Knik-area residents say trouble calls are ignored 
PLENTY OF OUTLAWS: They want enforcement, not just proposed new regulations. 
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BUTTE -- New rules are taking shape for the sprawling and scenic Knik River Public Use Area, which includes Jim Creek -- a place long famous for its lawlessness. 
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But even as the state moves toward more regulation, some who live closest to the Knik say the state can't enforce laws already on the books.
The rules are part of an evolving state plan for the newly created Knik area, 260,000 acres from Pioneer Peak up to the Knik Glacier and back down the Chugach Mountains -- prime recreational territory 45 minutes from Anchorage. 
Proposals recently released by the Alaska Department of Natural Resources include no-shooting zones around Jim Creek, more driving on the wide Knik River flats, and user fees for parking and boat launches. 
Legislators approved $180,000 a year for law enforcement as part of the plan, but residents and longtime visitors say they see few Alaska state troopers and plenty of outlaws. 
At a public meeting on the plan at Butte Elementary this week, attendees swapped stories of snowmachiners "waterskipping" near children at a Knik River swimming hole, the sound of automatic gunfire from the flats, and brand new pickups set afire and abandoned. 
Kenney Sexton said she created a neighborhood watch and calls 911 to report suspicious activity -- say, teenagers towing a car with blown out windows. But, she said, rarely does a trooper come out. 
"I call when there's trouble. Nothing," Sexton told the meeting attendees. 
Troopers do patrol the area, Lt. Tory Oleck of the Alaska Wildlife Troopers Division told the crowd in response to Sexton's comments. 
But right now there aren't enough troopers to respond to all the calls because his office, like the agency, is struggling to find new recruits, Oleck said. 
Oleck has no sergeant working with him in his Palmer office, he said before the meeting. One of two troopers transfers this month, and the other is expected to transfer this summer. It takes a year to go from new recruit to "boots on the ground," he said.
Oleck urged the audience to call emergency dispatchers with reports of trouble, but "I can't guarantee we'll be there." 
A full-time field manager hired to steward the new public-use area has no law enforcement power. 
At this point, the state is considering using park rangers or recruiting officers from the Natural Resources Department, said Clark Cox, DNR regional manager in Anchorage. 
Along with concerns about law enforcement, some at the Butte meeting quizzed officials about the absence of nonmotorized trails proposed for a popular area that includes Jim Lake.
Sponsored by Sen. Charlie Huggins, R-Wasilla, and Rep. Bill Stoltze, R-Chugiak, the legislation that created the Knik area requires the state to preserve access to all existing off-road motor vehicle trails, several officials said. 
Wasilla resident Dan Elliott said the legislation limits the state's authority to respond to public concerns. 
"Seems like the way the original law is drafted, you can't really manage," Elliott said. 
Officials can close, reroute or harden trails where they cause environmental damage, planning project manager Brandon McCutcheon responded. 
"We can regulate," McCutcheon said. "We can assess impacts; we do have authority to manage the resources." 
Reporter Zaz Hollander can be reached at the Daily News Wasilla office at zhollander@adn.com or 352-6711.
ALTERNATIVES: The Alaska Department of Natural Resources plans to announce this fall a draft plan to manage the new Knik River Public Use Area. Officials are soliciting feedback on a series of proposed alternatives through May 4. Discuss the issue and find a link to a full list of alternatives. 
