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SUMMARY OF: A Sunset Review of the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council, Department
of Health and Social Services, November 4, 2008.
PURPOSE OF THE REPORT
In accordance with Titles 24 and 44 of the Alaska Statutes, we have reviewed the activities
of the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) to determine if there is a
demonstrated public need for its continued existence and if it has been operating in an
efficient and effective manner.
Objectives
The three central, interrelated objectives of our report are:
1. To determine if the termination date of the council should be extended.
2. To determine if the council is operating in the public interest.
3. To provide a current status on the recommendations made in the prior report.
Our assessment of the operations and performance of the council was based on criteria set
out in AS 44.66.050(c). Criteria set out in this statute relate to the determination of a
demonstrated public need for the council.
REPORT CONCLUSIONS
Overall, we found that the council is operating in the public interest and spearheading efforts
that are necessary to address the public health concern of suicide. Therefore, we recommend
the legislature extend the termination date of the council to June 30, 2013. The four year
extension is recommended because of issues discussed in the Findings and
Recommendations.

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The council’s prior audit contained four recommendations. Three of the four
recommendations have either been resolved or are no longer current issues. The prior
recommendation regarding timely appointments to the council is re-addressed below as
Recommendation No. 2.
Recommendation No. 1
SSPC should, in accordance with statutes, appoint its own coordinator and perform annual
performance reviews.
The current SSPC coordinator was not appointed in accordance with the statutes. Effective
July 1, 2008, the Department of Health and Social Services (DHSS) assigned SSPC
coordinator responsibilities to the Prevention and Early Intervention section manager in the
Division of Behavioral Health (DBH). This SSPC coordinator appointment was not made in
accordance with the statutes and appears to diminish SSPC’s autonomy and independent
voice with the governor and legislature.
We recommend that the council either accept the current coordinator through a formal vote
or initiate actions to hire a new coordinator. In addition, it is critical that the council conduct
annual performance evaluations as required by statute, particularly if the coordinator is a
DBH employee. Only through the council’s interest in remaining autonomous can its
independent voice be assured.
Recommendation No. 2
The legislature should consider modifying the composition of council membership.
The composition of the council’s membership is established in AS 44.29.300 and includes
very specific qualifications which have created difficulties in filling the positions. Vacancies
combined with low attendance rates make it difficult for the council to establish a quorum at
its meetings.
The legislature should consider changes to AS 44.29.300 to broaden the qualifications of
council members to ensure that appointees are interested in the work of the council and can
make the time commitment necessary to serve. Additionally, consideration should be given
to making legislative members non-voting to prevent potential quorum issues.
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November 4, 2008
Members of the Legislative Budget
and Audit Committee:
In accordance with the provisions of Title 24 and Title 44 of the Alaska Statutes (sunset
legislation), the attached report is submitted for your review.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICES
STATEWIDE SUICIDE PREVENTION COUNCIL
SUNSET REVIEW
November 4, 2008
Audit Control Number
06-20055-08
The review was conducted as required by AS 44.66.050 and under the authority of
AS 24.20.271(1). Currently, under AS 44.66.010(a)(8), the Statewide Suicide Prevention
Council (council) is scheduled to terminate on June 30, 2009. We recommend the legislature
extend the termination date ofthe council until June 30, 2013.
Four of the fifteen voting members of the council are legislators. Since the Legislative Audit
Division is part of the legislative branch, our agency does not meet the independence standard
required by generally accepted government auditing standards. Therefore, we are disclosing our
lack of adherence to the independence auditing standard.
Except for the independence standard discussed above, the audit was conducted in accordance
with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan
and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis
for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence
obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit
objectives. Fieldwork procedures utilized in the course of developing the findings and
discussion presented in this report are discussed~bjectives, rethodology.
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OBJECTIVES. scoPE. AND METHODOLoGy

In accordance with Titles 24 and 44 of the Alaska Statutes, we have reviewed the activities
of the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) to determine if there is a
demonstrated public need for its continued existence and if it has been operating in an
efficient and effective manner.
As required by AS 44.66.050(a), the legislative committee of reference shall consider this
report as part of the oversight process in determining if the termination date of the council
should be extended. State law currently specifies SSPC will terminate on June 30, 2009. If no
action is taken by the legislature, the council will have one year from that date to conclude its
administrative operations.
Objectives
The three central, interrelated objectives of our report are:
1. To determine if the termination date of the council should be extended.

2. To determine ifthe council is operating in the public interest.
3. To provide a current status on the recommendations made in the prior report.

