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City Manager Bob
Herron resigns.  
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Aniak teens anthologize
local stories. 

Page 11The Beat of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta

Henry Shavings Family 
By Heather A. Resz
Alaska Newspapers Inc.

ANCHORAGE – A round-
face toddler at the Alaska
Native Medical Center is
drawn to Hilma Shaving’s
accordion like the tide to the
shore.

Her pudgy fingers explore
the piano accordion’s myriad
buttons; adding “accidental”
notes to the song her grand-
mother is playing.

With a little luck, Nancy
Arnada Shavings, 18 months,
will be the third generation of
Cup'ig musicians in the Henry
Shavings Family Band. But
for now, she is content to
straddle the amplifier like a
snowmachine, twisting knobs
and running curious fingers
along cords.

Her grandparents knew
music first as the singing and
dancing that accompanied the
traditional skin drum in the
long house on Nunivak Island. 

Henry Sr. and Hilma

OUR NEIGHBOR

Music ministry celebrates 28 years

Photo by Robert DeBerry/Tundra Drums
Self-taught musician Henry Shavings Sr. entertains festival goers
at the Anchorage Folk Festival on the University of Alaska
Anchorage campus recently. Shavings Sr. and his wife Hilma
have released 24 albums together since 1968. The two may be
the first Cup'ig people to make a record. See Neighbor, page 10
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A Bethel nurse died after a
tragic  blaze at an apartment in
the Yukon Kuskokwim  Hospital
housing at about  6 p.m. Thursday
evening, Jan. 27.

Naomi Ardean Selby, YKHC
operating room manager, died from
her injuries. Her family was noti-
fied and asked that her name be
released in consideration of her
friends in Bethel. 

The fire was first reported by
Henry Hunter, who was making a
pizza delivery at an apartment in the
800 building of the hospital’s hous-
ing units. Hunter entered Selby’s
apartment and escorted her out. 

The apartment in the 800 build-
ing of the hospital housing apart-
ments was engulfed in flames by
the time the Bethel fire department
arrived and extinguished it. The
entire building was evacuated.
Selby died later at the hospital from
complications related to smoke

inhalation.
Five people were injured and

treated at YKHC from injuries
received in the fire. 

Of the other injuries, one patient
was transferred to Anchorage for
treatment, one patient was admitted
to the hospital in Bethel, and two
were released after treatment.

Beloved nurse dies
in apartment fire

See Selby, page 18

Ardean Selby

Commission has opportunity 
to “get ahead” of rural crime
By Jon Grover
Tundra Drums

Social work
counselors tell of
suspicious deaths in
the Yukon-
Kuskokwim Delta
that were catego-
rized as suicides or
accidents. 

A woman in
Alakanuk died of a
gunshot wound to
the head in the
summer of 2002.
Counselors and res-
idents were suspi-
cious that it wasn’t
Kathy Buster’s
own hand that pulled the trigger. 

No mention of Buster’s death made its way into
news accounts at the time. When a death is catego-
rized as a suicide, it is treated as a private matter. It
was investigated and troopers closed the case after cat-
egorizing it as a suicide. 

A case in Napakiak involved the death of a young
male, Frank Aluskak, 18, who was dropped off by a

Justice problems should be expected, experts say

See Justice, page 12

RURAL JUSTICE

Part 2 of 4:
Unsolved murders

The Tundra
Drums, which
serves
56 vil-
lages
in the
Yukon-
Kusko-
kwim Delta, takes a look
at the region’s rural jus-
tice system in this series.

Photo by Robert DeBerry/Tundra Drums 
Alaska Rural Justice and Law Enforcement Commission members Tim Burgess, left, and Wilson Justin listen to pub-
lic hearings Thursday in Anchorage. The congressionally appointed commission assigned committee work groups to
four areas the commission will focus on: Law enforcement in communities; law enforcement through courts; sexual
assault and domestic violence; and alcohol and  illegal importation. The commission will hold meetings in Bethel on
April 4. 



friend near the village airport
after a night of drinking. The
young man was found the fol-
lowing day and the death was
ruled an accident. Family mem-
bers were not convinced and
asked for an investigation. No
charges were ever filed in the
case. The family was told by an
attorney they may be able to sue
through civil proceedings, but
who would they sue?

In Scammon Bay, a young
man died in the fall of 2000.
According to the medical exam-
iners’ findings, it was of asphyx-
iation from inhaling gasoline.
But eyewitnesses told their
Village Public Safety Officer,
John Uttereyuk, that young
Kenneth Ulak was slammed by a
large board in the head. His left
arm had been fractured, his
mother, Harrietta Ulak said.
Numerous bruises were found
on his body. 

And yet, the named suspect
was not arrested.

Like the lack of closure in the
other cases, four years later,
Kenneth’s parents are still won-
dering why at least assault charges
weren’t placed against the attack-
er. Though he died in September
2000, the first written police
reports are dated Jan. 16, 2001. 

