.00 8,114         14.7      15.14

36 4.1        19.20 4,017         7.3        12.88
18 2.0        21.21 2,981         5.4        15.21
11 1.3        44.01 1,158         2.1        15.26

879 100.0    21.28 55,152       100.0    11.34
0   7                  

290 33.1 % 39.75 731            1.3 % 9.90  
553 63.1 18.38 49,458       89.5 12.76

14 1.6 6.66 3,764         6.8 4.90
19 2.2 6.46 935            1.7 5.26

876 100.0 21.28 55,241       100.0 11.34
3   353            

848 96.8 % 21.62 51,894       93.6 % 11.69
28 3.2 15.41 2,520         4.5 5.80

876 100.0 21.28 55,414       100.0 11.34
3  827            

702 79.9 % 33.59 43,266       78.3 % 18.57  
177 20.1 8.72 11,971       21.7 4.77  
879 100.0 21.28 55,237       100.0 11.34  

   177             

228 26.0 % 61.25 562            1.0 % 15.55
446 50.9 29.43 38,642       70.4 20.57

62 7.1 17.74 169            0.3 4.59
15 1.7 10.90 621            1.1 7.54
11 1.3 9.56 3,152         5.7 8.93

107 12.2 7.08 10,814       19.7 5.49
3 0.3 — d 612            1.1 1.49
4 0.5 — d 314            0.6 3.34

876 100.0 21.28 54,886       100.0 11.34
3 528            

673 76.8 % 33.90 40,553       74.5 % 19.20
26 3.0 28.89 2,075         3.8 9.56

175 20.0 9.05 11,339       20.8 4.93
2 0.2 — d 445            0.8 2.07

876 100.0 21.28 54,412       100.0 11.34
3  2                

a.

b.
c.

d.

Unknown

6d. Gender

Age-specific 
death ratec

45–54
55–64
65–74
75–84

White
Black/African American

Asian/Pacific Islander

Male
Female

Total population
Unknown

6e. Race/ethnicity and gender
Alaska Native/American Indian male

10–14
15–24
25–34
35–44

Total population

White male

Hispanic female

White female
Black/African American female

Asian/Pacific Islander female
Total population

Unknown

6f. Hispanic status and gender
Non-Hispanic male

Hispanic male
Non-Hispanic female

Valid percent 
of total 
deaths

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Rhode Island, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.
The NVDRS suppresses data on suicide for ages 0-9 "based on a child's inability to form and understand suicidal intent and consequences."
The age-adjusted death rate is used to compare populations with different age distributions.  The age-specific death rate (that is, the number of deaths 
in a given age group divided by the estimated population of that age group, multiplied by 100,000) is multiplied by the proportion of the U.S. 
population in 2000 in that age group.
Death rates were not calculated when the number of deaths is between 1 and 5 because they would be too unreliable.

Total population
Unknown

6a. Age groupb

Black/African American male

85 and over
Total population

Unknown

6b. Race

Alaska Native/American Indian female
Asian/Pacific Islander male

Table 6. Suicide by Demographic Characteristic in Alaska and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010
Other 15 statesaAlaska

6c. Hispanic status
Non-Hispanic

Hispanic
Total population

Unknown

Number of 
deaths

Number of 
deaths

Valid percent 
of total 
deaths

Age-specific 
death ratec

Alaska Native/American Indian
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* The other 15 states include Colorado, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South 

Carolina, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin.

Source of data: National Violent Death Reporting System,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Figure 2. Rate of Suicide by Race of Victim in Alaska 
and Fifteen Other States, 2005–2010

Age- and race-adjusted rates.

Alaska 15 other states* 

states.  Conversely, 
the homicide death 
rate is much higher 
for blacks/African 
Americans in the 
other 15 states than 
it is in Alaska.

The suicide rate 
in Alaska is  al-
most twice that in 
the other 15 states.   
Suicide in Alaska is 
particularly preva-
lent among young 
people (aged 15 to 
24), Alaska Natives/
American Indians, 
and males.  The age-
specific death rate 
by suicide for Alas-
ka Native/Ameri-
can Indian males 
between 15 and 24 
years old is 154.15, 
a rate over seven 
times greater than 
that for the entire 
Alaska population 
(data not shown in 
tables). 

The high rate 
of suicide among 
young Alaska Na-
t i v e / A m e r i c a n 
Indian people is 

ment of Health and Human Services uses 
data similar to those used for this article, 
and describes the characteristics of suicide 
more comprehensively than is possible in 
this short space.  (See resource list below.)

In response to the high rate of suicide 
among Alaska’s population, prevention ef-
forts have been implemented statewide by 
a number of Alaska agencies and organiza-
tions.  The Alaska Department of Health and 
Social Services (DHSS) Statewide Suicide 
Prevention Council has a five-year state 
suicide prevention plan (FY 2012–2017) 
and a community-based suicide preven-
tion program.  This program includes the 
Alaska Youth Suicide Prevention Project.  
Alaska has also launched the Alaska Sui-
cide Prevention Web Portal at http://www.
stopsuicidealaska.org/.

Prevention efforts focused on the Alaska 
Native community include an approach 
taken by Chugachmiut, a tribal consortium 
of seven Native communities in the Chugach 
region of Alaska, which is framed around the 
concept of adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) and focuses on reducing negative 
coping behaviors.  In northwest Alaska, 
suicide-prevention wilderness camps for 
youth are offered by the Maniilaq Asso-
ciation and the Kawerak Association.  The 
Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium has 
developed an initiative aimed at reducing the 
number of suicides and suicide attempts by 
Alaska Native people by 15 percent by the 
year 2015.

Sharon Chamard is an associate professor 
with the Justice Center.

Alaska Native/ 
American Indian, 

39.75

White, 18.38

All, 21.28

Asian/Pacific 
Islander, 6.46

Black/African 
American, 6.66

Alaska Native/ 
American Indian, 9.90

Black/African 
American 4.90

All, 11.34
White, 12.76

Asian/Pacific 
Islander, 5.26

45.0

40.0

35.0

30.0

25.0

20.0

15.0

10.0

5.0

0.0

well-known.  A 2012 bulletin from the 
Epidemiology Section of the Alaska Depart-

Resources on Suicide and Suicide Prevention
Alaska Department of Health and Social Services. (2012). 

Statewide Suicide Prevention Council. (website).  (http://
dhss.alaska.gov/suicideprevention/).

Alaska Division of Behavioral Health. (2012). Community-
Based Suicide Prevention Program. (website).  (http://dhss.
alaska.gov/dbh/Pages/Prevention/programs/suicidepreven-
tion/default.aspx).

Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium. (2010). Coming 
Together to Reduce Suicide. Alaska Native Tribal Health 
Consortium. (http://www.anthc.org/chs/wp/injprev/upload/
ANTHC-Suicide-Initiative-7-10.pdf).

Alaska Statewide Suicide Prevention Council. (2012). Cast-
ing the Net Upstream: Promoting Wellness to Prevent 
Suicide—Alaska State Suicide Prevention Plan: FY 2012–
2017. Juneau, AK: Statewide Suicide Prevention Council, 
Alaska Department of Health and Social Services. (http://
dhss.alaska.gov/SuicidePrevention/Documents/pdfs_sspc/
SSPC_2012-2017.pdf).

