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In 1998 the Alaska Supreme Court created a committee to implement numerous recommendations made in 1997 by the court’s Fairness and Access Committee after an extensive survey of fairness and access issues and public meetings all over Alaska.  Over the next ten years, the Implementation Committee became a standing committee of the Alaska Supreme Court, and was renamed the Fairness and Access Committee in recognition that fairness and access issues will be with us for many years and that the committee had responsibilities beyond implementing the original recommendations.  The committee originally formed five task forces and several working groups to carry out the 1997 recommendations to the extent practicably possible. The committee published an interim report in August 2000 describing its accomplishments to date. 

Some of the 1997 recommendations related broadly to access to justice issues, and not just race and ethnicity issues.  Nonetheless, access to justice initiatives were initially delegated to the court’s Civil Justice Task Force, until the court transferred the responsibility for those issues to the court’s Fairness and Access Committee.  

The Fairness and Access Committee published a status report in early 2007 to inform the public and solicit public comment about what had been done on fairness and access efforts to date and what remained to be done.  The 2007 report described generally the organizational efforts being made by a subcommittee on access to justice issues.

Public Forums. The committee’s most significant accomplishment over the past year was conducting public forums around Alaska on fairness and access issues for members of ethnic and racial minority groups.  The public was widely invited to attend and give their comments to the committee members. Invitations were sent to members of the justice community, and to leaders of ethnic and minority groups, including tribes. The events were publicized through local media and word-of-mouth. The community forums were generally well attended and yielded important information, some provocative and emotional comments, about the public’s perceptions of the justice system generally, and the courts specifically.

Although each community had unique issues, several statewide themes emerged. People continue to struggle with language issues in the justice system. Complaints included the lack of qualified interpreters, but many speakers also noted that the justice system is complex and difficult to understand for those who lack prior experience with the system, those who come from different cultural backgrounds, and those who have limited education and resources.

A second theme specifically involved the criminal justice system. There were many comments on racial and ethnic disproportionalities in prison populations.  Many speakers criticized judges’ bail practices as creating a disparately negative 

impact on the poor and members of racial and ethnic minority groups. Many thought that members of ethnic and minority groups (including Native Alaskans) received harsher sentences than others, and also were stopped, investigated, and charged with crimes more than non-minorities. Conversely, speakers also complained about slow or lax law enforcement response in the rural areas of the state (primarily Alaska Native villages). Several speakers noted that a criminal conviction on a person’s record is a barrier to employment. Finally, a significant number of people complained that the state’s public defenders are too overloaded with cases to adequately communicate with and represent their clients.

The Fairness and Access Committee is collating the public comments and will decide whether and how to address the concerns voiced.   

In the meantime, more training on setting bail is being offered to trial judges.  Some of the underlying issues also parallel issues addressable by a Criminal Justice Working Group jointly chaired by the Lieutenant Governor and the Chief Justice.
Language Interpreters.  The Alaska Court System made significant progress this last year on language interpreter issues. The court system and dozens of other state and municipal entities and nonprofit organizations continued to work with the Alaska Immigration Justice Project (AIJP) to create a statewide language interpreter referral and training center.  This year, the AIJP hired a director for the center, screened and tested bilingual people wishing to be trained as interpreters, and hosted an interpreter training workshop for those who passed the test. After the training, the center began making interpreter referrals. The court system will continue to support the center and plans to move forward with specific legal training for the interpreters.

Access to Justice Subcommittee.   The Access to Justice Subcommittee of the Fairness and Access Committee has been addressing broad civil access issues on multiple fronts.  Some of these address implementation of recommendations made in May 2000 by the Alaska Supreme Court Access to Civil Justice Task Force.  The subcommittee expects to make further recommendations when it completes its report later this year.

A copy of the 2007 status report is available online at http://www.state.ak.us/ courts/fairaccess2007.pdf.  Printed copies of the report are available upon request.  Please email Droit@appellate.courts.state.ak.us. 

