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Good afternoon, Commissioners.  My name is Jim Sykes.  Thanks to Martha for letting me go.
I’m going to be brief.  I’m probably the least qualified person you may hear speak today.  I am actually descended from the rib of Englishman and a Czech and a German.  

But I’ve had the great privilege to observe.  I’ve traveled around the world and I’ve traveled around Alaska.  In fact, twenty years ago I was recording the record for the Alaska Native Review Commission also known as the Berger Commissioner and this is a Commission that actually went to more than 60 towns and villages in Alaska and didn’t go anywhere we weren’t invited and places we were invited, please were flown in from adjoining villages if they wanted to talk.

And I’ve never worked for a more a _____ guy; this is Tom Berger.  He sat and listened to whatever people had to say as long as they wanted to say it.  We got to eat special foods, Native foods, wherever we went.  

We were welcomed into the villages and it was an experience I couldn’t have paid to do.  And I was indeed paid to do it.  

I just happened to be doing a little Humanities Forum grant as a retrospective as to what has happened in the past twenty years with land, subsistence, sovereignty, ANCSA, the kinds of things that the Commission looked at.  

Berger wrote the book “Village Journey.”  I think he reflected what people told him.  I made fifteen radio programs called “Holding Our Ground.”  I forgot to bring you a copy, but I have the transcripts and the radio programs which I recently redigitized.

And sometimes when people ask me for copies of this, I get lost in it because the voices of the people were so powerful, so incredibly powerful.  They understood what self-government meant; they understood what tradition meant; they understood what justice meant from their own cultural perspective wherever we went.  

And I’ve actually archived the original tapes.  There’s something like 440 hours of tapes at UAF and UAA that I’ve archived that are probably deteriorating now.  

But I wish you’d consider this, because we tend to try and look at the problems – well what can we do about domestic violence or law enforcement or justice as if it’s some little bolt that we need to tightened up.  

But we really have to look at the history that it came from to actually resolve the problem.  
And a number of things – I have a tremendous respect the speakers who preceded me.  And I know all of them, especially Deesa Jacobson.  She hasn’t just talked the talked; she walked the walk.  She has helped many, many people survive the streets of Anchorage.  And I can’t thank her enough for that.  She would go out until the bars closed on 4th Avenue to make sure people were safe.  

When it comes to justice, I’d like to give you a world view.  In traveling around the world, I got to interview a British reporter who’s quite famous and very insightful.  
And we have to look at everybody’s definition of justice because -- let’s just take the Middle East.  And it boils down to this.  Peace for the Israelis is security.  Peace for the Palestinians is justice.  And peace for the Russians and the Americans and the Europeans is a state of non-war.  And yet, I believe this is all solvable if people can communicate and talk to each other and work things out.  But that hasn’t happened in the past thirty years.  But it’s still out there.
In terms of Alaska, the laws that came to Alaska came from somewhere else.  There were already preexisting laws and systems of resolving conflict and deciding what was going to happen in a given Region.  

So the Russians brought us their laws; the Americans brought another set of laws.  
But in interviewing people for this series, I spoke to someone today who’s been quite involved in this process and I said well what is the future of self-governance?  How can people be empowered?  How can we resolve some of these problems?  And she told me that if tribal governments are allowed to function and represent what is appropriate and create the laws that are appropriate for that area, they can respect them.  Right now, there is sort of almost not an incentive, but there’s room to disrespect a law that is not respected that came from somewhere else that is not necessarily appropriate.  

And if you’re taking a look at the practical matter, we don’t have to go back very far to realize that the State was funding city governments.  And people kind of got sucked into city governments in this State.

I don’t think it was anybodies malicious intent.  But it was—When electricity came to bush Alaska, they formed the Alaska Rural Electric Co-op or AVEC – Alaska Village Electric Cooperative.  

And said, hey Native Villages, do you want electrical power?  Get yourself a city government and we’ll get you electrical power.  And so a lot of villages signed up for a city government whether they needed it or not.  

And so then came revenue sharing.  They wanted to keep these cities viable to make sure that there was a system of government in place in the villages. 

And then the funds dried up and they were taken away.  And so who stepped in to take care of security?  Energy?  Health care?  Enforcement?

Well in many cases, its been the tribal governments.  You have an instance, I believe its in Quinhagak, where basically the village has merged with the city government and has merged with the tribal government.  And they have a lot more people who are a lot happier about what they’ve got going on there than they were in the past.  
Two issues were raised by previous speakers.  I’m not going to dwell on them.  But they are racism and respect.  I don’t need to go into the racism, but I can tell you that I believe it still sort of exists under the surface.  I marched with Deesa and the victims of the paint ball attack two years ago, the day before the Katie John decision; the day before Governor Knowles decided not to appeal Katie John.  

And Deesa had gotten a parade permit.  But when we gathered for the parade, the Mayor cancelled it.  And it was the very day that a Federal Commission was here in this hotel, in fact, I think it was this room investigating racism.  So I think its still out there.

But then we get to the other issue of respect.  And I can say that this has happened to me in my lifetime.  I worked for a time in a television station in Farmington, New Mexico on the edge of the Navajo Indian Reservation.  And the State and the Tribal Government were at each others throats all the time.

And I took my family back to visit in the early 90’s, fifteen years after I had left.  And things had changed.  The State had actually begun cooperating with the tribal governments.  They had worked out what misdemeanors were going to be dealt with by the tribe, what authorities the tribe was going to have over non-Native citizens; what authorities the tribes were going to have over their own members.  

The tribes had taken over management of some roads or road systems and they were no longer at each others throats.  They were saving a heck of a lot of money and everybody was a lot more relaxed.  

