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Thank you, very much Honorable Timothy Burgess and other Honorable Commissioners.  Good morning to all of you.  I have a written testimony right now that I will submit.  
First of all, I would like to introduce myself.  My name is Mike Williams.  I’m currently the President of RurALCap and I’m from a small community of Akiak on the banks of the Kuskokwim River.  I have been involved with many Boards and Commissions throughout my short lifetime.  

It has been a great honor to serve my people so we can have the quality of life that we all deserve.  

Today I’m speaking for RurALCap.  It is an organization that has made a big difference in the daily lives of rural Alaska.  Many of our communities are living in third world conditions while we are the richest State in the Union.  

RuralCap has a defined goal to get rid of being dependent and become economically self-sufficient in each community throughout Alaska.  I think that is a goal for all of us here in Alaska.  

We are all concerned of the problems that exist in each of our communities.  As a mental health and subsistence abuse counselor in our area for many years, I have seen so much destruction of our young people as well as our Elders.  

It all stems from availability of alcohol, even though many of the villages are dry communities, our regional hubs are damp or wet.  

Akiak is a dry village, but you can possess alcohol in your own home.  That makes it very difficult to control how it is being brought into our communities.  

One of the problems has been enforcement.  We have had lack of trained police officers and we have had the VPO’s at ten dollars an hour; two hours a day at times due to lack of funding over the years.  

We have had VPSO’s but they had lack of housing in the community and eventually burned out due to long hours of work.  We have had no jail facility for a long time and then when we got one, the jail burned down due to unknown reasons.
So the solution seems to be that we need at least two fully trained certified police officers with all the resources that they need: vehicles, jail facilities, enforcement of local laws, support from tribal councils, city councils, adequate pay and benefits. 

The communities that are larger probably need more officers.  

In order for the villages to be empowered to handle issues, they need fully educated, trained, organized tribal courts.  Each community has a unique way of handling issues that affect individual and families.  

We need to make sure that we continue to have workshops for capacity building to have strong tribal courts.  Many of the minor criminal matters and others can be handled at the local level.  

Since alcohol is the main problem, we need to completely outlaw completely dry areas or regions and not allow the regional hubs to remain damp, like in the case of Bethel.  Otherwise we need to have controlled bars or liquor stores.  

Bootlegging is a major problem in our communities.  Right now in Akiak they are selling between seventy dollars and a hundred dollars a bottle and that’s what the going rate is.  And maybe in Bethel it’s around fifty dollars a bottle.  

There is no middle ground for this.  I think going completely dry would be easier to enforce in Bethel otherwise if its damp, the liquor’s being brought in then it’s a haven for bootleggers there.  

We need to increase treatment and prevention programs.  RuralCap has an annual Provider’s Conference that has been very successful in bringing awareness in areas of sobriety and wellness.  It is held in areas throughout Alaska and is making an impact.

We have a lot of sobriety and wellness activities going on now, but we need more funding to continue those activities.  We need to revive our languages and cultures throughout the communities in Alaska.  
I really think that the assimilation policies have not worked in this country, but to revive these will make sure that our young people will survive into the future with all the knowledge of our people’s way of life.

Elders will play a big part in this effort.  Many of them remain idle in our communities at this time.  They need to be utilized in our educational systems and they need to get to work and get that intellectual capacity working so our young people and our communities can benefit from that. 

I believe that over two hundred communities throughout Alaska have unique problems and solutions that we need to respect and support their efforts.  There is no one single answer to the problem.

I am enclosing for the record the copy of Village Voices that covered my story and the need for positive tribal State relations including federal relations in order to best serve our citizens.

Quyana chug’nuq.  

And the copy of the Village Voices, it was done in the spring 2000 and it was done by RuralCap and it has a story in there that Mike Williams takes his dogs to war.  And my war that I declared is against the alcohol issue.  So I think there’s a lot of information in here and how Akiak became to be and how subsistence way of life impacts us.  
There’s a section on Katie John and also more on what my story is and the deaths of my six brothers to alcohol and also our government to government talks between the State of Alaska and the tribe to improve relations.  

And there’s a lot of information on how many of the Indian Nations in the State of Washington and the State of Oregon have come together with respect and acknowledgement of the existence of tribes and also the State has that mutual agreement.

And in the case in Oregon, it is in the statutes that they have annual open communication between the State of Oregon and the tribes.  And I think that is one way that we can lay down confrontation or the issues that affect us here in Alaska.

And I think we can do a lot together instead of questioning whether the existence of tribes and also the existence of the State of Alaska.  There’s many issues that are there and I believe my eight minutes is up.  And how many more minutes do I have?  Sixteen seconds.

But that’s my brief testimony and I believe we need to do something about the issues here and I think we can do it together.  Any questions?

BURGESS:
Thank you very much.  Questions?  Commissioner Justin?

JUSTIN:
Thank you Mr. Chairman.  Mike, I appreciate your testimony.  I have a comment and I have a question.  
My comments are in your capacity as the President of RuralCap, if you would; compliment your Board on the history of activism in the alcohol arena.  I remember when RuralCap formed an alcohol advisory council in 1985 to speak to the issue of alcohol abuse by Native political leaders in Alaska which was an extraordinarily courageous move at that time.  If you would forward my compliments to RuralCap on their many, many, many years of activism in this field.
My question is RuralCap is a membership organization and my question would be how many members do you currently have in RuralCap and how large is your Board of Directors?