Our assessment of the operations and performance of the council was based on criteria set
out in AS 44.66.050(c). Criteria set out in this statute relate to the determination of a
demonstrated public need for the council.
Scope and Methodology
Auditors and audit organizations are required to be independent in both fact and appearance
to the entities being audited. Audit organizations are presumed to be organizationally
independent per generally accepted government auditing standards under various situations.
One of those situations, which is applicable to the Division of Legislative Audit, is when the,
.. .audit organization is in a different branch of government within the same level of
government as the audited entity; for example, legislative auditors auditing an
executive branch program.
The Division of Legislative Audit does not meet the organizational independence
requirements because four of the fifteen voting members of SSPC are members of the Alaska
State Legislature. Readers of this report may not view the conclusions, findings, and
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recommendations as impartial because of the lack of organizational independence.
Nevertheless, we conducted the audit of SSPC as required by AS 24.20.271 and
AS 44.66.050.
Our audit reviewed the operations and activities of the council from FY 05 through FY 08.
During the course of our examination, we reviewed and evaluated the following:
•

Applicable statutes and regulations.

•

Budget documents, session laws, and other legislative information related to the council's
operations.

•

Council meeting minutes, bi-laws, and website.

•

Annual reports to the legislature and governor.

•

Financial reports from the State Accounting System.

•

The Statewide Suicide Prevention Plan.

•

Alaska Injury Prevention Center's follow-back studies to the council.

•

Other documents related to the council's operations and mission, as necessary.

In addition, we interviewed:
•

Various SSPC members, SSPC coordinators, and staff under the Department of Health
and Social Services.

•

Board members, executive directors and other staff of the Alaska Mental Health Trust
Authority (AMHTA), Alaska Mental Health Board (AMHB) and Advisory Board on
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse (ABADA).

We also attended the following meetings:
•

May 5-6, 2008 meeting of SSPC.

•

June 13, 2008 meeting of representatives from SSPC, Division of Behavioral Health,
Division of Senior and Disability Services, the Alaska Commission on Aging, AMHTA,
ABADA, AMHB, and the Governor's Council on Disability and Special Education.

•

June 17, 2008 SSPC teleconference for a working session on the revision ofthe Suicide
Prevention Plan.
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ORGANIZATION AND FUNCTION

Under AS 44.29.350, the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) is charged
with advising the legislature and the governor on,

... actions that can and should be taken to improve health and wellness throughout
the state by reducing suicide and its effect on individuals, families, and communities.
In addition to this advisory role, the council's activities include planning, coordinating,
educating, training, and providing technical support on the prevention of suicide.
Exhibit 1
The council consists of 15 members. There are two
Council Members
senators, two representatives, two executive branch
As of September 30, 2008
employees, and nine public members. The senate seats Officers:
Brenda Moore, Public, Chair
and the representative seats are appointed by the
Pat
Donelson, Public, Chair-Elect
president of the senate and the speaker of the house,
Renee
Gayhart, DHSS, Treasurer
respectively. The executive branch and public seats are
Other Members:
appointed by the governor.
Alaska Statute 44.29.300 specifies the public seats be
filled by,

Charles Jones, Public
Celena Powder, Public
William Matiin, Public
Bernard Gatewood, Public
Vacant, Public
Vacant, Public
Vacant, Public
Bill Hogan, DHSS
Johnny Ellis, Senate
Kim Elton, Senate
Woodie Salmon, House
Reggie Joule, House

... one member of the Advisory Board on
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse; one member of the
Alaska Mental Health Board; one person
recommended by the Alaska Federation ofNatives,
Inc.; one person who is a counselor in a secondary
school; one adult who is active in a statewide
youth organization; one person who has
experienced the death by suicide of a member of the person's family; one person
who resides in a rural community in the state that is not connected by road or the
Alaska marine highway to the main road system of the state; one person who is a
member of the clergy; and one person who is under the age of 18.
Except for the members of the House of Representatives who serve two years, council
members serve staggered four-year terms.
The council is staffed by a coordinator, who, by statute, is employed by the council and
directly responsible to the council. As of July 1, 2008, the coordinator is the project manager
for the Prevention and Early Intervention section. The coordinator is employed for the
council on a part-time basis and is assisted by a project coordinator from the same division.
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The council receives administrative assistance from the Department of Health and Social
Services.
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REPORT CONCLUSIONS

Under AS 44.66.010(a)(8), the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) will
terminate on June 30, 2009. If the legislature does not take action to extend the termination
date, the council will have one year to administratively conclude its affairs.
Alaska Statute 44.29.350 defines the purpose of the council.
The council shall serve in an advisory capacity to the legislature and the governor
with respect to what actions can and should be taken to ...
The statute continues, listing the six areas where the council should advise the legislature and
the governor. In addition to advising the legislature through testimony to the House and
Senate Committees, the council has taken on a direct role in various areas. These areas
include broadening the public awareness of suicide and the related risk factors, the
development of a statewide suicide prevention plan, and other examples which are discussed
in more detail in the Analysis of Public Need section of this report.
Suicide remains a major public health problem in Alaska. Over the last seven years, the
crude rate 1 for suicide has ranged from over 16 to 23, while the national average crude rate
for suicide was 11 in 2005 2 .
Exhibit 2
Suicides of Alaska Residents By Year*