I kind of see this as we’re still about where I felt we were in New Mexico in 1974.  There is this aura of mistrust.  You have fish and game observers that get hired from outside; from Missouri or Kentucky or wherever they come from.  Don’t we trust Native people to count fish?  

I think one of the great successes has been the Federal Advisory Boards on Subsistence.  And while Tony Vaske didn’t want to get into subsistence, I think this an area which has to be recognized.  

Charlie Etuk Edwardson correctly identified the fact that this is a jurisdictional issue.  

And I ran into someone yesterday, Faye Ewan, who I hadn’t seen for twenty years and she deals with a lot of ICWA cases and a lot of other cases.  But when she goes to court here in Alaska, she raises the jurisdictional issue.  

And there are jurisdictional issues of the government to government relationship.

And if the State will begin to respect that jurisdictional issue, to trust the people to develop their own laws and their own courts, I think that we will have a system that evolves that is appropriate.  

Now the Tribe of Metlakatla for a long time has invited the non-Natives that live in Metlakatla to take part – and I believe it’s their corporation – they can’t actually vote for tribal government representatives in Metlakatla, but they’ve worked it out.  

And we still, to my way of thinking, haven’t had the conversation yet.  

So I would invite you to consider this history.  

When the Russians—It’s so interesting.  The Russians played such a finesse game.  They came here with, I forget what it was, ten or fifteen copper plates and they would land somewhere on the shore and they would bury the copper plate and note its location and say the territory was claimed on behalf of the Czar of Russia.  

And then when it came time to sell it, they also played a diplomatic game, because they didn’t want to fight the British on two fronts.  They were fighting them in the Crimean War and they saw the advance of the British coming across Canada and they didn’t want to be fighting them on both fronts.  So they thought they’d try to unload Alaska and make some money at the same time.

On the other hand, they also weren’t going to claim Alaska publicly.  

If you go to a April 1867 issue of the Peoples Voice – A paper published in St. Petersburg.  It said, who are these rich Americans to pay so much for a few forts and a few broken down vessels.  

It was very clear that the discussion was, they were only selling what they had negotiated to occupy within the confines of the fort and the trading rights that went along with it.

And the sale of Russia is still a live issue among people here.  Because people said and twenty years ago, nobody asked us if they could sell our land.  They didn’t come here and defeat us.  

And what Charlie Edwardson referred to in terms of the United Nations fraud was that the United States asked the United Nations if they could make Alaska a State.  Now the United States wasn’t in a habit of asking the United Nations anything back in the 1950’s.

But why would they ask?  It’s because they got approval for it.  They convinced the United Nations, which they were coming up with a definition of oversea territories.  If a territory was geographically separate and ethnically distinct, you couldn’t make it a State.  It was different.

And what the United States said, well not really – Alaska’s just sort of an extension.  It is geographically separate, but its really just like the rest of the United States.  And that was not the case.

And the United Nations now knows that it was lied to.  The other little dirty secret that a lot of people – the people who know don’t want to talk about it, but it needs to be revealed is that Alaska had a literacy test.  We’re under Federal Voter Rights Act Review just like all of the nasty States in the south have had poll taxes and literacy tests.  Alabama, Mississippi.  All of them.

And that’s because you had to be able to speak English to vote.  And so the Statehood Vote was actually—many Alaska Natives were prohibited from voting because they didn’t pass the literacy test.
So it is a question of respect.  

And when it comes to violence in the village, who do you go to?  If you talked about figures of authority, we now know that the priests – some of the priests anyway – were abusers.  

And so you’re in an isolated village.  You’re related to most of the people.  You have a perpetrator among you.  Who do you go to for help?  You have to have a safe place.  A safe person.  

And that is where the rural justice lawsuit that is still pending in front of the Supreme Court, its very clear that the State of Alaska has treated rural Alaska very differently than it has treated urban Alaska.  And there is a fundamental unfairness to it.

It doesn’t have to continue that way.

But I believe that the State is obligated to go back and take a look at what Charlie Edwardson was talking about.  

If you are able to, by legislation, claim that the core of your village doesn’t actually exist – that it becomes to the State.  You’ve got a problem there.  

But if you trust the people to come up with their own set of rules that broadly conforms to our State Constitution, it should be a grass roots democracy.  Not one handed down from the mountain top that says you are now going to obey these laws.  This is the law of the land.  

Well who said?

They had laws and courts and ways of doing things before.

So you’ve got different cultures as was stated.  Property is a very different issue in Tlingit country.  Even a story is very different and who tells it and who has the authority to tell it than it is in Yup’ik or Inupiaq country.

And so as your Commission does its work, I hope that you’re willing to consider devolving as much authority as you possibly can, where people are going to take the responsibility for governing themselves and for taking care of themselves as much as possible and funding it.  

So that we can get to this conversation where we do respect each other and we learn about each other.  I was appalled that no Alaska history—To me Alaska history is what Alaskan Native peoples themselves have to say about their origins and what their traditional boundaries are that we should all learn.  

And that’s what’s changed.  When white people first started coming into this country, they only survived because they lived with and learned the ways of the people who were here.  

The big change came with the military in this country when the population became mostly non-Native, the authority and the laws changed.  

And we kind of left the people who were living life just as they had for hundreds of years, off in the dust without their input and without thinking about how these changes would affect their lives.  And as we can see, they’re very dramatic.  

So I appreciate the seriousness with what you’ve taken up your charge.  Please consider the history.

And when it comes to the nuts and bolts issues, I really encourage you to think not making a tweak here or there, but how is it relevant to people being able to have as much control of their lives as possible within a system of law.  

And I believe that we can—We may have to break some new ground here in Alaska because we have so many different peoples.  But I believe that we can respect them all and that we can all get along much better than we have.  

I’ll be happy to take any questions.  But as I say, I’m merely an observer here.

BURGESS:
Thank you.  
END OF STATEMENT
