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Thank you and good evening.  My name is Ian Erlich.  I am currently the Chairman of the Alaska Inter-Tribal Council and also a member of the Native Village of Kotzebue IRA Council.
I don’t really have any testimony, per se, although before I leave here I would like to hand in this letter which is a resolution from the Alaska Inter-Tribal Council.  It’s the resolution that we passed at our annual meeting and it mentions the Rural Justice and Law Enforcement Commission and our position upon it.

It’s kind of funny.  Everybody here is welcoming the Commission to Kotzebue and thanking them for this opportunity to testify, but I came here more like if I was going to the dentist – kind of with some dread.  

I was talking with Mike Williams, our Vice-Chair of the AITC, and I expressed to him that it seems as though as far as Tribes are concerned in this Commission, we’re damned if we do and we’re damned if we don’t.  

It seems like whatever we do and whatever we say -- even if your recommendations to Congress come out in favor of some of the recommendations that rural Alaska and Tribal peoples from Alaska wish for you guys to submit, its going to come in the form of legislation that’s separate from tribes in the Country specially designated or targeted for tribes in Alaska.  
And we have been under assault by legislation, in the three last years especially, that are specifically targeted for tribes in Alaska.  And you guys are aware of the term that we use for it, which is Regionalization.  

When this Commission was looking at being formed, the language that the powerful – then powerful—especially then Senator--Appropriations Chair used when discussing this – before he said it – he said during the Clinton Administration, the Secretary of the Interior and his solicitor actively promoted the idea that there are more than 200 sovereign tribal governments in Alaska.  The Secretary was wrong as a matter of law and has alter___ his effort to tribalize Federal Alaska Native policy has had significant adverse policy consequences.  And then he goes on to say specifically referring to this Commission here the provision in this Bill creating a Rural Justice Commission does not take sides in the dispute.  
And that is the primary problem that Alaska Inter-Tribal Council has with working with this Commission, is that this Commission does not take sides in this dispute.
Tribes in Alaska will stand up and tell you twenty-four hours a day that Tribes do exist.  And if this element is not taken into consideration when you look at the types of reforms that’s necessary for rural Alaska, then you’re going to miss out on the most fundamental and most important component to fixing the problem that we have.  

We didn’t need a million dollars spent to try and figure out that we only don’t fund properly and adequately rural Alaska and more specifically, Tribes. 
If you take any community in this country – you take some of the larger communities and some people have touched up on this issues; if you remove the funding for law enforcement out of Anchorage, it’s just a matter of time that you’re going to start seeing the same symptoms that we have in rural Alaska.  
But we don’t even have the authority and power to develop monies through local taxation or any other probable means to come up with a way to fund our Tribal government.  So we rely on the trust responsibility of the Federal government to look after those needs, but its not being funded.  

And we don’t need to create unique and new innovative ways to manage our law enforcement and justice in rural Alaska.  We just need to acknowledge that Tribes exist and we need to provide the funding necessary so that we can take care of our own affairs.  

And I believe that once this has happened then we would be able to start looking at some of the more finer problems that are associated with geographical distances and other such things that are somehow mixed in with some of the problems that we’re having.  

But first and foremost, Tribes need to be acknowledged and then they need to be appropriately funded and then we can have this discussion about what’s the best ways to make it even better.  

I appreciate the opportunity to at least get this point of view out and I don’t know if anyone has any questions, but I’m willing to…..

JUSTIN:
Questions from Commissioners?  Commissioner Bullard.

BULLARD:
Not so much a question.  
I think you were there at the hearing that we had in Anchorage and I had thought of it there--that I had encouraged folks to go and take a look at the draft legislation that created this Commission.  That in that initial language there was language that would have cross-deputized the ___ to enforce Tribal ordinances; would have authorized the Tribal courts to handle cases in Tribal courts, not only with the Native population, but also the non-Native people living in our community.  
I looked at that and there was like—I think seven principals of Federal Indian Law and it was like probably making some major changes to about three or four of  those.

And the draft bill law wasn’t perfect.  If it had passed, it would have been a huge step forward in terms of giving the IRA Traditional Councils at the local level the ability to really do something about the problems that we’ve got in our villages.  

And so in my mind, that’s the possible. And so I encourage folks to get a copy of that.  I had shared copies with Donna when she was at AITC.  

ERLICH:
And if I may respond.  
I can appreciate that type of effort, but unless Tribes are acknowledged to exist lawfully in Alaska and are funded and then we can talk about doing those kinds of programs, we can support it.  
But until such time, we’re looking at the likelihood of special legislation created or targeted for Alaska tribes only and the continuing assault on separating Alaska Tribes from Tribes in the Lower 48 and then kind of regionalizing us out of the picture and diminishing the sovereignty that Tribes should be enjoying on a government to government relationship. 

And while I can appreciate those kinds of fundamental changes that could make some benefit, its what I said earlier – no matter what you guys suggest that may benefit rural Alaska or Tribes, its  going to come through the route that its going to be creating special legislation just like what we’re seeing for Federal health care dollars, for housing dollars, for Indian Roads monies and now its going to be for justice and law enforcement and its just something that AITC as an organization cannot back.  

JUSTIN:
Thank you.  Other questions or comments?  Governors Office?  Attorney General?  

Thank you, Ian.  Hopefully you’ll at least continue to monitor the testimonies we get as we go along.  We appreciate your being here.  

END OF STATEMENT