--------------------------------------Year of Death---------------------------------------

2001
Deaths
Crude Rate

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

103

131

123

154

127

132

146

16.3

20.5

19

23.4

19.1

19.7

21.6

*2006 and 2007 data is still provisional and subject to change.
Source: Alaska Bureau of Vital Statistics

In addition to the rate of suicide being significantly higher than the national average, the
profile of those committing suicide is also substantially different. In national statistics,
elderly individuals are more likely to commit suicide; in Alaska, suicide is most commonly
committed by individuals in their 20s. Suicide rates in Alaska are also disproportionately
high in the native population.
1

Crude rate is the number of suicides per I 00,000 population.
USA Suicide: 2005 Official Final Data, from American Association of Suicidology on its website,
http://www.suicidology.org.

2
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In developing our conclusion on whether SSPC's termination date should be extended, we
evaluated SSPC's operations using the 11 factors set out in AS 44.66.050(c) to determine if
the council has demonstrated a public need for its continued operation.
We found no direct correlation between the activities of the council and the change in the
suicide rate for any particular year. However, given that the council's role is primarily
advisory and suicide is a public health concern that is often linked with mental illness and
substance abuse, both which are long term health issues, it is unlikely that a direct
identifiable correlation will ever be clearly visible.
However, through the efforts of the council we have seen a broader and more public
acknowledgement of the problem of suicide in Alaska. We saw the council responding to
communities by working to revise the statewide suicide prevention plan, making it less
clinical and more user-friendly. The council and the Department of Health and Social
Services, Division of Behavioral Health (DHSS, DBH) have proposed an initiative to
develop a cross-disciplinary, community-driven, and research-based approach to reducing
the number of deaths by suicide in Alaska. A Suicide Prevention Strategy and
Implementation Plan will be available to the legislature by December 15, 2008.
Overall, we found that the council is operating in the public interest and spearheading efforts
that are necessary to address the public health concern of suicide. Therefore, we recommend
the legislature extend the termination date of the council to June 30, 2013.
The four year extension is recommended because of the following issues:
•

At the end of FY 08, the council was organizationally aligned with the Prevention and
Early Intervention section, Division of Behavioral Health. A key to enhancing the
effectiveness ofthe council is a good working relationship between the council and DBH,
each focused on its own mission coordinating but not duplicating. A limited extension
will allow for a reevaluation of whether the closer alignment with DBH has impeded the
independent voice of the council.

•

Secondly, the membership requirements for appointment to the council make it difficult
to fill all the seats and to ensure sufficient participation to meet quorum requirements.
Again, a limited extension will allow a timely reexamination of this problem.

These issues are more fully discussed in the Findings and Recommendations section of this
report.
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fiNDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation No.1
The Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) should, in accordance with
statutes, appoint its own coordinator and perform annual performance reviews.
Effective July 1, 2008, the Department of Health and Social Services (DHSS) assigned SSPC
coordinator responsibilities to the Prevention and Early Intervention section3 manager in the
Division of Behavioral Health (DBH). This SSPC coordinator appointment was not made in
accordance with the statutes and appears to diminish SSPC's autonomy and independent
voice with the governor and legislature. Also, the coordinator may be placed in a position
with potentially conflicting responsibilities between the council and DBH.
DHSS' decision was based on department personnel resource needs and a desire to align the
activities of the council and the section.
The hiring, supervision, and evaluation of the SSPC coordinator are part of the council's
rights and responsibilities per the statutes. 4 DHSS has traditionally assisted the council with
the coordinator's selection. However, SSPC was not involved in the latest selection. Also,
the council has not annually evaluated the coordinator's performance for at least the past four
years. Neglecting these statutory requirements may have diminished the council's ability to
maintain an independence voice.
We recommend the council either accept the current coordinator through a formal vote or
initiate actions to hire a new coordinator. In addition, it is critical that the council conduct
annual performance evaluations as required by statute, particularly if the coordinator is a
DBH employee. Only through the council's interest in remaining autonomous can its
independent voice be assured.
Recommendation No.2
The legislature should consider modifying the composition of council membership.
During FY 05 - FY 08, there were excessive vacancies on the council and significant
absences by council members at its meetings. Additionally, those being appointed to the
3
4

Prevention and Early Intervention is the section responsible for DHSS programs that address suicide prevention.
Alaska Statute 44.29 .330(b) states,

