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My name is Martha Vlasoff and I’m originally from Cordova.  And at this time I would like to call on my ancestors to help communicate my own story to you.  

I was deeply moved when I heard on APRN the other day that a tanker was drifting towards the Island of Unalaska.  
And I’m studying at the University of Alaska Anchorage and I’m in the master’s degree program in psychology.  And I’ve been doing this since 1997 when I decided after going through treatment in a facility in Canada by the name of Townmakers Lodge in Edmonton, Alberta that I would get my degree in psychology and start a facility similar to the one that I had attended in Canada.  

And the dream has never left me.  I’m going to accomplish that which I have set my mind to do.  
But at the time when I went to Canada, I was working for the Exxon Valdez Trustee Council as the Community Involvement Coordinator, which it was a program that I actually came up with the idea after I attended the peer review science—the first ever science reviewed trustee council meeting in the church on 9th Avenue.  

And I was appalled at their lack of understanding of what had happened to the human beings in the situation of the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill.  Whereas a lot of the money that had been obtained in the settlement was being used to study the various animals that were affected by the spill and the fauna and the fish.  

The only regard that they had towards human beings was the artifacts that were affected by the spill.  And partly from my outrage and others, we started the community involvement process, whereas the people with the traditional knowledge about our area—the people that have lived there for thousands of years worked with the scientists to give a better understanding of what has and is and will happen to the area that was affected by the spill. 

Unfortunately a lot of that money was used to buy land from Native corporations in order to protect the land from the stewardship of the Native corporations which I believe was injustice – a horrible injustice to the people.

Not only do these technological disasters and other historical traumas affect us in horrible ways, but they have on-going repercussions.  The psychology repercussion of what happened to us in the village of Tatitlek when that tanker went aground seven miles away from our village will be felt for hundreds of years.  It doesn’t go away.  People go through a post-traumatic stress syndrome type of reaction to what’s going on in their lives.

A lot of the people at the time of the oil spill said we’ve always depended on the sea and we’ve always depended on the animals of the land and nothing will change for us.  We won’t let it change.  

And they were, of course, in shock and denial.  It’s just a state of grief.  It wasn’t until later that people became angry when they realized that their sea lion – that the elders had always loved to have were damaged and were covered with oil and they weren’t going to be able to depend on that resource the way they had in the past.  

So when I heard about the spill as it spreads down in Unalaska, I tried to think of how I can reach out to those people, because there were people around our State—Native people that contacted us and sent us natural resources – fish and game.  And it was very comforting to have that kind of outreach.  

But as I listen to the testimony here today, I realize that what we do need is a way to do our own healing process, not only from the technological disasters such as the spill in Unalaska and the spill in Prince William Sound, but also the intergenerational trauma that has come with the history that you heard today from Mary Ann Mills, from Etuk, from Deesa.  

And unless there is an acknowledgement of the reality of that trauma; unless there is a healing process that is based on our own way of knowing and unless there is an apology from the people who are the perpetrators of these horrible, horrible disasters, I don’t think they’ll be an effectual change.  
I believe that if you do have a real genuine concern and if you take your responsibilities seriously, you should listen to what these people have to say and use them as consultants.  

All of us who have been in the sobriety movement over the years understand that intergenerational grief is something that we can reverse but it takes a willingness to rely on our own way of knowing; our own way of healing; our own ceremonies; our elders; our traditional knowledge.

But this is the foundation that we rely on still.  And this is the foundation that needs to be respected, as Jim Sykes had said.  And in a real way; in a genuine way.  Not just lip service.  

I see facilities around the State that say they have some cultural component and it in no way—absolutely in no way compares to what I saw in Canada.  Everything about the treatment center was based on the traditional way of knowing.  
And now I learn that there’s a director of treatment centers in Canada that has treatment centers in almost every province and maybe they do have one at every province that is similar to Townmakers Lodge.  

The Provincial government gave them the land; an old boarding house and enough money to do the treatment in a culturally appropriate way.  And these have spread across Canada.

But again I say, one of the major things that I see different in that state is acknowledgement of the trauma that the federal, state, churches, schools and other agencies have perpetrated against the Native people.

So I encourage you to take that to whoever you have to answer to, including Senator Ted Stevens and say if we’re going to have respect, we need to acknowledge that this trauma has been perpetrated by these agencies and work from the basis of a genuine apology for what has happened in the past. 

Because unless you have respect for the historical trauma and deal with it on that level, I think you’re going to have a lot of trouble.  

But I do have hope for the future.  I do plan on finishing up my master’s degree and I do plan to work with tribal organizations to establish a treatment center in the State of Alaska that actually is based on the traditional way of knowing – indigenous way of understanding and healing.
And as far as the oil spill in Unalaska, I just want to say that this is the greatest form of injustice that I can I think of.  And it pains me to my core to see another group of people are going to have go through the same thing that we did.  

And the worst part of it is that we are human beings.  And when people come to talk to you about what you need to get over what’s happening to you, they only do it – not to help you – but to have some sort of a record as far as what litigation is going happen in the future.  

Three days after the oil spill, we had lawyers flying into our village before anyone else.  And I know this is going to happen to the other people and I hope that I can work with my colleague Dr. Apelacolorado (phonetic) to develop a handbook or guidebook for people who are going through technological disasters for tribes to understand what they need to do to start to prepare themselves for the eventual fallout from these horrible tragedies that we have seen in the past and will probably see in the future. 

BURGESS:
I don’t want to cut you short, but if there are any final thoughts you want to share with us because I want to make sure we save time for our last speaker.  

VLASOFF:
Sure.  

BURGESS:
Thank you.

VLASOFF:
Well that is basically all I have to say.  I encourage each one of you to try to take this to heart in regard to what we can do to respect one another and always have a genuine concern to do what is best for the people involved and not to cater to the dominant culture and the western way of knowing that is part of the way that our people have been damaged over the years.  

Don’t try……
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