Anderson, Patrick M. (2011). Suicide among Alaska Natives. 
Anchorage, AK: Chugachmiut, Inc. (http://www.chugach-
miut.org/suicide_among_alaska_natives.pdf).

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2013). Web-
Based Injury Statistics Query and Reporting System 
(WISQARS). (website).  (http://www.cdc.gov/injury/
wisqars/).

Craig, Jessica; & Hull-Jilly, Deborah. (2012). “Characteristics 
of Suicide among Alaska Native and Alaska Non-Native 
People, 2003–2008.” State of Alaska Epidemiology Bulletin 
(30 Jul 2012). (http://www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/bulletins/
docs/rr2012_01.pdf).

Rarig, Alice; & Hull-Jilly, Deborah. (2012). Alaska Injury 
Surveillance Report 2011; Injury Deaths and Hospitalizations, 
2005-2009. Division of Public Health, Alaska Department 
of Health and Social Services. (http://www.epi.hss.state.
ak.us/injury/AKInjurySurveillanceReport2011.pdf).

Stop Suicide Alaska. (2013). Stop Suicide Alaska. (website).  
(http://www.stopsuicidealaska.org/).

Woodard, Stephanie. (2013). “Alaska Natives Tackle Youth 
Suicide with Lessons from the Land.” Indian Country 
Today (17 Jan 2013). (http://indiancountrytodaymedianet-
work.com/2013/01/17/alaska-natives-tackle-youth-suicide-
lessons-land-147028).

Asians/Pacific Islanders in Alaska is higher 
than it is for these groups in the other 15 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dbh/Pages/Prevention/programs/suicideprevention/default.aspx
http://www.anthc.org/chs/wp/injprev/upload/ANTHC-Suicide-Initiative-7-10.pdf
http://dhss.alaska.gov/SuicidePrevention/Documents/pdfs_sspc/SSPC_2012-2017.pdf
http://www.chugachmiut.org/suicide_among_alaska_natives.pdf
http://www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/injury/AKInjurySurveillanceReport2011.pdf
http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2013/01/17/alaska-natives-tackle-youth-suicidelessons-land-147028
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Experience of Racism in Anchorage
Melissa S. Green and Sharon Chamard

This article looks at experiences of rac-
ism reported by adults in the Municipality 
of Anchorage who responded to questions 
in the 2009 Anchorage Community Survey 
(ACS). The ACS questionnaire included 
questions about race/ethnicity and Hispanic/
Latino background, and questions about the 
experience of racism in nine different situa-
tions: while shopping; while at work; while 
at school; while renting or attempting to rent 
housing; while buying or attempting to buy 
housing; in a health care situation; from po-
lice; from a judge, lawyer, or other member 
of the justice system; or from members of 
local and/or state government.  About one-
third of all respondents answered Yes to one 
of the nine racism questions. 

ACS is a biennial mail and Internet survey 
of adult heads of household in the Munici-
pality of Anchorage conducted by the UAA 
Justice Center.  In 2009, a total of 4,702 
people were included in the random sample, 
and 2,080 completed surveys were received. 
The response rate was 50.8 percent.

The ACS questionnaire asked two ques-
tions to elicit information on the Hispanic/
Latino background and race/ethnicity of 
respondents.  The results are displayed in 
Table 1. Of the 2,018 respondents who 
answered whether they were of Hispanic or 
Latino background, 119 (5.9%) answered 
Yes. Of the 2,005 ACS respondents who 
identified their race/ethnicity, over four-fifths 
(N=1,655; 82.5%) were white/Caucasian; 
98 (4.9%) were Alaska Native or American 
Indian; 90 (4.5%) were Asian; 56 (2.8%) 
were black/African American; and 21 
(1.0%) were Native Hawaiian, Samoan, or 
other Pacific Islander, and 85 (4.2%) were of 

the differences between weighted and un-
weighted percentages for ethnicity and race. 
Using weighted data allows researchers to 
be more confident that their findings can be 
generalized to the whole population, and are 
not just descriptions of the people who sent 
back their surveys.

Table 3 shows the weighted percentage 
of all respondents who answered Yes to 

“Other” race or eth-
nicity. Comparison 
with 2010 population 
data for the Munici-
pality of Anchorage 
as a whole (see Table 
2) shows that whites 
are overrepresent-
ed and most other 
races/ethnicities are 
underrepresented in 
the 2009 Anchorage 
Community Survey.

One way to deal 
with underrepresen-
tation of non-white 
groups (which is a 
common problem in 
surveys of general 
populations), is to 
“weight” the data 
so that findings are 
more generalizable 
to the overall popu-
lation. This involves 
comparing the demo-
graphic composition 
of the population that 
was sampled to the 
demographic char-
acteristics of those 

experiencing racism in each of the nine 
situations about which they were asked. 
Answers are categorized by respondent 
race/ethnicity and Hispanic/Latino 
background. The weighted percentage 
of all respondents who answered yes to 
at least one of the nine racism questions 
is 34.4 percent.

Over one in five respondents (22.5%) 
reported having experienced racism 
while at work, and 19 percent said they 
had experienced racism while shop-
ping. Thirteen percent felt they had 
experienced racism in school.  Under 
ten percent of respondents reported 
experiencing racism in a health care 
setting (6.9%), being subjected to rac-
ism from a member of local and/or state 
government (6.4%), or experiencing 
racism while renting or attempting to 
rent housing (4.4%) or while buying or 
attempting to buy housing (2.9%). With 
respect to the criminal justice system, 
6 percent had experienced racism from 

who responded to the survey.  Responses 
from members of groups that were over-
represented (in this case, white people) are 
given less weight than are responses from 
individuals in underrepresented groups—
those responses are given greater weight.  
In the tables presented in this article, we 
use weighted percentages that factored in 
race, ethnicity and gender.  Table 1 shows 

Response
Question 42. Are you of Hispanic 
or Latino background?

No 1,889 93.6 % 92.8 %
Yes 119 5.9 6.8

Don't know 10 0.5 0.4
Total valid 2,018 100.0 % 100.0 %

Missing 62
Total 2,080

Question 43. What race or ethnicity 
would you say best  describes you? 

White or Caucasian 1,655 82.5 % 79.6 %
Alaska Native or American Indian 98 4.9 5.6

Asian 90 4.5 5.0
Black or African American 56 2.8 3.8

Native Hawaiian, Samoan, or 
other Pacfic Islander

21 1.0 1.6

Other 85 4.2 4.5
Total valid 2,005 100.0 % 100.0 %

Missing 75
Total 2,080

Source of data: Anchorage Community Survey 2009

Table 1. Anchorage Community Survey 2009:
Hispanic Background and Race/Ethnicity

Frequency
Valid 

percentage

Valid 
weighted 

percentage

* Percentages in this column have been weighted. They have been
adjusted to represent the population of Anchorage adults.