WILLIAMS:
Right now, there are many members including from the Office of the Governor; from the tribal communities; tribal governments and tribal organizations and Native Associations from throughout Alaska and there’s, I believe, twenty-four members there.  
And we have a budget of around twenty-eight million dollars that provide economic programs; weatherization, headstart, etc. throughout Alaska and I think the membership that we have are from Tanana Chiefs, AVCP, North Slope and from throughout Alaska Southeast.

And I think every walk of life is there and we have meetings four times a year on a quarterly basis and its so good to see and to sit in a diverse group like ours and I think we work well together and to find solutions to many of the problems.  
And again, I think the sobriety movement stems out of RuralCap’s meetings and we’ve advocated for no serving of alcohol during meetings when it was prevalent in those earlier days of meetings and it has worked.  And school boards followed suit and every organization--at every meeting that I’ve been to have created no serving of alcohol at all.  
So it has benefited and the sobriety movement continues to evolve and the wellness programs and those funds that came from Senator Stevens to do sobriety projects have also made a big impact in our areas.  But again we need not to stop there with the funding, but we need to continue to get some sort of support for people to come together because of nobody--there’s hardly any finances available in our communities and we’re economically distressed.  And it would--those capacity building or meetings that people get together to find solutions is an on going necessity.  But RuralCap, I think has a very diverse group and I really enjoy them.
JUSTIN:
Thank you.  Feel free to call upon me for your next meeting -- the next quarter
WILLIAMS:
I certainly will put that invitation to you.  

BURGESS:
Commission Schubert.

SCHUBERT:
Thanks for your testimony.  Can you describe the RuralCap Wellness Program and what it does.

WILLIAMS:
Well it has--on an annual basis, there’s meetings that go on around Spring—around the end of May or the first part of June in areas throughout Alaska.  
And the last one was down in Seward and there were rural provider—it’s called the Rural Providers Conference and it occurs every year and in Seward we had two years of rural providers conference being held there; inviting everybody from throughout the State and getting together to celebrate sobriety and wellness and also talk about the successes of what the communities are doing in terms of dealing with their issues; children and the need for continuous protection of our families.  
And I think the next Rural Providers Conference is going to be held in Bethel this coming—the first part of June.  And at that time we have King Salmon running there and there’s going to be a lot of King Salmon waiting for you if you come out to Bethel.

And it’s going to be followed next year and every two years we move.  And we’ve had it in Kotzebue, we’ve had it in the Interior, we’ve had it up North and in the Southeast and it’s just moving around from year to year to all areas.  
So many of the providers with health corporations or other tribal organizations that are making a big difference are invited to give out what kinds of things they are doing with the least, so those reports are at RuralCap and the annual report comes out after each activity.  So you’re invited to—I’ll be happy to supply you with the reports of those conferences each spring before the summer starts.  
BURGESS:
With that, I had a couple of questions.  One was—I want to make sure I understand your testimony.  And that is that you think that having alcohol going through regional centers as well as damp communities is part of the problem.
WILLIAMS:
It is a big problem.  In Bethel, they have remained damp and the surrounding villages like Akiak and other communities like Napaskiak about a few miles down the river and Bethel is damp and the surrounding areas are dry communities and the only way that booze is going to be coming in is with a jet and through the airport in Bethel.  
And then Bethel is damp and its just a haven for people to make their orders in Bethel and that booze comes into Bethel and if it was completely dry, it would be enforceable.  But the way it is right now, anybody can bring in booze, but there is no liquor store or any bars in Bethel at this point.

But I think even though when we come to—when the jet lands into Bethel it has booze in it and when it takes off, you can order booze in the air -- a drink or—and it starts. 

So I’m just kind of thinking of what is the solution there?  And when we come into Anchorage, alcohol is available.  And regardless of where I am, I made a personal choice not to ever drink and it’s been seventeen years.  So I’m just thinking of how we can approach it.  So going completely dry will work or if not, then there is no middle ground, I believe.

BURGESS:
Thank you.  My other question was, are you seeing a problem with any other type of drugs____ in some instances we’ve heard of other drugs also.  Any problems with drugs?
WILLIAMS:
Yes.  There was a recent newspaper--yesterday in Quinhagak there was a bust there of marijuana.  And I believe that there is controlled subsistence coming into the areas and I think there needs to be a step up—there’s ____ organization in Bethel that deals with bootlegging and controlled subsistences, but I don’t know what to extend of how they work.  
But I would like to see a lot of these operations taken care of and enforced.  And I think that is what I’m seeing in newspapers of young people being arrested; possessing controlled subsistences.  So we’re seeing that and as a counselor for many years, I have seen a lot of—especially alcohol intake, but also some marijuana affected families.

BURGESS:
Thank you.  Any other questions by the Commissioners?  Well I want to thank you very much for your testimony.  

WILLIAMS:
Thank you, your Honor.  

BURGESS:
Do you have a written copy of your testimony? 

WILLIAMS:
I have a copy and the copy of Village Voices that I want to leave you for the record.  

BURGESS:
Great.  Thank you very much.  I appreciate that.  
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