P | 2
" Coroner proposal dominates
study commis

By Grace Holman
Leader Staff Writer

Discussion regarding a proposal to
create an independent coroner’s po-
sition wound up being the focus of
Wednesday night’s Local Govern-
ment Review Commission hearing.

With incalculable hours clocked
in 53 meetings, including four public
hearings, the Anaconda-Deer Lodge
County study commissionconducted
its fifth public meeting on five pro-
posedamendmentstothe city-county
charter. :

“The study of local government
happens every 10 years,” said Jake
Maciag, chairman. The next assess-
ment, if approved by voters as stipu-
lated in the 1972 Montana Constitu-
tion, will occur in the year 2004, he
said.

In his opening remarks, Maciag
said the study commission members
are “local citizens who took on the
task with no pre-conceived notions;
we are all open minded with one
common goal: to improve our local
government.”

The group, whichreceives nocom-
pensation, has interviewed nearly all
A-DL employees, department heads
and board members, and conducted
a community survey.

«All of this was done to geta better
understanding of our local govern-
ment, and what residents expect,” he
said.

The five tentative proposals are
meant to strengthen local govern-
ment; he said. The inside perspective
gained through the A-DLC person-
nel interviews gave the best picture

amendments. Look at and consider
both sides of our findings, and what
you hear in these public hearings,”
he said.

“Keeping in mind that these pro-
posals may upset some people in
local government, look at all sides,
and decide for yourself, asking, “Will
these proposals improve government
for Anaconda-Deer Lodge County?”
We think so,” the chairman said.

Participation in the public hear-
ings and in making the ultimate deci-
sion in November, at the ballot box,
is “a unique opportunity for Ana-
conda-Deer Lodge County citizens
to participate in making their Jocal
government more accountable and
proactive,” Maciag said.

Government that works best is
government that has citizen involve-
ment, he added.. e

Maciag opened the public discus-
sion with the fifth proposal, “Defin-
ing the duties and limitations of the
Chief of Law Enforcement,” the one
which drew the most input — in
opposition, butopposition presented
without acrimony.

Now elected after an overwhelm-
ing voterapproval, the office of Chief
of Law Enforcement has no charter-
specified job duties, as exist for the
chief executive, commission and
county attorney, with the latter sim-
ply referenced to state law.

The 13 proposedrecommendations
were garnered by the study commis-
sion from state laws concerning sher-
iffs, police chief and the county ad-
ministrative code. The commission
interviewed A-DLC employees,

forcement.

The commission lists advantages
of their proposals as:

» Lifting of confusionand ambigu-
ity concerning the duties of the dhief
of law enforcement;

« Prohibition on being the head of
another department, with two
changes in A-DLC — the chief of
law enforcement would no longer
serveas county coroner, or as head of
the Ambulance Department. The
commission believes the changes
would be beneficial because the law
enforcement chief already has more
employees to supervise than does
any other department head, and the
policedepartment, withthe911Cen-
ter and jail, consume more than one-
third of the entire county budget.

The current system also falls out-
side the intrinsic checks and bal-
ances in US. government, from the
Federal Constitution, to state and
local government, Counties which
have an overlapping of officer/coro-
ner duties are counties with popula-
tions less than 5,000, Maciag noted.
Also, the 29 counties which have
consolidated coroner and sheriff po-
sitions, have large cities which have
separate coroner and police chief
offices.

“We believe it is dangerous to
place too much powerinone person’s
hands, and that check and balances
on power are a benefit to local citi-
zens,” reads the commission’s pre-
pared statement on the five propos-
als.

sion’s hearing

~ Any police officer other than the
chief would not be prohibited from
being coroner, the proposal reads.

By having two separate individu-
als accountable, a check and balance
system is established, the commis-
sion believes.

The commission listed two disad-
vantages, noting that although the
charter does not require this, the cur-
rent tradition is that the chief of law
enforcement is the coroner.

If adopted, the proposal would
eliminate a major advantage to hav-
ing the two offices held by one per-
son: maintaining police control of
the occasional homicide of suspi-
cious death scene, and facilitation of
cooperation, and preservationofevi-
dence.

A second disadvantage would be
prohibiting the chief from running
other departments could limit flex-
ibility of local government to make
cuts and to consolidate other depart-
ments with the Department of Law
Enforcement.

