Writer details problems of Natives

by June 1. Degnan
for the Thondra Thnes

UNALAKLEET — Today we wre
breaking new ground, exploring other
approaches and satlimg i frigid and
uncharted waters.

In the early days we were in cold
storage, boyond the mainsiream of the
politics of the nanonal economy and
the balls of yjustice: Ina cold and dark
land, of hude value and off the beawen
puth

Aliskn beld no challenge for the
tusses, except [or the missionares
whiy trekked o this frontier as the
crmissianes of the federal govermiment,
o carve up and settle the land. The
mssionanies’ purpose, they said, wos
o save the souls of the savage Natives
by preaching the gospel of salvition
They came into this country with a B
Ble moone hand and a treasure map
comcetled within their hearts

The American government stresses
the separation of church amd state, It
muakes excellent rhetornic. The truth ol
the matter, in reference (o0 Alashks s
history, is that there never wis a
separation of church and state in mat-
ters that pertamed w land settlenient

In the lute 18005, when the mis-
stonnnes saled mto the Nonon Sound.
they came with the blessings of the
federal government (o seize the land
for themselves. The gospel they
preached was hell, fire and brimstone
o o group of silent hunters amd
fishermen. This nation of normadic
futhtrtm of food lived under o tribal
orm of government.

Their Native way of life can be best
described as o struggle 10 survive in
weather conditions that commanded
each, universally, to be physically fit
and mentally alert. Anything less
could not endure the first winter
whiteout

For a millennium the Yupik Eskimo
have lived in harmony with God and
Muother Nature in a lifestyle that pave
credence to the ecology of the land,
Their lifestyle took inlo consideration
those harsh weather conditions and ex-
treme ¢ es in le ralure.

ﬂ[l‘ll:rhg‘["fﬂﬁ :-iul:hr:ﬁhc amount of
light and darkness and the availabli-
ty of food shaped the quality of their
lives. It was a lifestyle that contained
a structure, function and bas-
cd on the elements that surrounded
them,

Theirs was n nature-onented culture
that has survived 1o the present day
The continuity of their surviving
within this century is being question-
ed due to the great struin placed on
them from the pressures of change
The greatest pressure appears (o be an
SConomic one.

The dominant culture holds a cash-
based economy as sacred, while the
MNatives are accustomed to one that is
subsistence-based. Time has proven
that u cash-based economy will over-
ride any subsisience-based economy,
according to the history textbooks,

This rural subsistence-based lifestyle
is now under attack, leaving no sec-
tion of it ancred or exempt. Years ago,
that lifestyle was one that was (otally

on subsistence, namely
hunting, fishing and the ring ol
food. Within that lifestyle, the peaple
were self-relinnt, They worked
together in hunting and fishing. Dif-
ficult und concerted effort provided the
food, shelier und clothing for them

There was no need for cash in the
carly days, but times have changed.
There has been an intervention by the
dominant culture in the form of mis-
sionaries and school ieachers, That

Vi o ey o isadancen.
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of hife for the people living in this
reglon, No longer is their life in sola:
ton. The world has crepl into the
frozen windrs in search for gold,
munerals, oil and natural resources thal
are hidden deep within the earth’s fros-
ty crust, the frigid blue waters of the
Bering Sea and those crystal cleas
streams of this golden North country

Those  scavenger hunting mis
sionaries led the pack of exploiters
when they descended upon the nmive
und stunned Natives like a swirm of
gnats descending on i herd of calving
caribon on the shores of the Porcupine
River in the spring.

The stmg from that concounter spread
Iike an infections disease thal hus con
iributed o the undermimng of the
witys of a once prodd netion of hunters
und fishermen, The remnants ol that
first uttnck and seipe s1ill reverberate
within their spirit. The negative 1m-
pact of that encounter has ratsed havoo
beyond repatr and s now maving o

und Energy Assistance.

Due 1o the remoteness of the area,
uny product such as food, clothing or
fuel must be imported, adding those

mg charges to the price of the
. The escalated price for these
rlrm!uﬂﬁ may range up to three times
that of the same thing in Anchorage,
some 400 miles 1o the southeust.

Life for the present-day Aluska
Native living within u subsistence-
based economy below the poverty
level is part of the reason comributing
lo the high mie of alcohol and drug
abuse, Tollowed by suicide and the
pambler’s bingo syndrome of chald
neglect. Coupled with living within the
hispelessness of o cold and drafty hovel
wabyject poverty, it s no wonder the
people  resont W the escape  amd
cuphons of alcohol, drugs and bingao,

IF those: mussionaries could be resur-
recied from their graves (o observe the
Natives they came (o save, they would
cringe in hormor o the ™ Pandons™s box

To date they have been preached
at, exploited, discriminated
against, and they wallow in abject
poverty, surviving in a rural ghetto
in a changing world.
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crase any truce of their existence
within their own homeland. Their
lifestyle has changed.

S0 have their ceremonial dances and
the worship 1o their greal spirit, Fur-
thermore, the Native langusge is mre-
Iy spoken. Due to those changes and
the shift from a pure subsistence-based
economy, it is no wonder the Nutive
culture is on the down swing. In rural
Alaska, the opportumity to sdvance
within i cash-based economy is almost
impossible, due to locaton, climate,
education and economics. Those [ac-
wrs govern who may hold the few
positions of employment within this
sanciuary for ducks, geese and
salmon.