The council may employ a coordinator to assist the council. The coordinator is in the partially exempt
service. The coordinator shall be directly responsible to the council in the performance of the
coordinator's duties. The council shall annually review the performance of the coordinator.
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council did not always meet the statutory qualifications for the position. Exhibit 3 illustrates
the extent of vacancies and absences over the last four years.
Exhibit 3
Do incumbents
meet the
qualifications

Statutory Qualifications
Four legislator seats:
Senate majority member
Senate minority member
House majority member
House minority member

Yes
No
No
Yes

Rate of attendance
at SSPC meeting
FY 05- FY 08

Overall15%

Two persons employed by the executive branch of state
government

Yes

Overall73%

A member of the Advisory Board on Alcoholism and Drug
Abuse

Yes

60%

A member of the Alaska Mental Health Board

Yes

100%

A person recommended by the Alaska Federation of Natives,
Inc.

Yes

100%

A person who is a secondary school counselor

No

5

80%

A person who is an adult and active in statewide youth
organizations

Yes

73%
6

A person whose family has experienced death by suicide

Vacant

A person who lives in a rural community - not connected by
either the road system or the marine highway

Vacane

0%

A member of the clergy

Yes

93%

A person under the age of 18

Yes

33%

Overall Average

8

33%

54%

The composition of the council's membership is established in AS 44.29.300 and includes
very specific qualifications which have created difficulties in filling the positions. Vacancies
combined with low attendance rates make it difficult for the council to establish a quorum at
its meetings.
The legislature should consider changes to AS 44.29.300 to broaden the qualifications of
council members to ensure that appointees are interested in the work of the council and can
5

The current incumbent is a secondary school principal.
This position has been vacant since November 2005.
7
This position has been vacant for more than 3 of the 4 years between FY 05 and FY 08.
8
This average includes one member appointed to the council that does not meet any of the statutory criteria. This
member's attendance over the last 4 years has been at 87%.
6
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make the time commitment necessary to serve. Additionally, consideration should be given
to making legislative members non-voting to prevent potential quorum issues.
Current Status of Prior Audit Recommendations
Prior Recommendation No. 1
The Division of Behavioral Health Community-based Suicide Prevention Program
coordinator should ensure prevention programs conform to the statewide suicide prevention
plan.
Current Status
This recommendation is no longer an issue. Starting in FY 06, the State has followed a
national trend to provide grants on a more comprehensive programmatic basis. Grant funds
are awarded in a way that allows communities to focus the funds according to local priorities,
rather than awarding separate grants for mental health, substance abuse, or suicide programs.
Additionally, the council has undertaken a rewrite of the statewide suicide prevention plan to
make it more user-friendly, so Alaskan communities can better use the plan in developing
their grant activities and community plans.
Prior Recommendation No.2
The administrative manager for Department of Health and Social Services Boards and
Commission and the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council coordinator should develop a
more formalized information system of reporting financial information to the council.
Current Status
This recommendation has been resolved. Council members are rece1vmg budget and
financial reports as part of their meeting packets.
Prior Recommendation No.3
The council should ensure it provides public notice of all council meetings as required by
Alaska Statute 44.62.310.
Current Status
This recommendation has been resolved.
Prior Recommendation No.4
The Office of the Governor should make appointments to the council in a timely manner.
Current Status
Appointments to the council continue to be a problem. See current Recommendation No. 2.
ALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE

-9-

DIVISION OF LEGISLATIVE AUDIT

(Intentionally left blank)
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ANALYSIS OF PUBLIC NEED

The following analysis of commission activities relates to the public need factors defined in
the sunset law, AS 44.66.050. This analysis was not intended to be comprehensive, but to
address those areas we were able to cover within the scope of our review.

Determine the extent to which the board, commission, or program has operated in the
public interest.
To assess whether the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) has operated
in the public interest, we measured the council's activities against objectives set out by the
legislature for SSPC in state law, at AS 44.29.350. 9 From our review of council activities, we
conclude SSPC has reasonably addressed its statutory objectives.
The council, as an advisory body, has made presentations to the House and Senate
Committees on Health, Education and Social Services. Additionally, they provide the
legislature and the governor with the council's annual report.
The council also actively participates in the six areas in which they are intended to advise the
legislature and the governor. The following discussion describes the council's areas of active
participation:
1. Actions to be taken to improve health and wellness by reducing suicide.

