
MUNICIPALITY OF ANCHORAGE 
 

ANCHORAGE PARKS & RECREATION  
 
   Memorandum 

PRC 08-47 
 
 
DATE: July 3, 2008 
 
TO: Parks & Recreation Commission 
 
FROM: Jeff Dillon, Director 
 
SUBJECT: PRC 07-47 – Park Safety Discussion 
 

 
 
The recent headlines and news regarding bear mauling, wildfire, and homeless camps are just a 
few of the number of incidents that happen in our parks. With almost 11,000 acres of land 
distributed throughout the Anchorage Bowl we are constantly working to keep our parks safe and 
secure through a variety of efforts.  
 
In 2005 the Department prepared a White Paper on Park Security with a number of 
recommendations. This paper is attached for your review and for a discussion regarding your 
thoughts and advice as to the best way to address these serious reoccurring problems. Since 
development of the White Paper the Department has begun initial implementation of three of the 
four recommendations. Only a pilot park ranger program has not been addressed in some form to 
date.  
 
The Department is in discussion with APD and AFD as well as Mayor Begich staff on this topic 
and they look forward to your thoughts and suggestions.  
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MUNICIPALITY OF ANCHORAGE 
 

   PARKS & RECREATION DEPARTMENT 
 

PARK SECURITY WHITE PAPER 
 

 
 
Petty crime, after hour drinking, vandalism, gang violence, homeless camps, illegal dumping of 
junk, trash and derelict vehicles are continuing problems with parks in every area of the country 
and Anchorage is no different. There are a variety of methods that communities have used in 
attempting to reduce crime and make parks safer and more attractive for the public. Depending 
on the approach selected there will be a variety of results and costs to implement a safety 
program. Following is a summary of several possible approaches being utilized by modern park 
departments to improve public safety and customer satisfaction in parks.  
 

1. Increased Park Maintenance Staff – During the past 15 years budget cuts have forced 
departments to reduce maintenance staff and look towards ways of speeding up services. 
The results were lower quality work products and less visible time by park staff in parks. 
One of the most successful approaches used by park departments today is to increase the 
maintenance force and extend the time that maintenance crews spend in parks. This 
approach provides a recognizable park staff presence in parks at critical times and for 
increased length of time. Most departments are using uniformed staff to increase the 
recognition rates. There are two long-term benefits from this approach. The first is the 
increased visibility of park staff to the public and better customer service since staff are 
encouraged to talk with park visitors. The second benefit is that park maintenance 
improves with increased staff, which will result in cleaner and higher quality parks that 
further reduce the likelihood of vandalism. National studies have shown that parks that 
are well maintained experience less vandalism.  

 
2. Volunteer Park Watch – this approach utilizes volunteers to do a variety of tasks in 

parks and on trails. This “eyes on the park” approach is effective in building community 
support and involvement and can be an effective supplement when used with professional 
park staff. This is similar to the Trail Watch and Adopt-a-Park groups that are currently 
being utilized in Anchorage. There are limitations to the enforcement services that 
volunteers can perform. Volunteers do not have police powers, cannot ticket and lack 
training necessary to conduct public safety without professional guidance and support. 
These types of volunteer organizations are most effective when providing a presence 
which is a deterrent and educational materials promoting proper behavior or helping 
someone who is simple looking for information. Watch groups are most effective under 
the leadership of a formal park employee or police sponsored program such as 
neighborhood watch. Volunteer programs are also most effective when supported by 
professional volunteer support staff to assist with the organization, training, recruitment 
and recognition of volunteers.  
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3. Park Stewards – these would be paid park staff positions without police power or 
enforcement powers such as ticketing for park violations. These positions are somewhat 
effective due to the increased presence in parks by professional staff and in their 
educational capacity to discourage inappropriate behavior. They are less effective due to 
their lack of enforcement powers such as ticketing for park violations and due to lack of 
formal training. The Mat-Su Borough utilizes this approach for management of the 
Deshka River where river stewards issue camping permits, resolve disputes, and rescue 
boaters, but they also at times are placed in high risk situations without proper police 
training. These positions would be somewhat effective when partnered with such 
volunteer organizations like Trail Watch.  

 
4. Park Ranger/Cadet – This would be similar to the park ranger program that was in 

place in Anchorage in the 1980’s which provided 14 trained rangers patrolling parks and 
trails on foot, bike, off-road vehicle and in cars. The rangers would have authorization to 
issue citations and training in public safety, but to a lesser degree than APD officers. 
Rangers would not carry firearms, but they would have the ability to be deputized by 
APD in emergencies. The rangers should also be trained to conduct traffic control and 
crowd control during park events. This position could be a stepping stone for application 
to APD. This program could provide an avenue for potential new police recruits to learn 
and work their way onto the police force with several years as a park cadet/ranger. This 
could be similar to a program now in place in Wasilla and with the Anchorage Police 
Department use of new cadets for parking enforcement. Besides enforcement rangers 
would act as stewards and interpreters of our parks to the general public much like the 
National Park Rangers.   

 
5. Park Ranger/Police – This position would have police powers and would undergo much 

the same training as an APD officer and would be issued firearms. The rangers would 
have full police power outside the park as well and could assist local APD when needed. 
This is similar to the system employed by the Indianapolis Parks Department as well as 
other large city departments around the nation.  

