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Good afternoon.  Welcome to Nome.  Thank you for the opportunity to address the Commission.  I’m Denise Beranga, the Executive Director of the Nome Eskimo Community, the Tribal Government serving the community of Nome.  
Prior to taking this position three and a half years ago, I’d been employed for almost fourteen years at Kawerak, Inc., the Regional non-profit serving the twenty tribes in the Bering Strait Region.  

Kawerak has been very successful at matching State, Federal and private sector funds to provide a wide array of services at the local level through out the Region.  It is only at the local level with community involvement, genuine relationship and adequate resources can changes occur that will address the needs in rural Alaska.

Our issues are many and they’ve been addressed in one study after another.  Many recommendations have been made, yet very little has changed.  Until the true problem is acknowledged and a genuine effort to have a partnership with tribes is made, we will continue to spin our wheels and the issues remain.

Rather than go into lengthy detail, I’ll touch briefly on the serious issues and move on to solutions and recommendations, our current situation.  

Alcohol and drug abuse has devastated our Region and the majority of crimes committed and the deaths that occur are alcohol related. 

We have an extremely high rate of rape and domestic violence and we have some of the highest suicide, child sexual and physical abuse and fetal alcohol syndrome rates in the State.  

We’re told time and time again that the State of Alaska figures are higher than the rest of the Nation’s.  Despite the alarming statistics, due to funding constraints, we often provide a band aid solution and can’t provide an adequate long term intervention and prevention services; nor do we have much needed rehabilitation services in our Region.

Our only residential treatment facility was closed in 1999 due to lack of funding and there are no treatment options for sex offenders.  

The State provides funding for the VPSO program, but it is the only means of public safety in our villages.  But the annual allocation provides funds for only nine positions in our Region.  Furthermore, what Kawerak receives does not provide adequate pay for a very difficult job in which there is a very high turnover due to burn out as well as little support for a very stressful job which does not pay overtime.  

A few of the villages have Village Police Officers in their communities, but with the dwindling resources for city governments, these positions may soon cease to exist.  

Nome Eskimo Community has an extremely high case load of children in protective custody with the State of Alaska both in the Anchorage and Nome areas. 

The Office of Children’s Services in Nome is poorly staffed by four employees who cover both the Nome and Kotzebue areas.   Three of these employees are newly hired and have limited knowledge or experience in the social service arena.  The Office of Children’s Services has an extremely high turnover rate due to burn out as well.  State workers tend to become __________ in policy and paperwork and is often at the expense of the child and family.  

They are often unable to make decisions and process cases in a timely manner because the program is so overburdened by unrealistic and often ridiculous policy that does not fit in rural Alaska.  Common sense does not apply.

And based on who you talk to, these policies seem to change day to day or from one administration to the next.

The high turnover and endless bureaucracy impacts our ability to quickly get our children out of the State system, reunified with their families or in loving and secure homes.  
In a number of cases, children have waited in the system for years being deprived from having a loving and stable environment that should be a given for every child.  

Domestic violence is rampant in our Region, yet we do not have the services needed to help women and children lead and remain free from abusive environments.  Women may contact or be referred to the Bering Sea Women’s Shelter in Nome, but their stay at the shelter is temporary due to time restrictions of stay for a very limited transitional support services that will assist women with rebuilding their lives and continue self sufficiency.

Due to the lack of services and options, the majority of women go back ____(tape malfunction) .  ….only continue to be rejected at the administrative level due to fear that allowing more control will fuel local tribal sovereignty thus empowering tribes.

Due to our shrinking resources and the knowledge that local control is what works best, it is ____(tape malfunction) that the State pursue genuine partnerships with the tribes and work  with us to achieve positive long lasting results.  

What is working in our Region?  

Local control is the evident answer.  Our Region receives federal wellness funds to address alcohol related issues at the local level.  Because our communities differ, what works in one community may not necessarily work for another.  Therefore, a blanket approach does not work.  Many villages in our Region receive wellness funds from Kawerak to address issues specific to their community and to implement intervention and prevention activities that will work best for their community.  

This is the only way it will work.  Communities stand together and taking ownership of their issues and well-being.  The downside is that these wellness funds will soon be gone.  

Through our Regional Health Corporation __________ counselors and a traveling adolescent treatment teamed up to travel to a remote community for a set period of time rather than overnight.  This enables people to develop relationships of trust and receive services within their community utilizing the family approach rather than having the individual travel out of their community or the Region to receive services.  

Norton Sound Health Corporation also has many grants available for tribes to sponsor or coordinate wellness activities in their communities.  Wellness Conferences with a cultural approach have been very successful.

The community as a whole participates thus taking ownership for the safety and well being of their community.

Kawerak established a child advocacy center that handles child sexual and physical abuse cases in our Region.  The success of the Center is based on strong partnership between the local State agencies and organizations.  Nome also has a child protection team comprised of representatives from the local agencies, tribal entities and the Nome Public School.  The team focuses on the intervention and prevention services for at-risk youth in our community.  Nome’s Eskimo Community has a tribal youth advocate based at the Nome Public School who works closely with the youth who are identified as at-risk.  The Nome Youth advocate provides an array of supportive services that directly ______ areas effecting their personal life and ___ and their ability to attend school on a regular basis.