Economic impact would be nil,
since all listed duties already are
performed by the chief of law en-
forcement.

The proposal to forbid the chief of
law enforcement from supervising
any other department would impact
the ambulance and coroner budgets,

However, the commission notes,
with one of the current co-supervi-
sors of the ambulance able to step in

(See Coroner proposal, Page 3)
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Coroner proposal ...

(Continued from Page 1)

as supervisor, littleimpactwould
be felt.
Because the coroner budget
currently does not include the
deputy coroners’ overtime pay,
any impact on the budget can-
not be determined. The county
pays the coroner $3,600 annual
salary; with most coroner calls
now handed by deputy coro-
ners. The coroner does routine
scheduling andsome light book-
keeping for $300 a month.
“It is quite likely that another
police officer, or an outside per-
“son, could be found to handle
the workload of the coroner
position for that amount, who
may also do more hands-on
work, saving some of the over-
time paid to the deputy coro-
ners,” the commission said.
Chief of Law Enforcement
Jim Connors was accompanied
by deputy coroners-officers
Dewey Francisco, Mark
Blaskovich, Jack Eklund and
Ed Burch. Representing the
other department involved, the
Ambulance, were Cherie
Bilodeau and Marty Mavrinac
Jr.
Connors asked the board to
explain the sentence, “We be-
lieve it is dangerous to place too
much power in one person’s
hands, at that check and bal-
ances on power are a benefit to
local citizens.”
“How will itbe worded onthe
ballot?” Connors asked.
Maciag answered that the
draft as presented is tentative.
|  “Itcan,andlikely will,change,
_ aswegaininput,” he said. How-
\ ever, the final wording will

embody the idea of check and

being done. In reference to the
coroner’s office, the chief am-
plifiedthereasons already given
formaintaining the currentcoro-
ner/officer situation: mainte-
nance of files, keeping track of
the on-going process, from dis-
covery of a body through a pos-
sible autopsy.

Healsonotedto serve as coro-
ner, a person must be certified,
with Tom Radonich, vice chair-
man of the study commission,
asking if any person can be-
come certified, and therefore,
serve as coroner.

Connors answered yes.

Noting that 24 of Montana’s
55 counties have a similar coro-
ner/officer office, Connors
asked, “why change something
that works?”

“The purpose of the consoli-
dated government was to save
money. The combined office of
coroner and law enforcement
chief saves money,” he said.

Connors also does not see an
absence of checks and balance:
The state provides that, he said.

If the commission is intent on
separating the coroner’s office
fromthe chief’s office, Connors
suggested thecommission “take
itall the way out, and make itan
elective office.”

Radonich asked Connors if
heagreed withtheidea that “two
persons looking atthe same situ-
ation would have different view-
points.” Connorsresponded that
a second viewpoint is provided
by the state, through its crime
lab.

“Therehavebeennomistakes
in our office that I know of. ...
Things work well they way they
are here,” he summarized.

The county receives approxi-

ner cost, the cost would be the
same for an independent coro-
ner if the proposal were passed.

In saying it likely would stay
the same, Connors brought up
another element of what he sees
is acheck and balance: the fam-
ily.

The family expects and de-
mands professionalism, exper-
tise, and tact, Connors said. The
current system provides that.

“It’s nota pleasant job, that of
coroner,” Connors said. “You
must go to death scenes, you
must notify families of deaths,
and all of it is thankless,” he
said.

He again asked why the com-
mission did not choose to advo-
cate makingthe coroner anelec-
tive office, referring to a poll
which showed that preference
in a 54:43 ratio.

That, however, is short of the
numbers needed to generate a
change at the polls; it must be a
60-65 percent figure.

Francisconoted thecoroner’s
job is not listed in the police
contract, and the union will not

back the c:ommission’s pro-
posal.

“The union will take the posi-
tion the job must be posted, asa
job. It’s something that could
add $3,6001to ayounger officer’s
salary ... the older officers will
not be happy.”

Propos:als to make the county
attorney a.non-partisan position
drew no ccomment.

Chief Executive Cheryl
Beatty questioned the proposal
tohavea candidate namedtofill
a vacated slot to be the candi-
date who received the second
highest total of votes in the pre-
vious election, with provisions
for the vacancy if this person is
unavailable or ineligible.
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