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January 20, 2012

Senate State Affairs Committee
Alaska State Legislature

State Capital

Juneau, Alaska 99801

Honorable Alaska State Legislators:

On behalf of the Alaska Native Heritage Center, and the many cultural and language bearers we
serve and represent, | ardently express my support for Senate Bill 130 and House Bill 254 in the
second session of the Twenty-Seventh Legislature, both entitled "An Act establishing the Alaska
Native Language Preservation and Advisory Council and relating to the preservation, restoration,
and revitalization of Alaska Native languages.”

The Alaska Native Heritage Center (ANHC) is a 501(c) 3, non-profit organization whose
mission is to serve as a gathering place for sharing, perpetuating and preserving Alaska’s unique
indigenous cultures, languages, traditions and values through celebration and education. Our 15-
member Board of Directors is currently governed by members of the 13 Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act (ANSCA) Regions including Cook Inlet Region Inc., Chugach Alaska
Corporation, Bristol Bay Native Corporation, NANA Regional Corporation, Arctic Slope
Regional Corporation, Bering Straits Native Corporation, Koniag, Inc., Sealaska Corporation,
and Ahtna, Inc.

As Alaska Native people, our indigenous languages fulfill a vital role in perpetuating cultural
traditions and values. It is our sincere belief that it is critical to take proactive measures now to
strengthen our languages while language speakers in each of the Alaska Native culture groups
still exist, and the interest and aspiration to revitalize our languages for future generations is
strong. At our core, we recognize that indigenous language learning promotes increased self-
esteem and confidence for Alaska Natives, particularly youth, and a strong cultural identity and
knowledge of self translates into a stronger person overall. In a recent early childhood
development study (Mclvor 2005), University of Victoria, B.C. researchers and speech
pathologists working with Canadian First Nations have documented strong linkages between
indigenous children who have a strong traditional cultural and linguistic background and
academic and overall well-being.

Our vision is to promote intergenerational learning from within the indigenous Alaskan
community. ANHC has sought to advocate for active language learning by hosting learning
sessions for several Alaska Native languages, including Unangax (Aleut), Sugstun (Alutiiq),
Ifiupiaq, Tlingit, and Yup’ik, while the most thorough instructional efforts have been for
Dena’ina Athabascan. Further efforts are underway as ANHC seeks Administration for Native
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Americans (ANA) grant funds, through the United States Department of Health and Social
Services. The project will assess and identify local and statewide resources and partnerships that
could be made available to Alaska Natives living in Anchorage, for teaching languages within
the Eskimo-Aleut speaking, Athabascan speaking, and Tlingit/Haida/Tsimshian/Eyak speaking
nations.

Progressively, ANHC is working to develop programs on site at the Center to provide indigenous
language learning opportunities in a full immersion environment. Such opportunities are urgently
needed at a time when all 19 indigenous languages still spoken in Alaska are endangered or
critically endangered. The passing in 2008 of Chief Marie Smith Jones, the last fluent speaker of
Eyak, underscores the vulnerability of Alaska Native langunages.

SB 130/ HB 254 will help provide the much-needed political infrastructure, as well as resources
both human and financial, to build and follow policies within and outside the state government,
to promote sustainable Alaska Native language efforts. Meaningful investment by the State of
Alaska in the cultural strengthening of Alaska Native languages will not only contribute to a
stronger Alaska Native society, but a stronger Alaska as a whole, and therefore warrants the
highest legislative priority.

I am available to discuss this matter, and provide verbal or written testimony to further provide
evidence for these facts, in my vehement support for SB 130 / HB 254.

Sincerely,

ette Evans Smith, President & CEO
Alaska Native Heritage Center
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