N Percent

Hispanic/Latino background

Hispanic or Latino 22,302 7.6 % 11,098 7.5 % 11,204 7.7 %
White alone, not Hispanic or Latino 183,478 62.6 95,472 64.3 88,006 60.8
Other races, not Hispanic of Latino 87,447 29.8 41,996 28.3 45,451 31.4

Total 293,227 148,566 144,661

Race/ethnicity

White alone 195,553 66.7 % 101,899 68.6 % 93,654 64.7 %
Asian alone 23,986 8.2 10,869 7.3 13,117 9.1

Two or more races 23,172 7.9 11,780 7.9 11,392 7.9
Alaska Native/American Indian alone 21,787 7.4 10,135 6.8 11,652 8.1

Black/African American alone 17,874 6.1 9,228 6.2 8,646 6.0
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander alone 6,388 2.2

Some other race 4,467 1.5
Total 293,227 148,566 144,661

[data not available]
[data not available]

Source of data:  American Community Survey, 2010 1-Year Data for Anchorage Municipality

Table 2. Racial and Ethnic Background of 
Municipality of Anchorage Population, 2010 Census

Column percentages.
Total Male Female

N Percent N Percent
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police and 3.9 percent experienced racism 
from members of the justice system other 
than police, such as judges or lawyers.

Experience of racism was reported by 
members of all races/ethnicities, but the per-
centage of whites/Caucasians who reported 
such experiences was far lower in most 
situations than for other races/ethnicities.  
In particular, high percentages of blacks/
African Americans and Alaska Natives/
American Indians reported experiencing 
racism.  Over two-thirds (69.1%) of black/
African American respondents reported ex-
periencing racism while at work, and almost 
that many (64.1%) had experienced racism 
while shopping.  Over a quarter of black/
African American respondents experienced 
racism while at school (27.8%) or from po-
lice (25.5%).  Between one in five and one 
in six black/African American respondents 
experienced racism in every other situa-
tion asked about except for racism from 
(non-police) members of the justice system 
(8.7%).  Over one quarter of Alaska Native/
American Indian respondents said they had 
experienced racism while at work (40.9%), 
while shopping (43.4%), or while at school 
(36.8%), and they reported experiencing 
racism in all other situations in percentages 
four to nearly ten times as  high as reported 
by white/Caucasian respondents.

Native Hawaiian/Samoan/Pacific Is-
lander respondents reported experiencing 
high rates of racism while at work (51.4%), 
while shopping (54.5%), and while at school 
(34.6%). These respondents also had the 
highest weighted percentages of reported 
racism in a health care setting (27.3%) and 

while buying or attempting to buy housing 
(also 27.3%). Respondents of  “other” race 
or ethnicity and respondents of Hispanic or 
Latino background reported experiencing 
racism in percentages about 1.5 to 2 times 
as high as white/Caucasian respondents for 
most situations.  Asian respondents, while 
experiencing racism in lower percentages 
than other groups except whites/Caucasians, 
still showed higher percentages of experienc-
ing racism than whites/Caucasians in most 
situations, especially while at work (25.0% 
of Asians; 17.1% of whites/Caucasians), 
while shopping (24.2% of Asians; 12.9% of 
whites/Caucasians), while at school (18.9% 
of Asians; 9.3% of whites/Caucasians); 
and while renting or attempting to rent 
housing (7.1% of Asians; 1.0% of whites/
Caucasians).

Discussion
Data from ACS respondents on experi-

ence of racism are based on individual self-
reported perceptions. Additionally, ACS data 
on experience of racism does not provide 
details on the circumstances of the types of 
discrimination experienced by respondents, 
or whether the racism is illegal under local, 
state, or federal law.  For example, an experi-
ence of racism in the workplace can range 
from overhearing a racist joke or a racial/
ethnic slur, to being actively subjected to 
racial/ethnic slurs or harassment (which in 
many cases may be considered illegal, and 
may be seen as contributing to a hostile work 
environment), all the way to being denied 
employment or promotion or being fired 
from a job because of one’s race or ethnicity, 

independent of one’s qualifications or job 
performance.

Anchorage Community Survey data show 
that experiencing racism still occurs in An-
chorage, especially among racial and ethnic 
minorities. Notably, for all groups, higher 
levels of experiencing racism were reported 
for “work,” “shopping” and “school,” than 
for all other situations.  This may be due 
to differences between situations that are 
closely regulated through anti-discrimination 
law (such as government agency interac-
tion with citizens and provision of housing) 
versus those that are less regulated, such as 
workplace and retail environments.  A more 
likely explanation is that there is a much 
greater frequency of contact with others dur-
ing routine, daily activities such as going to 
work, to school or shopping than is the case 
with activities such as  going to the doctor, 
interacting with members of government, or 
buying or renting housing.  Again, subjec-
tive perceptions of racism may or may not 
represent illegal discrimination.

Melissa Green is a Publication Special-
ist with the Justice Center. Sharon Chamard 
is an associate professor with the Justice 
Center.  An earlier version of this article was 
included as part of the Anchorage LGBT 
Discrimination Survey: Final Report by 
Melissa S. Green (Anchorage, AK: Identity, 
Inc., 2012). The complete report can be found 
at http://alaskacommunity.org/wp-content/
uploads/2012/03/akq_final_report.pdf. Other 
results from the 2009 Anchorage Community 
Survey can be found at http://justice.uaa.
alaska.edu/indicators/anchorage/acs2009/.

...while at work. 22.5 % 69.1 % 40.9 % 51.4 % 37.1 % 25.0 % 17.1 % 34.4 %

...while shopping. 19.0 64.1 43.4 54.5 39.3 24.2 12.9 24.4

...while at school. 13.0 27.8 36.8 34.6 18.3 18.9 9.3 19.3

...in a health care setting. 6.9 19.5 21.5 27.3 17.8 6.0 4.5 9.6

...from members of local and/or 
state government.

6.4 17.2 24.3 19.3 15.0 4.1 3.7 15.3

..from police. 6.0 25.5 22.2 13.7 17.2 8.2 3.1 4.5

...while renting or attempting to rent housing. 4.4 19.8 19.5 16.9 3.9 7.7 2.3 3.1

...from a judge, lawyer, or other member 
of the justice system.

3.9 8.7 18.0 0.0 12.6 0.8 2.1 12.0

...while buying or attempting to buy housing. 2.9 15.0 10.1 27.3 4.6 7.1 1.0 0.5

Table 3. Anchorage Community Survey 2009: Experience of Racism in Anchorage,
by Respondent's Race/Ethnicity and Hispanic/Latino Background

Percent answering "Yes."

Question 39a. Please share your 
experience as it pertains to racism  in 
Anchorage by answering the following 
statements about racism. —  I have 
experienced racism…

By race/ethnicity

All 
respondents

N=85

Native 
Hawaiian, 
Samoan, or 
other Pacfic 

Islander

Percentages in this table have been weighted.  They have been adjusted to represent the population of Anchorage adults.