During FY 08, the council, in partnership with Department of Health and Social Services,
Division of Behavioral Health (DHSS, DBH), proposed the Alaska Suicide Prevention
Initiative to the governor and the legislature. The initiative proposed developing a crossdisciplinary, community-driven and research-based approach to reduce the number of
deaths by suicide in Alaska. The initiative addressed potential activities from FY 09
through FY 13. The FY 09 budget included an increment dedicated to the development of
the Suicide Prevention Strategy and Implementation Plan, which is to be completed by
December 15, 2008.
9

Alaska Statute 44.29.350 states,

The council shall serve in an advisory capacity to the legislature and the governor with respect to what
actions can and should be taken to (1) improve health and wellness throughout the state by reducing
suicide and its effects on individuals, families, and communities; (2) broaden the public's awareness of
suicide and the risk factors related to suicide; (3) enhance suicide prevention services and programs
throughout the state; (4) develop healthy communities through comprehensive, collaborative, communitybased and faith-based approaches; (5) develop and implement a statewide suicide prevention plan; and
(6) strengthen existing and build new partnerships between public and private entities that will advance
suicide prevention efforts in the state.
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2. Increasing public awareness of suicide and the related risk factors.
The council has become increasingly diligent in this area. The council continues to
maintain a website 10 that provides suicide statistics, risk factors, and prevention.
Additionally, the website provides links to resources such as the council's annual reports
and statewide suicide prevention plan.
The council participated in many conferences and workshops during FY 05 through
FY 08, making presentations or providing information displays. The council also
purchased and distributed items such as pens, pencils, magnets, and posters to those
needing support for suicide prevention related functions.
In 2006 the council initiated the "Live Your Dream" bracelet campaign which targets the
State's youth population. This has been viewed as particularly popular and successful in
spreading suicide awareness.
The council has contributed to the "YOU KNOW ME" media campaign which focuses
on suicide prevention awareness. The Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority (AMHTA)
has sponsored the council in this endeavor since 2005.
3. Enhance suicide prevention services and programs throughout the State.
Overall, the council enhances suicide prevention services and programs by directly
providing information or providing direction to other knowledgeable sources.
Throughout the year, the council receives two to three requests per week for information
or technical assistance. Their web site generates questions from the public and other
organizations who then request informational materials from the council. As appropriate,
they also provide studies, DVDs, books, and other materials on suicide and suicide
prevention.
Other examples of SSPC's enhancement of suicide prevention services include:
•

Involvement in the certification of Careline 11 and DBH's targeted gatekeeper
training. 12

• Having the Careline phone number placed in phone books across the State.

10

http://health.hss.state.ak.us/suicideprevention/default.htm
Careline is Alaska's statewide toll-free crisis intervention and assistance hotline.
12
DBH has contracted for the development of a training curriculum specific to Alaska. Gatekeepers are individuals
who have face-to-face contact with large numbers of people in their community. The council's role in the initiative
is to review the developed curriculum and provide feedback.
11
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•

Sponsoring travel for communities that needed assistance to attend gatekeeper
training.

• Providing funds which allowed the Careline project manager, the Boys & Girls Club
representative, and the Survivor Group representative to attend the American
Association of Suicidology Conference in 2006.
4. Develop healthy communities though comprehensive, collaborative, community-based
and faith-based approaches.
The council has maintained faith-based partnerships through some SSPC members'
participation in faith-based organizations. Other community approaches have included:
•

Sponsoring an Alaska State Council on the Arts workshop in Bethel to orient artists
and arts organizations to programs, resources, and grant opportunities.

• Providing a liaison to assist grassroots community members as they researched and
established a nonprofit organization whose mission is suicide prevention, awareness,
and support of the survivors.
• Providing technical support to community programs providing suicide prevention
services via research, best practices updates, referral resources, training, and
conference opportunities.
• Recommending the Boys & Girls Clubs' staff development director receive training
and certification as a gatekeeper 13 trainer.
5. Develop and implement a statewide suicide prevention plan.
SSPC completed its first statewide plan in 2004, and it followed the format of the
National Strategy for Suicide Prevention and existing plans from other states. However,
communities did not find the plan user-friendly in providing guidance in aligning their
grant activities and community plans with the statewide plan. The council is now revising
the statewide plan to make it more relevant to the granting process for the
Comprehensive Behavioral Health Prevention and Early Intervention Services grants.
6. Collaborating on planning activities with other related agencies.
In 2005 SSPC established a memorandum of agreement (MOA) with the Advisory Board
on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse (ABADA), the Alaska Mental Health Board (AMHB),
and DHSS. In 2006 an MOA was established with AMHTA. The purpose of the MOAs
is coordination and collaboration to achieve the best outcomes for their targeted
13

See footnote 12 for more information about gatekeepers.
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beneficiaries. Their websites are interlinked and these entities participate in reciprocal
reporting.
Other boards that SSPC collaborates with include Alaska Commission on Aging, Alaska
Brain Injury Network, Governor's Council on Disabilities and Special Education, FaithBased and Community Initiatives, and Division of Behavioral Health. While there is
reciprocal reporting between these boards, MOAs have not yet been established.

