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Key Message

It is important for the Forest Service to acknowledge past injustices to Southeast Alaska Tribes to clear the way for mutual respectful and honorable relationships in the future.
Issue
When the Tongass National Forest was formed out of the Alexander Archipelago Forest Reserve in 1905, the Forest Service began to manage much of the land in Southeast Alaska. Part of this management was to ensure that all uses of the public lands were authorized and in accordance with federal laws. These were laws created outside of Alaska, and, as such, Alaska Natives did not participate in their formation.

Many actions, regrettable in light of our current understanding, were taken to ensure that all American citizens had equal use of public lands. Among these actions was the removal of federally unauthorized structures from the national forest. At the time, it was widely believed the traditional cultures, arts, and languages of the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian people would not exist much longer and that people were suffering because of their attempts to hold on to the old ways. National public policies were adopted with the assumption that they were in the long-term best interests of all, and without regard for their impacts on traditional Native culture and ways of life. Some policies forced Alaska Natives to give up the old ways and take on the trappings of modern American culture. With the removal of fish camps and smokehouses, an essential aspect of the traditional pattern of life was lost. Opportunities for families to work together harvesting fish, to pass cultural knowledge from one generation to the next, and to learn respectful ways of harvesting and processing traditional foods were diminished. Alaska Native identity was seriously damaged with the loss of the seasonal camps.

For the most part, non-Natives in Southeast Alaska, including forest managers, failed to recognize that they were the catalysts for rapid and forced changes that resulted in much pain and resentment by Alaska Natives. Ownership to land had been diminished and fish camps and smokehouses had been destroyed in the past. Through the years, Native people would come into Forest Service offices throughout Southeast and relate their family’s experience of losing their land. In time, a few non-Natives also affirmed Forest Service removal of Native smokehouses and cabins.

Background
On October 26, 2005, the Organized Village of Kasaan sent the Tongass National Forest a letter requesting assistance to conduct research documenting the removal of traditional fish camps during the 1940s, 50s, and 60s. On December 12, 2005, the Tongass National Forest responded to OVK and committed to exploring opportunities to work together to document the history of traditional fish camps and their removal.

In April 2006, during a Tongass forest leadership team meeting, a representative from OVK suggested that the Forest Service take responsibility for their actions and work with OVK to find a way to heal this issue.
On July 20, 2007, President Bill Martin of Central Council Tlingit & Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska asked Forest Service leadership to deliver an apology at the April 2008 General Assembly. On September 20, 2007, Denny Bschor, Regional Forester for the Alaska Region Forest Service, met with CCTHITA President Martin to relay his intention to proceed with an apology for the removal of traditional fish camps.

On January 22, 2008, Central Council sponsored a meeting in Juneau with three protocol advisers—Viola Burgess/Haida, George Bennett/Tlingit, and Tom Lang/Tsimshian—and Central Council staff to define the protocols to be used at the ceremony.

With respect to the request that apologies occur at the local level between Tribes and Forest Service district leadership, it was decided by representatives from CCTHITA and the Forest Service that the Forest Service make an acknowledgement at the 73rd Annual General Assembly of the Central Council of Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska in regard to the removal of traditional fish camps, smoke houses and cabins in Southeast Alaska during the 1930s through the early 1960s.

Current Situation 

At the 73rd Annual General Assembly of the Central Council of Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska, Denny Bschor, Regional Forester, acknowledged the removal of Alaska Native fish camps and smokehouses by the Forest Service beginning in the 1930s and continuing through the 1960s. These past actions were taken in accordance with national laws and regulations during that time period.

This acknowledgement signals the beginning of a new era of trust between the Forest Service and the Southeastern Alaska Tribes. Bschor recognizes the importance of acknowledging the past and is committed to fostering respectful and honorable relationships. The Forest Service does not have the authority to provide compensation for past actions directed by federal law.

Bschor directed Forest Service leaders at the forest and district levels to work with local Tribal governments and leaders to find ways to address these issues. For example, OVK requested use of national forest land to reestablish a fish camp and smokehouse at the mouth of the Karta River for the subsistence use of current and future Tribal members. Employees from the Thorne Bay Ranger District are working with Tribal staff members to explore ways to make this possible.

More Information

Lillian Petershoare, Alaska Region Tribal Government Relations Specialist, (907) 586-7089

John Autrey, Tongass National Forest Tribal Government Relations Specialist, (907) 228-6264
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