The funding for this position ends after completion of the academic year when we are faced with searching for other resources to maintain this position.  

Despite being severely under funded, Kawerak has continued to administer the VPSO program.  The program is crucial to the safety and well-being of the residents in our Region.  In most of the villages, the VPSO is the individual that the community turns to for all issues related to safety and law.
Because of limited staff and inadequate funding it often takes days or even months to get a response or follow through from the Troopers based in Nome.  When a Trooper does respond, they enter the village, take care of business and are gone and the VPSO is the one left to handle the aftermath of what has occurred in the community.

The only way to maintain what has been a successful program is to adequately fund the program, give more authority to the VPSO’s and let the program continue to be administered at the Regional level.  

Solutions and what will work. 

Limited resources to fund much needed services, cumbersome State policy and resistance by the State Administration to develop true partnerships with tribes have been on-going issues.  

Time and time again, we provided input at the State and Federal level regarding our issues and time and time again we presented recommendations for consideration.  

As I pondered what to state to the Commission, I questioned the effectiveness of more tribal testimony.  Once again, will our input and recommendations be put on the shelf?  

The State of Alaska’s relationship has always been with the city governments, with no recognition of tribal government.  State resources were once abundant and used to fund city functions, but on-going budget cuts have exhausted these resources and now a number of our local governments can no longer function.  Tribal Governments have always existed and in most villages they’ll be most active and maintain jurisdiction over their community, not the city government.  

The State of Alaska exercises jurisdiction over rural Alaska, but does not allocate sufficient resources to provide for even basic needs of people.  There are certain basic services that all State residents have a right to expect.  These basic services should be clearly defined and funded in every community.  

Unless we set aside our differences, pool our resources and learn to work together, we will continue to spin our wheels; nothing will change until the actual problems are acknowledged and genuine efforts are made by the State administration to work with the tribes to seek resolution, nothing will change.  

I sincerely hope that the Commission will take the testimony from rural Alaska to heart and work with rural Alaska to ____ change.  

Again, thank you for the opportunity to address the Commission.  

BURGESS:
Thank you very much.  Any questions or comments by the Commissioners?  Commissioner Bullard.  

BULLARD:
I just had a quick question.  I know that Nome Eskimo has a very active tribal court and Nome Eskimo has consistently intervened in State court proceedings involving member children.  I guess just a ball park—how many children is Nome Eskimo tracking at this time in terms of those proceedings?  

BERANGA:
Actually, we have between forty and fifty cases, but a number of these cases involve three or four children in a family.  

BULLARD:
And Nome Eskimo has – I know that—I think it was probably in the late 80’s that the tribes in the Region made the decision at that point to intervene on every single children’s case and I’m assuming that Nome Eskimo is consistently …..
BERANGA:

________
BULLARD:
But this is the 1980’s that Nome Eskimo has consistently intervened to try and keep the…..
BERANGA:
Correct.  

BULLARD:
And the reason I _________ that they’ve been actively intervening in these cases for 18 years.
BURGESS:
Any other questions?  Commissioner Justin.

JUSTIN:
Thank you Mr. Chairman.  I have a question on your remarks about the restrictions on the shelter for the victims.  Could you explain what you – I assume that it means limited to a couple of days that the victim can stay there.
BERANGA:
It’s my understanding that they have a limitation on the number of days that a victim can stay at the shelter.  

JUSTIN:
_______.
BERANGA:
I’m not exactly sure.  Denette Perry could probably help answer that question.  

BULLARD:
Just to respond to that—I’m not on the women’s shelter Board or anything.  It’s my understanding, for example, the individuals that work at the women’s shelter do not even have medical, dental or life insurance because their budget is unable to provide that for their staff, so the individuals that work there work without benefits.  

BURGESS:
Commissioner Bullard.

BULLARD:
I know at Kawerak we reserve a pool of money within our BIA contract to help fund tribally licensed foster care for the tribes that choose to take custody of children as opposed to having the State take children and go through the State court proceedings.  Is Nome Eskimo doing something similar with their BIA funds?

BERANGA:
Actually, we’re at this point drafting a tribal welfare assistance program where we’re looking at having child welfare assistance as a ____.
BULLARD:
Because currently we’re spending about $100,000 a year providing tribally licensed foster care for children so that they don’t have to get into the State system because I think, once they get in that State system, its extremely difficult to get children back out of that system. 

JUSTIN:
Could you ________ licensed providers?
BULLARD:
Yes.  We have a number of tribally licensed foster homes in the Region that are licensed through the tribe and Kawerak provides direct payment to those tribally licensed foster homes for children that are in tribal custody.  

JUSTIN:
____________

BURGESS:
Thank you very much.  I appreciate your testimony.

BERANGA:
Thank you.
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