Determine the extent to which the operation of the board, commission, or agency program
has been impeded or enhanced by existing statutes, procedures, and practices that it has
adopted, and any other matter, including budgetary, resource, and personnel matters.
SSPC has not operated in strict compliance with the statutes in regards to the composition of
the council and some personnel matters. Specifically:
1. SSPC was not involved in hiring its latest coordinator, a position directly responsible to
the council; nor has the council reviewed the coordinator's performance for any of the
past four years. These are requirements stated in AS 44.29.330. At least in appearance,
these moves could impede the council's independence and autonomy when advising the
legislature and the governor. (See Recommendation No. 1)
2. Some council members either do not meet the positions' requirements as presented in the
statutes or have excessive absences from the board meetings and other SSPC activities.
(See Recommendation No. 2)
Exhibit 4
Schedule of Operating Expenditure and Funding Sources
(Unaudited)
FY05

FY06

FY07

FY08

Expenditures
Personal Services
Travel
Services
Commodities
Total Operating Expenditures

$18,300
23,847
33,335
14,383
$89,865

$26,028
32,636
37,515
6,336
$102,515

$22,307
41,155
19,821
8A61
$91,744

$35,915
51,072
18,205
2.142
$107,334

Funding Sources
General Fund Appropriations
Total Fundin

$89,865
$89,865

$102,515
$102,515

$ 9L744
$91,744

$107,334
$107,334

Determine the extent to which the board, commtsswn, or agency has recommended
statutory chanf(es that are f(enerally of benefit to the public interest.
The council has not pursued any statutory changes.
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Determine the extent to which the board, commtsswn, or agency has encouraged
interested persons to report to it concerning the effect of its regulations and decisions on
the effectiveness of service, economy of service, and availability of service that it has
provided.
The council provided public notices to all but one of their meetings. However, public
comment periods occurred during all of the meetings. The council has conscientiously made
efforts to conduct at least one of their four meetings in a remote location such as Bethel,
Kotzebue, and Sitka. They have held three town hall meetings, usually following one of their
regularly scheduled meetings. Additionally, the public has the opportunity to contact the
council, through its website, to offer feedback and request information.

Determine the extent to which the board, commission, or agency has encouraged public
participation in the making of its regulations and decisions.
Under AS 44.29.350, the council has developed and implemented a statewide suicide
prevention plan. The existing plan is currently under major revision to increase its usability.
The council has requested input from participants outside the council such as the grantees,
gatekeepers, 14 and members of other boards. Once the plan has been approved by the council,
it will be sent out for public testimony. Further revisions, as a result of public testimony, may
be made before its release.

Determine the efficiency with which public inquiries or complaints regarding the activities
of the board, commission, or agency filed with it, with the department to which a board or
commission is administratively assigned, or with the office of victims' rights or the office
of the ombudsman have been processed and resolved.
Neither the Office of the Ombudsman nor the Office of Victim's Rights reported any
complaints filed with them regarding SSPC.

Determine the extent to which a board

into an

This criterion is not applicable since SSPC does not regulate any occupations or professions.

Determine the extent to which state personnel practices, including affirmative action
requirements, have been complied with by the board, commission, or agency to its own
activities and the area of activity or interest.
Nothing in our review of the council indicated that there were any complaints involving
SSPC personnel practices.

14

See footnote 12 for more information about gatekeepers.
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Determine the extent to which statutory, regulatory, budgeting, or other changes are
necessary to enable the agency, board, or commission to better serve the interests of the
public and to comply with the factors enumerated in this subsection.
As discussed in Report Conclusions, we recommend the council be continued. However, in
Recommendation No. 1, we also suggest that the appointment ofthe council's coordinator be
approved by the council and annual performance reviews of the coordinator's performance
should be conducted as set out in statute. This is important for SSPC to maintain its
autonomy in the future for advising the legislature and governor. Due to personnel resource
concerns and the desire for closer alignment between the council and DBH, DHSS has
organizationally moved the administration of the council to DBH, specifically the Prevention
and Early Intervention section. It is essential that DHSS and the council develop means to
assure the council maintains an independent voice.
As discussed in Recommendation No.2, the council should ensure that appointed members
meet the qualifications of AS 44.29.300. We suggest the legislature consider broadening the
qualifications for membership to ensure sufficient qualified and interested individuals are
available and willing to serve on the council.

Determine the extent to which the board, commission, or agency has effectively attained its
objectives and purposes and the efficiency with which the board, commission, or agency
has operated.
The council established performance measures which are detailed in the annual reports to the
legislature. For the FY 08 annual report, the measures were:
•

Reduction of the three-year average rate of Alaska suicides.
SSPC has been unable to achieve this objective at this time. During FY 08, the council
has partnered with DHSS, DBH in an initiative, attempting to accomplish this by FY 13.