N=56

Other race/
ethnicity

Black or 
African 

American

Source of data: Anchorage Community Survey 2009

White or 
Caucasian

Hispanic or 
Latino 

background

N=2,005 N=56 N=98

Alaska 
Native or 
American 

Indian

N=90 N=119N=1,655

Asian

http://alaskacommunity.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/akq_final_report.pdf
http://justice.uaa.alaska.edu/indicators/anchorage/acs2009/
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Criminal Justice Working Group Update
Teresa White Carns

The Criminal Justice Working Group 
(CJWG), coordinated and staffed by the 
Alaska Judicial Council, focuses on two main 
aspects of the criminal justice system: crime 
prevention and reduction of recidivism, and 
efficiencies in the system. Supreme Court 
Justice Joel Bolger and Attorney General Mi-
chael Geraghty are the co-chairs. During the 
past year, the CJWG focused on the electronic 
exchange of discovery pilot project, the audit 
of appointment of public counsel, prisoner 
reentry, information sharing among agen-
cies, waiver of juveniles to adult court, and a 
variety of shorter-term issues. The group also 
shares information about legislation, budget 
planning, and other matters of concern. 

At its August 13, 2013 meeting, the group 
agreed that it could be more effective under 
present circumstances by meeting as a whole, 
without separate discussions as the Efficien-
cies and Prevention and Recidivism Com-
mittees. The subcommittees of Therapeutic 
Courts, Title 12, and Alaska Prisoner Re-entry 
Task Force will continue to meet and report 
to the CJWG. 

Electronic exchange of discovery proj-
ect. Discovery—the information about a case 
contained in police reports, photos, recorded 
interviews, and physical evidence such as 
clothes or weapons—is typically shared 
among the attorneys and parties in a case by 
means of paper copies, hard disks, and visits 
to the police evidence locker. A pilot project 
in Juneau that has been running for about six 
months now shares most of that information 
electronically. It is sent to a web site with 
password-limited access. From there, defense 
attorneys and prosecutors can look at it when 
needed. The site tracks the date that the infor-
mation was posted, who viewed it, and when 
it was seen. Police agencies and attorneys 
all save substantial staff time, and the costs 
of making hard copies. CJWG members are 
discussing improvements to the Juneau sys-
tem, and expansion to other areas of the state.

Appointment of public counsel. The 
Alaska Court System’s (court) Criminal Rule 
39 and Administrative Rule12 govern the 
appointment of public counsel for indigent 
defendants in criminal cases. Over the past 
year, the court with the assistance of the 
Judicial Council studied about four hundred 
arraignment transcripts to gather evidence 
about the application of the rule in actual 
cases. The court found that in 12 percent of 
the arraignments, the defendant did not ask 
for public counsel after being informed of the 
right to have one assigned if the defendant 
was indigent. In 2 percent of the cases in 
which counsel was assigned, the court found 
inconsistencies between the defendant’s 
statements and credit, employment, and other 
records. In only one case, the defendant ap-
parently had sufficient funds, and in that case, 

the defendant had actually appeared the next 
day in court with a private attorney. Possible 
recommendations for action could include 
training for new or pro tem judges in the 
court standards for querying defendants about 
indigency. The court’s next step is to present 
its findings to the supreme court, along with 
any recommendations for changes in the rules.

The court also surveyed private attorneys 
to find out the “going rate” charged in the 
private sector for different types of cases. 
Determining if a defendant can afford a pri-
vate attorney depends on a combination of 
the defendant’s resources and the rate that the 
private bar would charge for a particular kind 
of offense. The survey found that for lower 
level felonies and misdemeanors, the rates 
described in the current court rule continue 
to be valid. For the more serious felonies, 
however, private sector rates are now notice-
ably higher than those established in the rule. 

The private attorney sector also intersects 
with public defender attorneys when a private 
attorney takes on a case, but the defendant 
runs out of money to pay fees before the case 
goes to trial. In that situation, the private attor-
ney often asks that the court appoint a public 
defender attorney to continue with the case. 
This causes delays in the handling of the case, 
and problems for victims and the prosecution, 
as well as for the public defender attorneys 
who take on the case.

Information sharing among agencies. 
The CJWG and MAJIC (Multi-Agency 
Justice Information Consortium) have been 
receiving training on, and developing pilot 
projects for, using a new set of national stan-
dards for designing databases called Global 
Reference Architecture (GRA). At the June 
CJWG meeting, members reviewed proposed 
GRA projects in the context of other activity 
that would affect how information is shared. 
CJWG members will take into account De-
partment of Law plans for a new case man-
agement system, court plans for e-filing and a 
new case management system, other agencies’ 
existing data collection and case management 
abilities, and security requirements for all 
criminal justice data. 

Members of both groups are also now 
working with the reconstituted Criminal 
Justice Information Advisory Board (CJIAB) 
to address the questions of how best to share 
information among agencies. The CJIAB is 
housed in the Department of Public Safety. 
It will meet quarterly to help criminal justice 
system agencies move forward in a way that 
respects each agency’s needs and resources 
while sharing information for greater effi-
ciency and improved public safety.

Prisoner reentry. Alaska’s Prisoner Reen-
try Task Force has made significant progress 
during the past year, both as a group and on 
individual projects. One project especially 
worth noting has been the “Barrier Crimes 

Task Force.” Barrier crimes are those that 
serve as impediments to housing, employ-
ment, and other activities needed to sustain 
a law-abiding life after conviction on an of-
fense. A felony conviction, in and of itself, 
prevents an offender from voting for a period 
of time, gaining access to various social 
services and resources, and may discour-
age employers and landlords. The National 
Inventory of Collateral Consequences of 
Conviction Project, a joint initiative of the 
American Bar Association and the National 
Institute for Justice, recently inventoried all 
508 of Alaska’s statutes and regulations that 
have consequences for convicted offenders, 
and posted them on its website at http://www.
abacollateralconsequences.org/Collateral-
Consequences/Retrieve Values?id=Alaska. 
The Barrier Crimes Task Force will now 
consider what steps can be taken to improve 
the situation for offenders. With reduced bar-
riers to reentry, offenders will recidivate less 
often, and public safety will still be  protected. 

Juveniles in adult criminal justice sys-
tem. Alaska statutes require that juveniles 
age 16 and 17 who are charged with the most 
serious offenses (including robbery, serious 
assaults, and homicides) be tried in adult court 
and housed in Department of Corrections 
facilities rather than handled in the juvenile 
justice system. The Division of Juvenile Jus-
tice has studied the cases handled since the 
law took effect in 1996, and has found that 
youths whose cases were handled in this way 
have a higher recidivism rate than those of 
similar ages and backgrounds who stayed in 
the juvenile system. The CJWG members will 
continue to track the situation and consider 
possible recommendations, such as increas-
ing discretion for judges in some instances.

