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Good afternoon.  It’s a pleasure to be here in front of all you people and I hope you ingest some of the heartaches that we have in our village.  
My name is Virginia Commack, Tribal Administrator; Advocate for the Native Village of Ambler.  I come from a tribe that historically has good Inupiat Ilitqusiat way of life with good governance, stable, responsible members, stable family lives, community spirit and good health that includes good public safety.  

Currently we have a cultural camp teaching our ways and we’re fortunate to have a person from the federal justice department spend four days with us at the camp for education and introduce them to our ways.  

Our Elders teach us that anyone who’s going to be governed—governing our ways, they need to be introduced and educated in our ways in order to make any decisions on our lives.  

Brief history reveals how healthy our people were in the public safety arena.  They were in control of their destiny and lived good physical lives; they simply governed themselves to survive.  They knew how to take care of each other through public safety, putting together their own way of law and order and live peacefully in harmony with the life/nature.  

Law and order was respected and no jail system; no repeat offenders unlike all the history within the State system today.  

You see our Native people have intellectual knowledge on basic human needs and how to protect each other from harm through good public safety practices.  And yet we are not given the chance and opportunity to exercise these rights.  

Now this has changed drastically with influx of influence and a permissible way of life as a choice aside the orderly Inupiat life.  Our people are now falling between the factors of Inupiat know-how absolutes and a permissible system of governance; second, inflating very unstable way of life.  You could just about do anything you want and you have the right to this freedom with no absolute law and order and ethics to keep them in line.  

Western justice system has been for some time—There is proof in the number of our people incarcerated.  Then even more alarming, they are introduced then assimilated to a permissible world then punished for becoming so permissibly doing wrong.  They get the message that they are in a free world without ethical teachings in tact, like our Native way of life.  They learn they have rights to this permissible system, but they have not yet learned good ethics from this system.  This western system.  And where are they? 
That’s the difference between our western and the cultural system.  

In the western justice system, human becomes a number.  Their identify exploited in that way.  Their rights exploited in the current system in numerous ways.  They experience western justice in a court system with very limited representation; then they remain in a space with no connection to their way of life.  Just a fixed space.  Assimilation is a tool of injustice.  Then they are humiliated in numerous ways; then judged with foreign words not understood in a foreign system away from their people’s rightful ways of law and order.

If the State system is going to dominate this rural justice commission, we will continue to see repeated lawlessness and more jails necessary to accommodate the increase that is in the history under this system.  And we all know that.  

Why is our State striving to dominate ways of our Native people?  We have our own answers.  But let us focus on this system that is different than the ways of our people.  For these reasons and more, the tribal governments have to be given equal chance as the State.  It looks hopeless this will every happen with majority rule justice commissioners again already placed representing one system.  

This same system is allowing all the lawlessness through permissible ways.  

First, infinite number of runaway legislations within the governance of this system contributes then through a justice system so choked up with so many laws to interpret and justify justice.  Basic interpretations we have for all this is there are so many laws twisting good basic laws combined they are really back to lawlessness.  

Our tribal government is not in support of this rural justice commission and the system the commission upholds.  Nothing will change; only for the worst for our people if we submit ourselves to a very complex system that simply creates a permissible system and consequences that are alarming for human.

We see it as another systematic control tool to suppress our good ways of Native people.  Hindering our people to help themselves, causing severe social pain and continue to shut out our good ways.  We simply see a power struggle with the good Native ways.  

We recommend this justice commission makes recommendations to recognize the Tribal Governments, then fund them to build up their own good ways and enable them to exercise their governance in public safety.
There should never have been a commission formed just to go and hear these kinds of testimonies from a majority of the villages.  Because I was in one of those State wide meetings, where a majority of us were stating this very thing what I just said.  

Precious dollars are being expended through this new rural justice commission.  If only the State governance or whomever would have adhered to asking the tribes to do what they could in public safety and just simply supported them monetarily and change some of the State laws restricting safety issue laws pertaining and tailoring them to the tribal governance or simply consulted with the tribes on a government to government basis.  We would have worked this out just the same on a government to government basis, making understanding real clear between the two differences; the western and the Inupiat system.

Many times we are told many heads are better than one.  But for too long, Alaska has used only heads from within one systematic State.  Our Native intellectual knowledge has yet to be heard and allowed to be exercised.  