Most villages in rural Alaska
have stories of mysterious or

suspicious happenings. These
stories involve crimes that have
never been solved, at least not by
law enforcement officials. In
small rural communities a lot of
crime goes unreported, some
minor, some not so minor. 

Y-K residents and law enforce-
ment say this is a frustration for
both sides. Unsolved crimes
leave wounds unhealed and
criminals unprosecuted. 

Cultural reticence may be part
of the problem: Native leaders
such as veteran VPSO Max
Olick explain that one of the
drawbacks to investigating
crimes is that it’s not easy to tell
on others. Shame keeps victims
and their relatives silent, he said.

When a suspicious death
occurs, the lesser charges that are
typically associated do not get
filed. Many question “acciden-
tal” or “suicide” deaths in their
communities, counselors say. 

Yet another reason sited by
law enforcement officials is that
there are many layers to rural
justice law enforcement not seen
anywhere else in the country.
And then, there are villages with
no local law enforcement.

The gap in investigations
Nearly half of the villages in

the Y-K Delta have little law
enforcement presence in the
community. They may only see
the “law” if there is an emer-
gency call placed. Even then, it
can take days for troopers to
arrive. 

Officials with the Alaska

Department of Public Safety
don’t know how many unsolved
crimes there are in the Yukon
Kuskokwim Delta. The
Department of Public Safety
does not keep separate records
for cases that remain unresolved.

“Every case we have is closed,
whether it’s marked as ‘closed-
unresolved’or ‘forwarded to the
district attorney’ or ‘closed
arrest,” said Department of
Public Safety spokesman, Greg
Wilkinson.  

There are cases that wait in
limbo for a trooper to arrive for
an investigation and many that
fall through the cracks, accord-
ing to crime victims and their
families willing to tell The
Tundra Drums their stories.

Particularly sexual assault
victims upset immediately after
being a victim of that crime cool
over time and change their
minds about following through
on their reports, counselors at the
Tundra Women’s Coalition said. 

Wilkinson said the Y-K Delta
has a higher violent crime rate
than the national average. In a
region plagued with violent
crime, there are few villages
with reliable public safety pro-
tection. The lack of on-site pub-
lic safety officers can result in
gaps between the report of a
crime and the subsequent inves-
tigation by authorities. 

“There’s a lot of unsolved
crimes in our region,” said
Myron Naneng, president of the
Association of Village Council

Presidents that administers the
VPSO program in the Yukon
Kuskokwim Delta. “We need to
improve the system.”

In addition to serving as an
alternate on the commission,
Naneng was appointed to serve
on the Rural Justice
Commission’s law enforcement
work group committee. As part
of his work, Naneng along with
other committee members will
be summarizing ideas to give
Congress for improving
Alaska’s law enforcement sys-
tems. In the YK Delta, that is a
maze of Village Public Safety
Officers, Village Police Officers,
Tribal Police Officers and city
police as well as Alaska State
Troopers.

And herein lies some of the
problems since each enforce-
ment body has different and
overlapping jurisdiction.

Young departments 
face huge hurdles

There are 19 villages in the
Yukon Kuskokwim Delta that
have local Village Public Safety
Officers. The majority of the
officers are born and raised in the
village they serve, giving them
the advantage of familiarity with
the people and problems of the
community.

While VPSOs possess more
insight than outsiders, the pro-
gram faces high turnover rates,
low pay, and a maze of bureau-
cracy. The officers are super-
vised by state troopers who also
have their fair share of difficul-
ty providing adequate protec-
tion to rural communities. Only
the larger communities –
Hooper Bay, with a municipal
police force, Emmonak and
Alukanuk as well as a handful
of others – have the additional
layer of law enforcement as
well as VPSOs. Several small
communities have tribal police
officers, or TPOs.

The problems facing these
various rural cops and state
troopers in villages are not
unlike those experienced by ear-
ly law enforcement officers in
much of the rest of the country,
according to Dr. Darryl Wood of
the Alaska Justice Center.

In Boston, home of the coun-
ty’s first organized police force,
officers didn’t have uniforms for
the first 20 years. 

“It’s not because the depart-
ment was poor,” Wood said. “It’s
because they were afraid of get-
ting beat up for being policemen.”

The concept of being policed
was new to fiercely independent
Americans and acceptance of
law enforcement didn’t happen
overnight. In a young state such
as Alaska, problems of turnover
and inadequate protection are to
be expected, Wood said.

“The turnover rates in the
VPSO program are very similar
to that of any new police depart-
ment. We have to keep in the
back of our minds that, cultural-
ly, this is a relatively new idea
for Native communities. They’re
still trying to figure out how to
do this.” 

Enforcing laws in a small vil-
lage can be difficult for officers
who grew up in the community
and are related to large portions
of the population. Because
VPSOs are often from the com-
munity they are responsible for
providing public safety protec-
tion, Tandeske said it is impor-
tant to evaluate what is expected
of the officers. In addition to law
enforcement, VPSOs are trained
in search and rescue, EMT work
and fire safety. 