Burning issues. At each CJWG meeting, 
members consider “burning issues”—new 
problems that have come to light since the 
previous meeting, ongoing situations that 
need attention, and sharing of information 
about new topics that weren’t on the group’s 
agenda. Among the burning issues considered 
in the past year were the need for wi-fi for 
Bethel attorneys and jurors (wi-fi was pro-
vided), announcement of a new report on the 
situation of Mental Health Trust trustees in 
the Department of Corrections for the years 
2008–2013, and receipt of legislative funds 
to take an existing reentry project from a pilot 
with a few participants to full scale in An-
chorage. The reentry project, a collaboration 
among Partners for Progress, Alaska Native 
Justice Center, and Nine Star Education & 
Employment Services, will provide tempo-
rary housing for returning prisoners, along 
with services and support for sober living.

Teri Carns is with the Alaska Judicial 
Council in Anchorage, with responsibility for 
research projects, report writing, and aspects 
of judicial selection and retention.
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Selecting and Evaluating Alaska’s Judges: 1984–2012
Teresa White Carns

Alaska chooses and retains judges 
through a merit selection system, designed to 
select the best judges possible, and provide 
accountability to the public.  The state’s 
constitution established a merit selection 
process administered by the Alaska Judicial 
Council.  The Council members—three 
non-attorneys and three attorneys—review 
all applicants for judicial positions and 
nominate two or more of the best qualified 
to the governor for appointment.  The chief 
justice presides as chair but only votes when 
the chair’s vote can make a difference.  All 
judges then stand periodically for retention 
by the voters.  By law, the Council evaluates 
judges’ performance before each retention 
election, and reports its findings and its 
recommendations for retention to the voters.

The Council has just released its third 
report on the judicial selection and retention 
process.  (Earlier reports were published 
in 1999 and 2008 and are available on the 
Council’s website).  It builds on the two 
previous reports, and describes the charac-
teristics most closely associated with ap-
plicants for judicial positions, the Council’s 
nominees, and the governors’ appointees.  
Substantial changes occurred in some as-
pects of the process between 1984, when 
the Council began keeping data, and 2012.  
Other aspects of the process have remained 
notably consistent over the years.  Data from 
the Council’s files shows the qualities of 
judicial applicants, and a survey of Alaska 
Bar members shows how applicants differ 
from the typical attorneys in the state.  The 
report also shows how qualities highlighted 
in judicial selection are associated with the 
evaluations of judicial performance during 
the retention election process.

The report was created as part of the 
Council’s constitutional mandate to conduct 
studies “to improve the administration of 
justice” (Article IV, Section 9).  It informs 
the public, bar members, prospective appli-
cants, and the judiciary about the Council’s 
practices and procedures for judicial selec-
tion and retention.  It enables the Council to 
assess its own performance, and increases 
its ability to carry out its constitutional and 
statutory responsibilities in the best way 
possible.

How the Judicial Selection 
Process Works

When a judicial vacancy occurs, the 
Council notifies all members of the bar, and 
issues a press release.  Attorneys who want 
to apply for the position submit a detailed 
application, a writing sample, and waivers 

authorizing the Council to investigate credit, 
criminal history, and any bar or judicial dis-
cipline.  The Council staff members conduct 
a thorough investigation, and survey all bar 
members about the applicants’ abilities, 
integrity, fairness, judicial temperament, 
and suitability of experience.  The Council 
conducts a public hearing and solicits public 
comment, and interviews every applicant.  
After considering all of the information, the 
Council nominates the two or more most 
qualified applicants to the governor.  The 
governor then has 45 days in which to make 
the appointment.

The Council’s bylaws and selection pro-
cedures call for the members to look for the 
most qualified applicants (see the Council’s 
web site at www.ajc.state.ak.us for detailed 
information).  The constitution’s drafters 
referred to this as the “best available timber.” 
Members look for excellent professional and 
legal abilities, integrity, fairness and impar-
tiality, judicial temperament, suitability of 
experience for the particular position, and 
overall assessment of the applicants’ ability 
to serve as a judge.  They also assess com-
munication skills, community service, life 
experiences that will contribute to service 
as a judge, and common sense.

How Judicial Selection between 2008 
and 2012 Compared to Earlier Years

●● More vacancies.  Between 1984 and 
2012, the number of vacancies increased 
steadily, tracking the state’s increased 
population and need for judicial services.  
The Council handled 3.8 open judicial 
positions per year between 1984–1988, but 
from 2008–2012, the number of vacancies 
averaged 7.6 per year.

●● More applicants per vacancy.  
Applicants per vacancy went up, from 
about six per vacancy in the early years to 
about nine per vacancy in the most recent 
five years.  There has been an increase in 
the number of lawyers in Alaska relative to 
the number of judicial positions available 
over the period.

●● More applicants for appellate 
positions, and for Anchorage and Palmer.  
The biggest increase came in the number of 
applicants for appellate positions, followed 
by more applicants for district court, and 
little change in the average number of 
applicants for superior court positions.  
Attorneys were more interested in positions 
in Anchorage and Palmer; the average 
number of applications for each position 
increased from 5.8 in the 1980s to 9.0 in 
the 2008–2012 period.  The average number 
of applications decreased in Fairbanks and 

other parts of the state over the same period.
●● No change in percentage of 

applicants nominated.  Council members 
serve staggered six-year terms, with non-
attorney members appointed by the governor 
and confirmed by the legislature, and 
attorney members appointed by the Bar 
Board of Governors after an advisory vote.  
One thing that has remained remarkably 
consistent over the past twenty-nine years 
has been the percentage of applicants 
nominated by the Council, despite regular 
turnover among members.  The Council has 
typically nominated between 36 percent and 
39 percent of all applicants, no matter what 
its composition.

●● Council continues to nominate more 
than minimum number of applicants.  The 
Council nominates more than the minimum 
two applicants required by the constitution 
and statues nearly three-quarters of the time.  
When the Council only sends two names 
to the governor it is often a situation in 
which there are few applicants, such as for 
a position in a rural area.

Who the Applicants Were, and 
How They Compared to Alaska Bar 
Members

The Council compiled information on 
applicants’ demographic characteristics, 
and compared these to those of the 2,438 
in-state bar members who responded to a 
March 2013 survey of the bar.  Thirty-seven 
percent of the members responded.  The 
characteristics of those who responded were 
similar to those of the active members of 
the bar, suggesting that the survey reflected 
the composition of the bar well.  The most 
recent analysis showed that the substantial 
changes in the types of people applying for 
judicial positions tracked the changes in the 
bar membership.  Most notably:

●● Bar members and applicants are 
older.  The average age of bar members 
increased from 40 years old in 1989 to 
52 years old in the 2013 bar member 
survey.  The average applicant’s age 
increased from 39 years in 1984–1988, to 
50 years in 2008–2012, with district court 
applicants averaging 37 years, and superior 
court applicants 41 years. Appellate court 
applicants averaged 55 years of age from 
2008–2012. (There were no appellate court 
vacancies from 1984–1988.).

●● Years of practice and residency have 
increased.  This finding is consistent with 
the increasing ages of bar members and 
applicants.  The constitution and statutes 

Please see Judicial selection, page 12



12 	 Alaska Justice Forum 30(2), Summer 2013

require a minimum of five years’ residency 
in the state immediately preceding a judicial 
appointment, and differing numbers of 
years of practice, depending on the level 
of the judgeship.  Both bar members and 
applicants’ average years of residency 
increased from a little more than eleven 
years during the 1980s, to about 21.5 years 
by 2012.