 
Regardless of approach the primary intent is to increase the presence in parks and along trails by 
professional park staff to provide a sense of security, reduce crime and promote education and 
interpretation of our parks and natural resource for the enjoyment of our citizens and visitors. 
The positions would be on foot, on bike, on off-road vehicles (where appropriate) and in 
vehicles. The position would be uniformed and provided with appropriate training and 
equipment to effectively do their job. There are several issues to be resolved that include: 
 
Issues include: 
 

1. Cost: With over 10,000 acres of parkland and 200 miles of trails effective coverage will 
be difficult and expensive to address. Parks are open from 6 AM to 11 PM and many 
violations take place after parks close. An effective park ranger force to cover parks 7 
days a week between 7 AM and 11 PM would take 12 officers, 3 shift supervisors, 3 
dispatchers (shared with maintenance) and 1 head ranger. In addition officers would 
require vehicles and equipment. The rough estimate would be close to $80,000 per year 
per officer for an approximate cost of $1.2 million dollars.  



 3

 
2. Conflicts with APD Union. The past park ranger program was under fire during its 

existence from APD union. After it was finally taken under APD management the ranger 
program lasted less than one year before being assigned other more critical public safety 
duties. There are many issues with APD, but one major one turned around the ability to 
carry firearms and have full police power. There are strong arguments on both sides of 
this issue. Rangers without police power and firearm are vulnerable to sever injury and 
even death in the course of performing their duties. Once full police power and firearms 
are provided then the level of training and expertise must rise which increases costs and 
strengthens the argument that they should be under control of APD.   

 
3.  Recruitment – Ranger pay rates which will be lower than APD which are having their 

own difficulties attracting new recruits. Current recruitment by APD has proven difficult 
for a number of reasons including the increased public awareness of the dangers involved 
with the job of law enforcement. Incentives may include use of vehicle to take home and 
flexible work week scheduling. Perks to the job are the opportunity to work outdoors in 
popular parks and trails helping the community.  

 
Recommendations: 
 
Any of the above programs will require some major shifts in the current management of parks 
and recreation facilities. Some actions are required immediately while others can be phased in 
over time. The most important elements include: 
 

1. Parks should take care of parks and Street Maintenance should take care of streets.  
– Currently Street Maintenance managing parks, while Park Horticulture manages road 
landscapes. I met with Alan Czajkowski and Dan Southard this week to discuss this issue 
and we are in basic agreement that the most logical approach would have parks taking 
responsibility for maintenance of all parks, greenbelts, greenbelt trails, focal point 
landscapes and flower plantings. Street maintenance would take responsibility for 
mowing turf in the road ROW and for sidewalk and road separated trail maintenance. 
This is critical for the effective management and long term health of the park system. 
Park maintenance staff would be uniformed and trained to work with the public while 
performing normal maintenance duties (see attached budget). Some areas would be 
privatized which could include portable restrooms, trash collection, sport field 
maintenance and possibly remote park maintenance duties. This can be accomplished 
without job reduction due to the sever understaffing that currently is in place for 
maintenance.  

 
2. Improve public safety and education with pilot Park Ranger program – With the rise 

in gangs and homeless related incidents at particularly remote areas within the Anchorage 
Park system providing an initial park ranger program with limited police powers for 
ticketing should be considered. The primary function of the rangers would be to increase 
public awareness, educate park users, manage Trail Watch and increase our presence in 
parks and on trails. The initial program should have at least 4 rangers patrolling high risk 
areas at high volume times with limited ticketing powers, but not firearms. This would be 
coupled with the Trail Watch program and remote cameras to monitor high traffic areas. 



 4

If successful a fully funded park ranger program would require 15 officers and could be 
in place by 2007. The initial cost of the program is estimated to be $250,000 with a full 
funding cost of $1.2 million per year. 

 
3. Continue funding for Community Work Service to augment park maintenance and 

promote “Clean and Green” and “Safe and Secure” parks and trails  – This program 
would continue to work closely with both maintenance and the rangers to provide rapid 
clean up and general maintenance to parks on an as need basis. The current budget would 
remain the same ($450,000) which provides a workforce of 3,128 participants who spent 
a total of 133,669 hours in the program with 80,109 hours MOA offenses and 51,723 
state offenses. At a value of $12.00 per hour the work performed would total $1.6 million 
with an additional savings to MOA for jail time cost of $2 million for 16,700 days in jail 
that would have been served. Of the time spent by the work service over 50 percent is 
within our parks and trails resulting in a value of $800,000 in park maintenance and clean 
up costs that would have been incurred without the program. The program will be 
expanded to conduct “Clean and Green” and “Safe and Secure” projects in partnership 
with community groups on trails and parks throughout Anchorage.  

 
4. Increase Park Maintenance Funding in response to public concerns for better 

maintenance of what we have and for safe parks – The integration of park 
maintenance into the existing park horticulture division would allow one organization to 
manage parks and greenbelt trail systems throughout Anchorage. A park superintendent 
has been hired and will start August 1st with the express responsibility of managing or 
10,000 acres of parks and 200 plus miles of trails.  

 
 
  