The employment opportunities de-
mand an education beyond the scope
of that which is availuble locally. A
formaled degree 18 necessary to teach
or administer at the regional educa-
tional complex, to manage the village

sration, the airling terminal or t
airlines. The other businesses such as
the fisheries, the general store, the
tribal office, the garage or post office
all require a type of vocational educa-
tion or work experience.

So it is the marketplace that deter-
mines who will be gainfully employed
here. The people who hold the posi-
tions of employment that require a for-
mal education are imported and
members of the dominant culture, for
the most part, The number of Alaska
Natives within the work force is
minuscule, considering the local
population of 800 persons is 95 per-
cent Alaska Native. Thus, the division
lines are drawn, those who work and
those who do not.

The members [rom the dominant
culture are those who are gajnfully
employed, and all the rest attempt to
survive on the subsistence- l:nlud
ecopomy of hunting and fishi
Those on subsistence fall below
. Because
of that m uny qualify to be reci-
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Along with salvation came alcohol,
drugs and bingo, a fur cry from the
intent of salvation,

Negativism, filth and a low-life ar-
titude permeate the village and are best
displuyed mt the close of the herring
season each year in the spring. After
the payoff for the caich, the villuge
reverberates 10 the whir of 1
chartered airplanes of the local airine,
carrying beer and whiskey by the
cascload. The health clinic opens up
to treat the overwhelming amount of
vehicle and boating accidents, created
hr the abuse of alcobol or drugs, That
climate exists until those who partake
are satinted and exhausted. The vicious
cycle of poverty comtinues, and the
children are the Iosers. It 1s the parents
who are the alcohol, drug and bingo
abusers, The pain is felt by all who live
here. No one is exempt.

Earlier, | described the local
rﬁid:nuu ll'mwlmmuldh: labeled
as ‘‘employed’’ and those
“unemployed,"" all diﬂllhﬂihtﬂ by
gainful employment. Those two
catlegories appear to sulfice in
separating the economic status of the
present day. resident here. Tha
economic status will decide who will
own and manage the land and natural
resources of the arca in the near future.

Currently it is the Alnska Natives
who are the owners of the land and
naturnl resorces, ncquined a set-
tlement to their claim of ownership o
the land und resources within Alnska
hased on their ancestral and i
lund occupancy for the past millen-
niwm, € recognized their claim
and ratified their settlement in 1971,
within the scope of the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act. The settlement
encompassed nearly a billion dollars
and 44 million acres of land.

The windfall resped from the settle-

rey. It had soings scached and
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** that has liltered into the area.

The stpulations were (o create 12
regional business corporations,
registered within the stute as *'for pro-
fit"" businesses. The money was con-
veried 1o stock, and the land was uil-
ed. Together they were combined to
torm the corporation’s assety, 1o be
E\nigﬂ.l s colliteral or securnity i any

UsIness venlure

Futhermore, the stock could not be
bought, sold, traded or txed tor 20
years after the settlement. Alter Jan
L, 1992 those stipalations are 1o he
remmoved

Becouswe Congress attuched  those
strings o the settlement, it has created
o monumental dilenuma for the Alaska
Nutives. Their expertise s hunting and
fishing a4 subsistence-based
economy. The husiness world s an
uhien function w them,

Cine ol those regronil corporntions.
Benng Stoaity Notive Corp., 15 n
Chapter 11 ol the Federal Bank rupt-
y Court to prevent the Toss of ity
axsels, the stock and land

I the Bering Straits Native Clorp,
cannot rally and resrganize because of
therr massive losses of money, the
stock and Land will have (o be sold w
pay thie debis. The people will becone
displaced and homeless, thus creating
a backlush  politically and  funthes
dividing and segregating the Aluska
Natives, placing them bencath their
soctal strta of the present day . Than
sowcial strata is locited ot the pits of the
lotem pole.

The Alaska Natives fall into a Class
al the bottom of the economic tolem
!::Ie for m number of reasons, the first

mg they wre the aboriginal owners
of the land and naml resources, mak-
ing them the target for internutionil
envy. Secondly, they are culturally
different, and they are econamically
unatable within the dominam culture
They are cash poor amd land rich
Numbering about 70,000 persons
statewide, they nre easily distinguished
due to their lack of opportunity and an
overnll negative education factor,
when placed within the masses of the
dominant culiure,

The life expectancy is low, infant
mortality high, with alcohot, dmg and
hingo abuse massive and suicide rate
escaluting. All of this is due to the fact
that the world has recognized they
own, for a stated time, some valuable
natural resources and minerals, plus
some prime real estate, the hunting
and fishing grounds they call home.

To date they have been preached at,
exploited, discriminated against, and
they wallow in abject poverty, surviv-
ing in a rural ghetto in a changing
waorld.

They face a future because of that
congressional  settlement  through
ANCSA which s as bleak and
hopeless as a convict's lnst walk down
death row, headed for the pas
chumber.

Their lives are in Ijinpnrdy their
credit overextended, their land pledg-
ed as collaternl for their massive debt
But they still hope that one day soon,
Congress will intervene by separating
their stock from the land title and
ing their land into a Land Bank
before 1991. This wml;:l be a mirncle,
and it is my prayer, as I manage their
lnnd today.

1 believe that there are always
rnmh . and | expect miracles as

pruy for delivernce from all of thase
factors that have created this pain that
flows through the lives of all of our

peaple tndlr

June |,
Umhﬂrﬂ. {mﬂyhﬂﬂvﬁ
there for centuries, is :’:ﬂl
Eskimo — a teacher, planner, writer
and poet.