●● The bar has more female members, 
and more applicants were women.  In 1989, 
25 percent of the bar members were women; 
in the 2013 member survey, women made up  
38 percent of the membership.  Similarly, the 
percentage of female applicants increased 
from 15 percent in 1984–1988 to 32 percent 
in 2008–2012.  One reason for the lag in 
female applicants compared to female bar 
members is that women bar members tend 
to be younger than male bar members, and 
therefore less likely to have the requisite 
years of practice to qualify for judicial 
positions.  Female and male applicants have 
consistently been nominated at the same 
rate (37%).  Female appointments have 
varied substantially from a low of 16 percent 

female appointees between 2003 and 2007,  
to a high of 29 percent female appointees 
between 2008 and 2012

●● Ethnic diversity in the bar stayed 
about the same, but more minorities 
were nominated and appointed.  Ethnic 
representation in the bar remained about 
the same between the 2007 and 2013 bar 
membership surveys (the data were not 
compiled in the 1989 bar survey).  About 
94 percent of the bar members were 
Caucasian, with just more than 2 percent 
Alaska Native/American Indian, 1 percent 
each Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and 
just less than 1 percent African-American.  
Ethnic diversity on the bench increased 
however, with more minority bar members 
applying for positions, being nominated, and 
being appointed.  During the 23 years from 
1984–2007, four minority attorneys were 
appointed to the bench; in the five years 
between 2008–2012, four minority attorneys 
were appointed. (Between 1984 and 2007, 
13 minority attorneys filed 27 applications. 
During the period 2008–2012, 13 minority 
attorneys filed 20 applications.)

Legal Experience 
and the Selection Process

While the demographics of the bar have 
changed substantially over the 29 years 
covered in the Council’s report, the charac-
teristics of the applicants’ legal experiences 
have been less mutable.  The relationships 
between legal background and likelihood of 
nomination have also stayed stable, while 
the associations with likelihood of appoint-
ment have been more varied.

●● Most applicants had both public and 
private sector experiences during their 
legal careers.  Private sector experience 
included practicing in a law firm, serving as 
corporate counsel, or working in private non-
profit organizations.  This did not change 
significantly over the decades studied, and 
held true for nominees and appointees as 
well as applicants.  What did change to 
some extent was the likelihood that attorneys 
would be employed in the public sector at 
the time of their application.  Between 1984 
and 1988, the percentage of applicants from 
the public sector was 49 percent, rising to 
58 percent in the years between 2008 and 
2012.  One possible explanation was that 
an increasing percentage of the applicants 
were female, and women were more likely 
be employed in the public sector.  The 
percentages of nominees and appointees 
working in the public sector at the time of 
application remained stable during the entire 
1984–2012, period, and ranged between 58 
percent and 60 percent.

●● A majority of applicants had been 
either a prosecutor or a public criminal 

defense attorney at some point in their 
careers.  The percentage has increased in 
recent years.  The percentages differed by 
court level, with prosecutorial experience 
more associated with nomination to the 
district court, and public defense experience 
more associated with nomination to the 
superior and appellate courts.  The Council 
nominated almost exactly the same number 
of attorneys with prosecutorial experience 
as with public defense experience.

●● Most applicants had private 
practice experience.  Eighty-six percent 
of applicants had some private practice 
experience, whether as a solo practitioner or 
as a member of a firm.  Applicants with only 
private practice experience were less likely 
to be nominated and appointed.  Attorneys 
in private practice at the time of application 
were more likely to apply for superior court 
than for district court or appellate courts.

●● Recent trial experience was more 
closely associated with nominations for 
appellate courts than for trial courts.  
Substantial and recent trial experience was 
defined as six or more trials in the preceding 
five years, and was more important in 
nominations for appellate courts than for 
trial courts.

What Else Did the Council Look At?
In addition to reviewing the applicants’ 

legal experiences, the Council reviewed 
their writing samples, bar and judicial disci-
pline, bar survey ratings, and service to the 
community, the bar, and pro bono clients.

●● Bar survey ratings were one factor 
among many.  The Council considered 
a wide range of information in its review 
of applicant qualifications.  Applicants 
with higher survey ratings (3.5 and above 
on a scale of 1–5) were more likely to 
be nominated, but a high rating did not 
guarantee nomination.  There was little 
difference between nominees and appointees 
on survey ratings.

●● Bar survey ratings for applicants as 
a group have increased over the past three 
decades.  Evidence in the report suggests 
that applicants for the bench in recent years 
are more qualified.  They have more years of 
practice, longer residence in the state, more 
varied life experiences because they are 
older, and more varied experience practicing 
law.  There is also more competition for 
judicial positions because the number of 
attorneys has increased at a greater rate than 
the number of available positions.

●● Nominees and appointees tended 
to have writing that was rated good or 
excellent.  Higher writing sample ratings 
were associated with a greater chance of 
nomination and appointment, for all levels 
of court.

Judicial selection
(continued from page 11)
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●● Council members considered a 
range of information.  A survey of Council 
members indicated that responses from 
questionnaires sent to attorneys and judges 
who had direct and recent experience with 
applicants, and signed comments on the 
bar survey were among the most important 
sources of information in their decisions.  
They also valued the interviews with 
applicants, and considered community 
and pro bono service.  Unsigned and 
unsubstantiated comments from the bar 
survey, likelihood of appointment by the 
governor, and factors prohibited by law 
(such as ethnic background, religion, age, 
gender, and so forth) were not considered.

How the Retention Evaluation 
Process Works

Alaska’s judges periodically stand for 
retention on the ballot in general elections.  
Each judge has a shorter first term, and then 
serves a longer term set by statute (see the re-
tention evaluation procedures and applicable 
law on the council’s website at http://www.
ajc.state.ak.us/ retention/retproced.html and 
http://www.ajc.state.ak.us/retention/retlaw.
html).  Statutes require the Judicial Council 
to evaluate each judge’s performance during 
the term of service, and to make those evalu-
ations, and any recommendations public.  As 
a result, voters in Alaska have an in-depth 
assessment of each judge’s performance on 
which to base their votes.

To complete its evaluations, the Coun-
cil uses a variety of information. It asks 
each judge to complete a self-assessment 
questionnaire.  The Council surveys all 
of the following individuals statewide 
about judicial performance: all attorneys, 
all peace and probation officers, all social 
workers and guardians ad litem, jurors, and 
all court employees.  It also compiles the 
appellate affirmations and reversals for trial 
court judges, peremptory challenges and 
recusals, discipline, and other investigative 
information.  Based on all of this informa-
tion, the Council recommends retention or 
non-retention for each judge.  It then publi-

cizes the evaluations and recommendations 
statewide, using media, Internet and social 
media resources, public appearances, and 
publication of its materials in the lieutenant 
governor’s voters’ pamphlet that goes to 
every household that has a registered voter.