•

Review and update the statewide suicide prevention plan.
SSPC members are currently reviewing the plan with the objective of making it more
relevant to the granting process for the Comprehensive Behavioral Health Prevention and
Early Intervention Services grants.

•

Consistently review data to identify trends, make analyses, and provide recommendations
regarding suicide prevention, education and services needed in the State.
The Follow-Back Study, which presented Alaska suicide data and analysis for the period
from September 1, 2003 through August 31, 2006, was received by SSPC in February
2007. The council has and continues to use this study to make recommendations to the
legislature, executive branch agencies, and the public.
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•

Support and assist Alaskans in starting a state Suicide Prevention Awareness Network
(Network).
The council supported the Alaska Suicide Prevention Action Coalition (ASPAC) in its
research into becoming a Network affiliate. Although the Coalition decided to
incorporate and maintain its autonomy, its goals are similar to the Network and further
the goals of the council.

•

Increase the number of communities that can recognize the warning signs of suicide
through increasing the number of community-based suicide prevention grantees who
align their community funding with the statewide suicide prevention plan.
The Prevention and Early Intervention section gave comprehensive prevention grants to
communities for the FY 06 - FY 08 three-year grant cycle. A comprehensive prevention
grant can be used to address any alcohol, drug, mental health, or suicide related issue.
Since none of the grants during this grant cycle were specifically for suicide prevention,
no tracking was done to determine whether grantees aligned their funding with the
statewide plan. As comprehensive prevention grants continue to be made by DBH, the
council should revise this performance measure.

The Statewide Suicide Prevention Council mission overlaps with other state entities such as
the Alaska Mental Health Board, the Advisory Board on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse, and
the Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority. However, the council was established to bring
attention and focus, specifically, to the suicide issue in Alaska, so overlapping missions are
to be expected.
While the council actively collaborates with various other boards and commissions with
related missions, there does not appear to be any duplication of activities between the council
and these other governmental agencies or in the private sector.
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SARAH PALIN, GOVERNOR
P.O. BOX 110601

DEPT. OF HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICES
OFFICE OF THE COMMISSIONER

JUNEAU, ALASKA 99811-0601
PHONE: (907) 465-3030
FAX:
(907) 465-3068

December 1, 2008

Pat Davidson
Legislative Auditor
Alaska State Legislature, Division of Legislative Audit
PO Box 113300
Juneau,AJK 99811-3300

Dt:ar Ms. Davidson:
Thank you for this opportunity to provide a written response to the Preliminary Audit Report on
the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council, Sunset Review, November 4, 2008. I have reviewed the
report and offer the following comments.
First, we appreciate your staff's careful attention to detail and the thorough nature of the audit
process, including the many interviews and opportunities for individuals to be heard and to voice
their opinions. Suicide is a critical social issue for the State of Alaska and the Statewide Suicide
prevention Council (SSPC) has a significant responsibility to find strategies and solutions to
begin reducing the rate of suicide throughout our state.
As stated in the audit report, the SSPC has recently undergone a significant change in location
within the department and in their staff coordination. Beginning July 1, 2008, the SSPC is now
under the direction of the Division of Behavioral Health, section ofPrevention & Early
Intervention Services. The reason for this change of location was to allow for better coordination
of statewide suicide prevention efforts between the SSPC and Behavioral Health and to promote
a more seamless and coordinated approach to suicide prevention in Alaska. While this transition
is complete, the SSPC members and Behavioral Health staff are continuing to define and develop
their relationship and structure_ We are confident this change will accomplish its intended
purpose and provide for better statewide alignment in issues related to suicide prevention.
The Department of Health and Social Services (DHSS) supports and agrees with the audit
findings and recommendations. We are pleased with the recommendation to extend the SSPC
for four more years, with a new sunset date of June 30, 2013. We believe the DHSS and the
SSPC are at a critical juncture to make significant progress in reducing and preventing suicide in
Alaska. DHSS, in partnership with the council and others, recently received a 3-year federal
Garrett Lee Smith Youth Suicide Prevention grant to focus on developing regional strategies to
'turn the comer' on suicide data. In addition, with one-time funding from the FY08 Legislature,
we are offering regional suicide prevention planning grants tbcusing on those regions of Alaska
with the highest rates of suicide. It is our intent that these planning grants will become the
foundation of the Statewide Suicide Prevention Initiative, a joint effort of the DHSS and the
Council. The four ( 4) year extension will allow these projects to become embedded in our
statewide strategy and to develop sustainability of community/regional efforts.
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In response to the other two recommendations, again we are in agreement with the findings and
recommendation, with the following comments and suggestions.
Recommendation No. I:
The Statewide Suicide Prevention Council should, in accordance 14•ith statues, appoint its own