“The more we make the job
focus on law enforcement, the
harder it gets to do the job in the
village you grew up in,” he said.
“I wouldn’t want to be chasing the
kids I went to high school with.”  

State troopers also have rela-
tively high turnover rates in the
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Delta region. 
“It’s rare to see a trooper stay

in the region for more than four
years. It’s the people that stay
around that make a difference,”
said Olick, the states senior-most
VPSO. “ Troopers have to have
quality visits in these communi-
ties to be effective. The way it is
now, communities see them as
people who take people away
from the community.”

In Bethel, only one trooper
has been stationed at the post for
more than three years. Sgt. Perry
Barr is the supervisor of the
Bethel post, where he has served
for the past seven years, long
enough to earn the respect of
VPSOs and troopers alike, said
Olick. Barr is also unique
because he began as a VPSO in
1982 and spent many years in
that role prior to being certified
as a trooper. His home village is
Shishmaref. 

For Barr, the biggest hurdle to
adequate law enforcement in the
Delta today is manpower.

“One of the biggest things we
face out here, and it’s been said
time and time again, is that we
need more law enforcement.
We’ve got a number of VPSO
positions open and we have a
problem with filling all those posi-
tions,” he said. “We are slated to
get three more troopers in Bethel.”

Currently the delta needs four
more VPSOs that are funded.
The Legislature would have to
approve more funding in order
to add on VPSOs for villages
that currently  have none. In
numerous cuts over the past
decade, the program was slashed
instead: 184 officers in 1980
turned to 79 by 1994; today there
are barely 50. 

According to Commissioner
Tandeske, the state is trying to
find new ways of solving rural
justice issues. One of the new
approaches will look to expand
the number of villages that house
state troopers. Emmonak will be
the first to benefit from the pro-
gram, Tandeske said. This sum-
mer, two troopers will be sta-
tioned in the village in order to
reduce response time to sur-
rounding villages.

“What we’re going to try to
do is invest in areas that allow us
to address some of the issues of
rural justice,” he said. “There’s
no easy answer – this is like

nowhere else in the United
States.”

Olick said that many troopers
lack the understanding of indi-
vidual communities that they
serve and are only seen when
there is an emergency. The lack
of positive contact can cause dis-
trust between a community and
the troopers, he said.

At the Public Safety Academy
in Sitka, trooper recruits undergo
a four-hour block of cultural
diversity training. Wilkinson
said that recruits also experience
cultural issues through simula-
tions of situations that are
encountered once a trooper is on
the job. Russian Orthodox priest
Michael Oleksa also talks with
recruits about cultural issues dur-
ing the academy. 

The Bethel troopers respond
to 28 villages and at times it is
very difficult to respond to emer-
gencies, they said.

“Weather is always a consid-
eration. It’s a huge consideration
when we have no way to respond
to emergencies, especially vio-
lent incidents,” Barr said. “Even
though we do have available air-
craft, we respond to villages that
don’t have lighting on the run-
ways,” he added.

Though U.S. Sen. Ted Stevens
has achieved funding for rural
airports to light them, only about
a dozen have the new Cathode-
ray lighting that helps pilots land
in darkness or bad weather. 

According to the Alaska
Justice Center’s Wood, rural
areas in Canada have a much
higher police presence. The
Royal Canadian Mounted Police
are stationed in almost every vil-
lage and in many cases the offi-
cers are Natives from the village. 

“It seems like we’re 35 years
behind Canada,” he said. “The
biggest difficulty is that our vil-
lages are so small that we don’t
have economies of scale to pay
for police in every village. The
Canadians have been willing to
pay for that.”

Tandeske cautioned that more
officers doesn’t always result in
less crime. 

“A lot of times I hear people
say ‘if only we had a certified
police officer, everything would
be ok.’ But we know that’s sim-
ply not true. In Nome, we’re try-
ing an officer for murder,” he
said. “The fact that you have a

certified policeman does not
mean you will solve your prob-
lems. What we need to do is try
to help communities attain a
healthy economy, healthy com-
munity and healthy families.” 

Population growth 
Small communities that are

unable to finance public safety
won’t always be small, Wood

warns. The populations in rural
communities are growing fast
while the budget for the VPSO
program is shrinking.

“Ten or 15 years from now
they’re (villages) that are going
to be big enough to need police
forces. There’s going to be a lot
more Hooper Bays,” he said.
“With the (Rural Justice) com-
mission, this is where we have

the opportunity to get ahead of
the problem. We know what’s
going to happen so we might as
well deal with it now. It’s diffi-
cult enough to meet the needs of
these communities now.”

The future, he says, will be
characterized by an even larger
law enforcement need. The
enforcement systems now will
not work. 
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Alaska Public Safety Commissioner Bill Tandeski spent many years in rural Alaska during his 27 years as
an Alaska State Trooper. More certified police officers won't necessarily help solve more crimes in the
region, he said. "What we need to do is try to help communities attain a healthy economy, a healthy com-
munity and healthy families." 


