Ruling upholds BLM townsite program

Because of @ recent court decision,
the legul right (o keep the land they
ulready “own’" has been preserved for
90  Alaska communities and 295
homesite owners who received (rustee
deed under the townsite program, Ac-
cording to the Bureau of Land
Management.

A December ruling by the Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals means that
Native corporations sel up by the
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
may not select lands that have been set
aside as“rhnvm‘im :]::ﬂdl* ;mh:.l; the

l.:mlhw ownsite ™l

n ﬁll!i;l eted.
**One thing this does is remove any

cloud from land that has already been
deeded,”” said BLM Townsite Trustee
Gall Ozmina,

"*Residents of the villages were af-
fected,”” she suid, "‘bocause they
couldn’t get title to the lots they had
occupied.

“That certainly inhibited any
residential building, beciuse un in-
dividual couldn’t get a loan from the
bank without title o the land."'
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the wil corporation  Aleknagi
Hltivmhsuii. lhﬂﬂ(‘.’s.ﬁ. removed
vacant townsite lands from the
Townsite Trust and made them
anvailable for seléction by the
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One of the act’s key provisions
withdrew public lands surrounding
Native villages from all public "1:
propriations, except for lands *'sub-
ject o valid existing rights,”

The question was whether Lind (hat
had been set uside as a townsite but
not yel subdivided and distributed, had
“valid existing rights,™

In 1972, the director of the BLM
issued a memorandum concluding that
if the occupants of a village had filed
a petition to scgregate the land ax o
townsite before the act was passed, it
had valid existing rights to the lund,

The case filed ﬁl-:luufik Natives
Lid. challen ‘:}rm conclusion.

Interior Department Regional
Solicitor Jack Allen said this case,
which has been in litigation for more
than nine years, ““effectively halted
uny further deading of unoccupied
townsite lunds throughout the state for
both public purpose projects and other
uses,

““The ruling completely vindicates
the government’s position,” " he said

Allen ulso said that in reaching the
decision, the court did an about face
on its own previous views of the case,
now agreeing with the lower court’s
nnalysis.