I have several of countless proof of injustice to communities and reasons to allow tribal governments to govern their own tribal justice system for their own people.  I will just name a very few that my Elder just reminded me before I left today.  
First, we know our people best and the justice needs in our communities.  We know our own tribal public safety practices but our people are repeatedly denied the right to exercise our governance rights.  This is foremost injustice to our people to begin with.  The denial of tribal justice ways since the Statehood, ANCSA and many other injustice legislations continue to affect negatively the rights of the Tribal governments and their memberships.
Problems we encounter with the western justice system so greatly impacts our people.  Years ago our eleven villages came together and compared the western system with our own tribal justice ways and we underlined injustice supercedes justice within the western system to human beings.  

Foremost, our own governance is denied.  Tribal governments are not allowed total governance to exercise over our membership that encompass all areas of our indigenous lives including Inupiat justice ways.  

We were made landless; one of the greatest social and spiritual injustices to our rights to good life, liberty and justice.

Western justice impacts our social, spiritual, physical and mental health, psychologically impairing human beings.  Good human beings with…..
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…..displace their lives.  Community again voluntarily provides counseling and services and encouragement to rebuild self-esteem and worthiness of a human kind because human state was jeopardized.  
No funds provided to Tribes.  Tribes do this hardest work to work with their people with no funds allocated to them from the justice system; either the State or the Federal.

Psychological impacts greatest to incarcerated individuals coming home, especially those incarcerated with poor witnesses, poor judgment feels the greatest pain, shame, live with the defamation of character.  

The eleven villages that came together from both tribal and city governments listed pros and cons of a western justice system in comparison to an Inupiat justice ways – justified alarming differences never before discussed in our Region.  

Greatest concern became human beings treated so inhumane.  

One of the experiences we just had as a group having a meeting over at the army; one day we were watching these young people incarcerated marching right where everyone could see them in public and that place had a lot of people in it.  

And then we heard the condition of the jail system that they had in that place and how inhumane those—they are animal cages.  Believe me, they’re not human.  

Justice ways differ like day and night from the western to the Inupiat justice ways.  
Mistreatment through poor holding facilities like I described -- animal like treatment.  That is inhumane.  That should not be approved by any village in their right mind with common sense.  

No funds to properly care for incarcerated individuals at the village level and on and on.

You should see the list we came out with.  We had it on a board where we put western system, tribal system and we put--All the cons on the western system, I think took two pages; whereas the tribal took just a few words.  

And you see, we have been saying this all along.  Inupiat and Western ways differ all around all the way up the governance.  It reflects separate Nations within a Nation treated inhumane all around with injustice.  Innocent human beings are suffering consequences from the justice system holistically in their lives.  

What strong will power our Elders instill us keeps us alive today with good spiritual ways; good ethics and good guidance.  Without those, we may very well react as animals being treated as animals in an inhumane way.  

America needs a taste of our good ways.  Only if we are allowed to govern it and use it well for ourselves, for our people, keeping in mind the Federal government has this trust responsibility to the Tribal governments to protect us in every way.  

Thank you for your time.

JUSTIN:
Thank you, Virginia.  Questions from the Commissioners?  Questions from the Governor’s office?  Questions from the Attorney General?

Thank you.  I do have one question for you, Virginia.  

You spoke about the respect for law and order.  Were you talking about that as—Was that an Elder teaching?  Or was that something that—Is that a value?

COMMACK:
I’ve seen a Tribal court in operation when I was a young girl.  I must have been like thirteen or fourteen; high school age but working part time in a business—existing business in my village.  
And I did go through a circle type of tribal court.  And what I heard from that person that was the—What would you call?  A person that came before the judges.  
What I heard from that person was something that I would never forget to this day.  Stating that coming in front of people that you know in a circle like that is the most frightening thing in the whole world and I would never commit anything else to come back to that circle.

And again, a few years back we had about four Elderly people in our Tribal Council and we again exercised our Tribal court system just to see how it works on a very misdemeanor kind of thing where we did the same thing.  
And then that young person stated the same thing.  And in fact, that individual stated to us when the Elders asked this individual “how do you feel coming before this kind of justice system? Or whatever you call it.  
The young person also again stated a similar thing and stated something like this “I would rather go to any other western ____ (Inupiat word) kind of justice to get my judgment on whatever I do wrong in place of this one.  This one is so powerful, so scary.  I would never want to be back in this circle.”  
So there was a lot of respect.  And also the people that were tribal justice people in our old days were very respected because they mostly used ethical teaching _____ (Inupiat word).  I don’t know how to say it in English.  I believe it might be disciplinary ways in a gentle manner.  Ethical ways were practiced.  That was part of their system.  And I can go on and on.
JUSTIN:
Well thank you.  I appreciate it.  That’s very helpful.
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