coordinator and perform annual performance reviews.
With the change in location of the SSPC to the Division of Behavioral Health, and the departure
of Kathryn Craft as Coordinator, interim decisions were made with minimal input from the
council. One decision was to have two current Behavioral Health staff share the role of
providing suppott to the council. L. Diane Casto, Section Manager and James Gallanos, Project
Coordinator, are currently sharing the task of providing staff support to the counciL It was never
the intent that these two staff would be the Council Coordinator, but would be available to
provide support and guidance as requested from Council Chairperson Brenda Moore.
Due to limited funding, there are not enough funds for a full-time coordinator, and in tact, Ms.
Craft provided approximately .25 FTE services to the council. At the most recent SSPC meeting
in September, and again during a November telephonic executive work session of the council, it
was decided that the personnel money available in the SSPC budget will be used to hire a .
50 FTE Project Assistant, hired by the council, to provide day-to-day support. We are begim1ing
the process to reclass the current Position Control Number (PCN) previously assigned to Ms.
Craft. Once completed, we will begin the solicitation and hiring process, with input and
direction from the council. The position will be located in the Juneau offices of the Division of
Behavioral Health.
We also support the audit recommendation for the council to conduct annual evaluations of the
council staff person and will provide assistance as requested.
Recommendation No. 2:

The lel{islature should consider modifying the composition ofcouncil membership.
As stated in the audit, there have been "excessive vacancies on the council and significant
absences by council members at its meetings. "In addition, it is noted that "those being appointed
to the council did not always meet the statutory qualifications for the position." We agree with
both of these conclusions and support the recommendation to consider modifYing the
composition of the council membership.
In July, when the SSPC came into the Division of Behavioral Health, section of Prevention &
Early Intervention Services, Ms. Casto began a dialogue with the Director of Boards and
Commissions about the current vacancies and how best to recruit and/or encourage applications
to fill these positions. Through this process, it became evident that the current membership did
not directly meet the statutory qualifications for council membership. Discussions with the
office of Boards and Commissions continue with DBH staff to make sure vacant positions are
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filled in a timely manner and that applicants meet the statutory requirements. The office of
Boards and Commissions is currently reviewing a number of applications for SSPC membership.
In addition, at the September meeting of the SSPC, there was a discussion about these current
qualitications or categories of representation, and the council agrees that some modifYing of the
council composition would be beneficial. Providing more flexibility and broader definitions (i.e.
expanding a secondary school counselor to a school counselor or K-12 school personnel) would
allow for a larger pool of potential candidates.
Another area that has concerned the council is the large number of legislators required as council
members. While the council is not concerned with having legislative representation and in fact
supports their membership, it is difficult for legislators to be available for meetings, creating
difficulty having a quorum for conducting council business. As reported in the audit, legislative
members have attended meeting 15% of the time over the last 4 years.
With the challenges the current statutory qualifications have created, the DHSS supports the
recommendation to modifY the membership and, upon request, will work with the council to
develop broader and more flexible categories of representation for possible legislative action.
I want to thank you for the opportunity to review and respond to the preliminary audit repmt. We
support the work of the Legislative Audit team, and believe your recommendations will
strengthen the Statewide Suicide Prevention Council, the collaboration with Behavioral Health,
and the council outcomes.
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have questions or would like additional information.
Sincerely,

William H. Hogan
Commissioner

cc:

Melissa Stone, Director, Division ofBehavioral Health
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To:

Legislative Budget and Audit Committee

RECEIVED

Division of Legislative Audit

NOV 3 0 2008
From:

Statewide Suicide Prevention Council

LEGISLATIVE AUDIT

Brenda Moore, Chair
Re:

Department of Health and Social Services
Statewide Suicide Prevention Council, Sunset Review, November 4, 2008

November 28, 2008
Recommendation No. 1

The Statewide Suicide Prevention Council (SSPC or council) should, in accordance with statutes
appoint its own coordinator and perform annual performance reviews.
During an executive session, Nov. 24, 2008, the council discussed hiring a part-time coordinator to work
in conjunction with the Division of Behavioral Health, Office of Prevention and Early Intervention
manager and prevention specialist that currently provides administrative support to the council.
There was consensus among council members that it could develop its own goals and implementation
plans with input and assistance from its current administrative support staff. A coordinator is needed to
organize and carry out operational activities necessary to support the council in achieving its goals.
The council determined to form a committee to review the budget and job classification in order to hire
a coordinator. A performance review schedule and procedure will also be established.
Recommendation No. 2

The legislature should consider modifying the composition of council membership.
The council is in agreement with the recommendation to broaden the qualifications of council members
to ensure that appointees are interested in the work of the council and can make the time commitment
necessary to serve. In addition the council agrees to the recommendation that consideration should be
made to making legislative members non-voting to prevent potential quorum issues.
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