The Judicial Performance Evaluations
Before each retention election, the 

Council conducts statewide surveys of 
thousands of Alaskan citizens who have 
come in contact with judges during their 
terms.  Respondents to the surveys assess 
judicial performance in the areas of in-
tegrity, impartiality, judicial temperament, 
diligence, and overall abilities.  Attorneys 
also evaluate legal abilities of judges.  Only 
attorneys and court employees are asked to 
assess appellate judge performance.  The 
report showed that:

●● Attorneys’ overall ratings of judges 
have increased substantially since 1984.  
Attorney ratings of trial court judges rose 
from an average of 3.6 overall in 1984 to 4.2 
overall in 2012.  This is consistent with all of 
the reports’ findings that the overall quality 
of applicants has risen during the past three 
decades.  Appellate judge ratings rose from 
4.1 to 4.4 during the same period.

●● Peace and probation officer ratings 
of trial judges also increased.  The ratings 
rose from an average of 3.4 in 1984, to an 
average of 4.2 in 2012.  Ratings from other 
groups remained high throughout the study 
periods, all in the 4.0 range or above.

●● Higher ratings during the selection 
process were associated with higher 
judicial performance ratings.  For many 
judges in the study, the Council also had 
information from their applications, which 
was used to analyze the associations 
between applicant qualities and judicial 
performance.  The analysis showed that 
higher bar survey ratings and writing sample 
ratings as an applicant were associated with 
higher retention performance evaluations.  
The data also indicated that judges who 
had been either a judge or a public defense 
attorney at any point in their legal careers 
received slightly better than average ratings 

on retention surveys. 

The Retention Votes
The Council reviews retention voting 

patterns for insight into public perception 
of judges, and to assess the effectiveness 
of its evaluation process.  In this report, it 
found that:

●● Most voters cast a ballot in statewide 
judicial retention elections during 1984–
2012.  Of those who voted in the statewide 
general election, 84–87 percent voted in the 
judicial retention election.  This compares 
favorably with the 98 percent to 99 percent 
of the voters who typically vote in the other 
biannual statewide race, for Alaska’s single 
U.S.  House of Representatives seat. 

●● About two-thirds of votes for judges 
are “Yes” votes for retention.  “Yes” vote 
percentages for all judges combined have 
ranged between 63 percent and 70 percent 
during 1984–2012.  Judges in the First and 
Second judicial districts tend to have higher 
“yes” vote percentages; those in the Fourth 
district are about average, and those in the 
Third district tend to be lower than the state 
average.

Conclusion
Over the past three decades, the pool of 

applicants from which the Council has made 
its nominations has expanded and matured.  
Several indicators show that the Council 
can draw from an increasingly diverse and 
experienced group of attorneys to fill judi-
cial vacancies.  Retention election results 
support the conclusion that Alaska’s judges 
are well-regarded by voters to whom they 
are accountable.

Teri Carns is with the Alaska Judicial 
Council in Anchorage, with responsibility 
for research projects, report writing, 
and aspects of judicial selection and 
retention. The complete report Selecting 
and Evaluating Alaska’s Judges: 1984–2013 
is available at http://www.ajc.state.ak.us/
reports/jgprofile13.pdf. The 1999 and 
2008 reports can be found on the Council’s 
publications page at http://www.ajc.state.
ak.us/reports/admin.html.

the employee is given a criminal summons 
or citation. The first conviction for this 
misdemeanor carries a maximum fine of 
$10,000 and up to one year in jail, though 
judges commonly impose a $500 fine and 
suspend the jail sentence. Employees who 
sell alcohol to underage persons are not 
likely to spend time in jail, unless they repeat 
the offense within a year. If a licensee fails a 

compliance check or otherwise sells alcohol 
to an underage person, the licensee is also 
given a summons or citation.  If convicted, 
the licensee faces the sanctions described 
above, and must also appear before the ABC 
Board where an administrative sanction 
may be imposed. The ABC Board typically 
fines licensees $500 and imposes a 45-day 
suspension of their liquor license. Since the 
ABC Board frequently suspends 38 days 
of the license suspension, licensees who 
sell alcohol to underage persons typically 

face a seven-day suspension of their liquor 
license, if they remain free of violations for 
one full year. 

Funding of alcohol enforcement pro-
grams by the ABC Board, including com-
pliance checks, is severely limited. Until 
recently, Alaska, along with other states, had 
been receiving Enforcement of Underage 
Drinking Laws (EUDL) block grant funding 
through the Department of Health and Social 

Alcohol
(continued from page 1)

Please see Alcohol, page 14
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Services (DHSS) from the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP) for programs 
to help prevent underage drinking. 
Up until December 31, 2012 the 
grant provided $100,000 annu-
ally which covered the salary and 
benefits of one ABC investigator. 
The EUDL grant funding was ter-
minated across the nation at the end 
of 2012. The Alaska ABC Board 
received supplemental funds from 

goals for the percentage of checks to be 
conducted. There are approximately 1,500 
out of 1,800 total licensees who are subject 
to compliance checks—common carriers 
and remote lodges are not typically checked. 
These percentage goals are determined each 
fiscal year and are based on region. The 
highest compliance check goals are for the 
more densely populated and easily acces-
sible areas. For example, the ABC Board has 
set a goal of conducting compliance checks 

in 75 percent of the establishments in the 
Municipality of Anchorage, while setting 
a much lower goal of 25 percent for rural 
communities off the road system. 

Compliance check goals for the number 
of checks conducted were met in the past 
three fiscal years (FY 2011–2013), but were 
not met in the two years before that (FY 
2009–2010). The number of compliance 
checks conducted in FY 2011 increased by 
104 over FY 2010. There were 700 compli-
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the Alaska State Legislature to carry the pro-
gram through June 30, 2013. In April 2013 
the legislature approved for one fiscal year 
(July 1, 2013–June 30, 2014) the $100,000 
previously funded by the EUDL grant. 

Compliance Check Goals and Results

From the total number of licensed es-
tablishments in the state that are subject 
to compliance checks, the ABC Board sets 
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Municipality of Anchorage 75 % 60 % 84 % 75 % 76 % 76 %
Fairbanks North Star Borough 50 44 40 56 52 51

City and Borough of Juneau 50 45 74 63 62 54
Southeast Alaska, except Juneau 35 25 27 39 35 35

Matanuska-Susitna Borough 50 29 57 51 55 51
Kenai Peninsula Borough 50 27 23 51 52 55

Rural communities on the road system 35 21 15 35 47 38
Rural communities off the road system 25 26 — * 25 29 29

FY 2013FY 2012FY 2011FY 2010FY 2009

* No compliance checks conducted.

Table 1.  Alcoholic Beverage License Compliance Checks, FY 2009–2013

Source of data : Alaska Alcoholic Beverage Control Board
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Actual
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Figure 1.  Alcoholic Beverage Licensee Regional Compliance Rates in Alaska, FY 2009–2013

Source of data : Alaska Alcoholic Beverage Control Board

* No compliance checks conducted.
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*

ance checks in FY 2010, 804 
in FY 2011, 826 in FY 2012, 
and 828 in FY 2013. For the 
Municipality of Anchorage, the 
City and Borough of Juneau, 
the Matanuska-Susitna Bor-
ough, and rural communities 
off the road system, compliance 
check goals were met in four 
out of five years. Compliance 
check goals were met in all 
eight regions in the last three 
years of the FY 2009–2013 
period. (See Table 1.)

