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For the record, my name is Curtis Sommer.  I am currently a tribal council member.  I’m a community health practitioner residing in Tanana, Alaska.  
And I had a few comments that I would like to make that people that relayed their concerns to me.  One being the unequal sentencing guidelines.  It appears that up here in Fairbanks there is a system of sentencing Natives and a different one for sentencing non-Natives.  
As an example, everyone here has heard about the John Heartman case and the four young men who were convicted and sentenced for brutally beating him up and him dying.  To this day, four of those young men—three of them are Native, they maintained their innocence.  They had nothing to do with that young man who was killed and yet without any DNA evidence; many of the defense witnesses were discounted; were not called.  And they received very lengthy sentences—about thirty-three years I think each.  
And at the same time you have the Della Brown case down in Anchorage where the man who committed the crime, did admit that he had done the crime but he was not sentenced.  I do believe that the case was dismissed.  And at the time same too you have the Sonya Ivanoff case from Nome where this police officer, I do believe they’re going to either try the case again or they’re trying to decide.

SCHUBERT:
They will retry him.

But what I’m trying to say is—Let me see.  After John Heartman was—After that case was finished, then there was two men who were convicted of murdering Maurice Smith, a cab driver here in Fairbanks and these two men are connected with the John Heartman case by the fact that they knew one of the key witnesses for the prosecution and they had beat him almost to death a month before that.  
And that same night that John Heartman was killed, they were out getting money for one of their birthdays.  It was one of those guys’ birthdays and that’s what one of the two of the defendants girlfriends said.  Anyway their car matches the suspects’ car.  They pleaded guilty for the brutal murder of Maurice Smith and they didn’t even get half the sentences that those three Native boys got.  

And at the same time too, you have the Assistant District Attorney, O’Bryant stating do not trust what these village people say.  They’ll alibi each other no matter what.  That whole case from the jurists being all non-Native; all White.  I do believe there was one Black jurist who was let go so this was not a jury of their peers.  
And going along with getting into the State Troopers.  I know they do a heck of a job in most places.  But in Tanana, when there is domestic violence occurring; when there is violence and even a threat of weapons being used—when you call for a Trooper, they will not show up for several days, if they even show up.  But if someone gets a moose out of season and it gets reported, they’re there within two hours and they usually got three or four Troopers.  There’s something wrong with that.  

Going along, I’ve got two concerns related to me from people about people being incarcerated at FCC.  I don’t know if you know that there is two prison colors for their coveralls.  Blue meaning they are good prisoners; orange meaning they are trouble makers.  And two people have told me that the guards go out of their way to goad Natives into behavior that will get them into the orange suits before they show up before the judge.  

And I know that we could complain about all this, but then there has to be a solution.  There has to be a solution and I do believe that the solution is a mandatory Alaska Native history class in all high school curriculum and also that all law enforcement personnel from the basic employees all the way up to the judges and also all law makers, be they State Senators or Representatives or United State Senators or Representatives, need to take a course on Alaska Natives because when they don’t understand Alaska Natives; when they hear Alaska Natives speaking in their own tongue, they don’t like it.  They don’t understand them.  And what they don’t understand, they don’t like.  

But these are my views here.  And as a person who has been on a tribal court and who is a member of the tribal council, I am very tired of seeing our young people getting into trouble and having a different sentencing guideline for them.  And I do know that once you get into legal trouble, it is very, very hard to stay out of legal trouble after that because people have to change their lifestyles and it’s pretty hard to change a lifestyle in a small village.

And I want to thank you for listening to me.  

BLATCHFORD:
Thank you, Curtis for very good remarks.  Any questions? Thank you, Curtis. 

SOMMER:
Alright.  Thank you.  I’m sorry.  Loretta?  

BULLARD:
Is Tanana dry?

SOMMER:
No.  The City of Tanana started up a liquor store in 1983 and I think if the tribal council had its way, it would shut it down.  Either that or start up a bar where the booze is controlled.  But if we do shut it down then we’re going to have people binge drinking; go on a charter and get booze and bring it into the village or whatever.  I know how it was before the liquor store was opened.  And with alcoholism, there is no simple answer for alcohol or drugs.  There’s not.  
BULLARD:
I want to make a comment that—Just thinking about it with the local option law, because I think for example in the Bering Straits Region, we have sixteen communities and I think we have three damp communities: Nome, Unalakleet and White Mountain.  Maybe Teller.  Teller.  
So many people are convicted of attempted importation into a community and then they’re spending all this time in jail and in effect because our communities have elected the local option, actually what we’re doing is turning our people into criminals.  I think in many instances—because people are violating it.  I’m thinking that a lot of the stats that we see are because of that.  I don’t think that people really necessarily recognize what we’re doing to ourselves in terms of local option and recognize that there’s a need to control alcohol.  And I’m just wondering if local option might not be the best way to do it.  

SOMMER:
I think we have discussed it before.  But that brings into another thing with making criminals of our people, there’s been quite a bit of domestic violence in rural Alaska.  And the law as it is now states that if you are convicted of domestic violence, your rights to own weapons is taken away.  And in rural Alaska, you need rifles to hunt to provide for your family.  And I don’t know what to say about the many people that’s been convicted of domestic violence, but they do have to provide for their families and that means having to use weapons.  
And I would like for the consideration of people being convicted of domestic violence in rural Alaska for a consideration for maybe you have to go through a process or what, but for family—head of the households to possess weapons for the purpose of subsistence.  I’d like for that consideration.  I do know that if you have a felony; been arrested for a felony, you cannot have a weapon.  I understand that.  And I can go with that.  But for domestic violence and stuff—if the people go through training or proper therapy or whatever, I would like to see at least people that can qualify or show the aptitude or renounce domestic violence for them to have a chance to possess weapons for subsistence.  

BLATCHFORD:
Okay.  

JUSTIN:
Mr. Chairman, I don’t have a question.  I do have a comment.  We ran out of time with Commission Antrim, but one of the questions I wanted to ask him was in regard to firearm violations because it’s been mentioned a number of times about the issue of having a felony on your record and being barred from owning weapons in rural Alaska.  So we’ll have the opportunity down the road with the Commission to follow up on that question and I thank you for bringing it up.

SOMMER:
Okay.  Thank you for listening to me.

BLATCHFORD:
Thank you, Curtis.  Gail.  

SCHUBERT:
I am not a criminal law expert, but I think that felons can’t possess handguns.  But I think you can petition the court to possess rifles and shotguns, but you have to go through that process.  
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