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Looking back on Alaska’s short history, it isn’t that difficult to identify 
accomplishments and milestones that have contributed to our prosperity.  When 
reflecting on our shortcomings the focus shifts to issues driven by a lack of 
revenue, our one-trick-pony economy, a state government dependent on federal 
subsidization, and politicians driven to expand a social support system. 
 
As an Alaska Native of Aleut descent my family life was not that much different 
than most other Alaska Natives.  I grew up with a footprint in two different 
cultures.  One Native, the other not.  One urban, one rural.  I have a rich 
indigenous history that is directly tied to Alaska.  My grandfather’s parents spoke 
no English in a time when Alaska was treated like nothing more than a foreign 
territory. 
 
My mother broke free of the shackles and limitations of government dominance 
and influence on our traditional Native way of life.  She graduated from business 
college here in Alaska then worked a full career and retired from one of Alaska’s 
great oil companies, ARCO.  I was much more urbanized than many of my family 
members that remained in our region to live a more traditional way of life.  I 
struggled to retain the same indigenous relationships that define so many of my 
elders.   
 
The U.S. Constitution, our founding document identifies four sovereigns.  The 
Federal Government, the States, the Tribes, and the Individual.  Only one group 
of people are specifically mentioned in the Constitution; the Indian Tribes.  I am 
shocked that so many non-Natives never learn this basic civic knowledge during 
their K-12 school years. 
 
Most Alaska Native Tribes existed functionally hundreds of years before Alaska 
was a state.  Many were even formally recognized by congress decades before 
Alaska was recognized as a state, by the same federal government.  This leads 
to the point I am making.  Why is it then that the State of Alaska and the Tribes of 
Alaska have such a dynamically adversarial relationship with one another?  Why 
does this even matter? 
 
The source of Alaska’s challenges lye within this misunderstood relationship 
between the State and the Tribes.  Both have embarked on a journey of their 
own singular vision, excluding the other from inclusion.  The Tribes have 
demanded recognition from the State.  The state has refused to recognize Tribes 
and takes matters one step farther by engaging in regular law suits with the 
Tribes even when the State has no power or authority over them.   
 



The failure here is that both the state and tribes are expecting something from 
the other that neither can give.  It may seem like simple semantics, but it really is 
very fundamental and critically important.  Each has expected recognition from 
the other.  Seeking this is misguided and at the root of the issue.  Neither the 
state nor the Tribes have the authority under the US Constitution to recognize the 
other.  Only the federal government possesses such authority and this is spelled 
out in the US Constitution, both states and tribes do exist.  The Tribes are 
incorrect for demanding that the State recognize them, and the state is incorrect 
for thinking it is the only sovereign in Alaska.   
 
So what is the answer?  Acknowledgement.  An acknowledgement that each 
other exists.  Both are recognized in the US Constitution.  This requires absolute 
respect for the Constitution and indirectly respect for each of the other 
sovereigns.  If the State chooses not to acknowledge that Tribes exist then who 
is to say they wont choose to someday say that individuals do not exist? 
 
Reflecting on budget issue, for 57 years, the State of Alaska has incorrectly 
approached its relationship with the Tribes of Alaska.  This has created an 
unnecessary adversarial relationship.  Tribes may be the single-most significant, 
yet underutilized asset Alaska has in its tool chest when it comes to solving our 
long-term challenges.  If Alaska doesn’t return to focusing on the root cause 
issues we will not be able to build a relationship or grow solutions together.   
 
It only makes sense that the State of Alaska should be more mature addressing 
this issue.  The Tribes have been trying to work with the state for decades and 
have been repeatedly shunned away.  This forces the Tribes to seek assistance 
from the Federal government to solve problems that can’t be resolved with an 
uncooperative state.  This elevates the adversarial relationship between the two 
sovereigns.  As a result, Alaska has lost revenue, through its Tribes to a tune of 
about $2.5 billion dollars each year.  Imagine how this could help with our current 
fiscal crisis.  
 