Compliance check results 
for refusal to sell alcohol to 
underage persons for FY 2009–
2013 show little variability and 
few discernible trends over 
time or by region. One trend 
can be seen in the Municipality 
of Anchorage and rural com-
munities on the road system, 
where rates of compliance have 
increased each year for the past 
three consecutive years from 
FY 2009 to 2013 (see Figure 1). 

The statewide average rate 
of compliance for refusal to 
sell alcohol to underage persons 
during a compliance check 
ranged from a low of 83 percent 
of licensees compliant in FY 
2010 to a high of 89 percent 
in FY 2013. The lowest rate 
of compliance for individual 
regions was for rural com-
munities off the road system 
with 67 percent compliance in 
FY 2011. The highest rate of 
compliance was for rural com-
munities on the road system at 
100 percent in FY 2009, when 

their own alcohol according to the 2010 
National Survey on Drug Use and Health. 
However, compliance check efforts should 
not be reduced based on this statistic; the 
low percentage is partially attributable to 
compliance checks. Compliance checks 
made regularly over a sustained period are 
associated with the highest compliance 
rates.  Currently, there is a lack of sufficient 
resources to conduct compliance checks at 
each retail outlet twice per year—a situation 
that is not unique to Alaska. Lack of alcohol 
enforcement agents for compliance checks 
nationwide is a direct result of lack of re-
sources, according to the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration.

Through other initiatives and funding, 
Alaska has established a solid foundation 
of substance use data that will serve to set 
in motion efforts to reduce access to alcohol 
by underage persons, underage drinking, 

and its consequences. Beginning in 2006, 
the Alaska Division of Behavioral Health 
received federal funding from the Sub-
stance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA) to compile an 
epidemiological profile related to all sub-
stance use consumption and consequences 
data for Alaska. As a result, Alaska was 
awarded a Strategic Prevention Framework 
State Incentive Grant (SPF SIG) in FY 2010. 
Using the Strategic Prevention Framework 
model of developing a data driven process 
for identifying the highest priority issue(s) 
related to statewide substance use/abuse, 
two priorities were identified:  (1) youth 
alcohol use; and (2) adult heavy and binge 
drinking. Community grantees are currently 
conducting community-level research and 
evaluation on youth alcohol use.  

seven checks were conducted, followed 
by a 96 percent compliance rate for Kenai 
Peninsula Borough in FY 2010. Only the 
rural communities on the road system (in 
FY 2009 and FY 2013) and Kenai Peninsula 
Borough (in FY 2010) have ever attained the 
goal of 95 percent compliance or more in the 
past five years. All of the regions, excluding 
Southeast Alaska and rural communities off 
the road system, have experienced compli-
ance rates above 90 percent at least once in 
the past five years. Three regions have never 
had compliance rates lower than 80 percent 
in the past five years (Fairbanks North Star 
Borough, Kenai Peninsula Borough, and 
Southeast Alaska). 

Reducing Underage Drinking in Alaska
Of all states, Alaska has the lowest 

percentage (3.1%) of past-month drinkers 
aged 12 to 20 who reported purchasing Please see Alcohol, page 16



16 	 Alaska Justice Forum 30(2), Summer 2013

Non-Profit Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Anchorage, Alaska

Permit No. 107Alaska Justice Forum
Justice Center
University of Alaska Anchorage
3211 Providence Drive
Anchorage, AK 99508

Return service requested

Alcohol 
(continued from page 15)

Alaska convened the Alaska Committee 
to Prevent Underage Drinking (ACPUD) 
in 2007, and other states have taken similar 
actions. This committee continues to move 
underage drinking issues forward through 
Alaska’s Strategies to Prevent Underage 
Drinking—a state plan updated in 2012 
which focuses on state and community-
level interventions and strategies to prevent 
underage drinking. A critical data source 
comes from Alaska’s participation in the fed-
eral STOP Act project. The STOP Act State 
Survey collects information from all states 
on a variety of issues including whether or 
not a state alcohol agency conducts under-
age compliance checks/decoy operations to 
determine if alcohol retailers are comply-
ing with laws prohibiting sales to underage 
persons. The STOP Act State Survey was 
first conducted in 2010, and is now carried 
out each year by all 50 states, and used as 
the foundation for the annual Report to 
Congress on the Prevention and Reduction 
of Underage Drinking. The 2013 STOP 
Act Survey was recently completed for the 
2013 Report to Congress. The 2012 Report 
to Congress can be accessed at http://store.
samhsa.gov/product/Report-to-Congress-
on-the-Prevention-and-Reduction-of-Un-
derage-Drinking-2012/PEP12-RTCUAD. 
(The report contains a “State Profile and 

Underage Drinking Facts” section for each 
state and a copy of State Survey Responses.)

Conclusion

Compliance checks are an important tool 
for reducing retail alcohol access to under-
age persons, but reducing underage persons’ 
access to alcohol requires a multi-pronged 
response. A multi-pronged response includes 
prevention, education, and treatment, as well 
as efforts to change marketing practices, and 
launch media campaigns that publicize the 
problem and appropriate responses to it. 
A comprehensive strategy is necessary to 
reduce the demand for alcoholic beverages 
by underage persons. Effectively reducing 
access to alcohol and underage drinking 
requires a coordinated effort involving 
evidence-based practices. These practices 
would focus uniquely on underage youth, 
underage adults (aged 18–20), near peers 
(aged 21–25), parents and family members 
aged 21 and older, and other adults, because 
adults provide alcohol to underage persons 
willingly, as well as without their knowl-
edge (i.e., youth taking alcohol from their 
parents).

Education efforts would involve com-
municating the consequences of drinking 
alcohol (health and safety, school-related, 
legal, and economic consequences, among 
others). This strategy would also provide 
information on existing statutes designed 

to reduce access to alcohol by underage 
persons. Greater awareness of the penalties 
for violating statutes could help to change 
norms, attitudes, and beliefs of adults 
who provide alcohol to underage persons. 
These efforts would also involve educa-
tion of youth and the enforcement of minor 
consuming statutes, along with reasonable 
penalties designed to deter youth from pos-
sessing and using alcohol. While licensed 
retail outlets that sell alcohol are part of the 
underage drinking problem in Alaska, the 
solution requires allocating sufficient re-
sources to a comprehensive and coordinated 
multi-pronged approach.

Marny Rivera is an associate professor 
in the Justice Center. Shirley Coté is the 
director of the Alaska Alcoholic Beverage 
Control Board.

Faculty News
Dr. André Rosay has returned from 

Washington, D.C., and resumed his duties 
as Director of the Justice Center.  He was 
awarded a Visiting Executive Research 
Fellowship with the National Institute 
of Justice (NIJ) for 2012–2014, and will 
continue his work supporting NIJ’s program 
of research on violence against Indian 
women in tribal communities until next year.
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