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My name is Rosita Kaa háni Worl.  I 

currently serve as the President of the 

Sealaska Heritage Institute.  I also serve as 

the Chair of the Alaska Federation of Natives 

Subsistence Committee.  Sealaska Heritage 

Institute is a nonprofit organization dedicated 

to the preservation and enhancement of Alaska 

Native cultures with goals of promoting cross-

cultural understanding and diversity.  The AFN 

Subsistence Committee is dedicated to the 

protection of Native subsistence rights, food 

security, and the use of byproducts of wildlife 
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resources for cultural objects, clothing, and 

arts and crafts production and sale.    

Thank you for this opportunity to offer my 

comments on the adverse impacts on Alaska 

Native economic self-sufficiency that will come 

from the federal African elephant ivory ban and 

that will result from other bans by five state 

laws and additional states that are considering 

a ban.  

As I understand, the federal ban relates to 

an African elephant ivory ban while most state 

laws include “all ivory” including both old and 

new walrus ivory that is used by Alaska 

Natives.  A number of state bans also apply to 

mammoth ivory, including mastadon that is used 

by both Alaska Natives and non Natives.  I also 

understand that some states have included or 

have proposed to include whale, polar bear, and 

sea otter products.   
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The array of federal and state laws 

highlights one of the major problems. The 

differing legislative bans are confusing and 

collective may serve as a deterrent to those 

who might be inclined to buy Alaska ivory art 

and will only serve to seriously undermine the 

ivory art market.  Suppression of the ivory 

market will be devastating for Alaska Native 

hunters, crafts people and artisans and would 

be further disastrous, if in fact whale, polar 

bear, and sea otter products are also banned.   

First may I state, that Alaska Natives 

firmly believe and support measures to ensure a 

healthy, sustainable African elephant 

population.  Conservation and sustainability are 

values that are entrenched in our ancient 

societies that remain dependent on the use of 

natural resources for our livelihood and 

cultural survival.  However, we do not believe 
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such measures to protect elephants should have 

an adverse impact on Alaska Native ivory 

carvers and the market for their products.   

I would like to believe that the advocates 

of the ivory ban that includes walrus were 

unware of the negative consequences of the ban 

on Alaska Natives.  I would like to believe 

that they appreciate the value of cultural 

diversity and support the cultural survival of 

Alaska’s indigenous societies.   

Rural Alaska villages are economically 

depressed, and high rates of unemployment are 

the norm.  SHI studies have demonstrated that 

outmigration of villagers to urban centers has 

been intensifying in the last decade primarily 

as a result of the lack of economic 

opportunities.  There is little prospect for 

economic development in our rural, remote 

villages.  Rural villages are characterized by 
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high energy and transportations costs and lack 

of infrastructure to support economic 

development.   

The production and exchange of arts and 

crafts is an ancient tradition that supported 

vibrant and sustainable indigenous economies 

throughout Alaska.  It was expanded to include 

the sale of arts and crafts with the arrival of 

Westerners.  Today arts and crafts sales play 

an even greater role in village economies.  

Walrus ivory, including mammoth and mastodon 

ivory, are also used as a creative, high art 

expression that is widely coveted in the art 

world. 

I must emphasize that walrus is a major food 

source among northern and western coastal 

communities.  In some communities, walrus is 

the primary food source.  Walrus skins are used 

to make skin boats that are essential for 
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hunting and travel.  Its ivory is important as 

a source of income, but above all walrus is 

prized for the food security it provides.      

Arts and crafts production and sale, 

including ivory, is one means of providing 

modest, but critical financial benefits to 

Natives who otherwise lack economic 

opportunities.  While we lack hard data on the 

value of ivory production, we know that ivory 

plays a significant role in Alaska’s small-scale 

subsistence economies and the annual arts and 

crafts tourist market that is well over $32 

million.  We also know that village artisans 

can make up to $35,000 to 50,000 annually and 

that those earnings are widely shared among 

family and community members. 

SHI is intimately familiar with the benefits 

of the arts and craft market to Native people 

through the sustainable arts projects we have 
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implemented, including basketry, seal skin, sea 

otter, and wood carving as a means to achieve 

economic self- sufficiency in our communities.  

We have also initiated efforts to ensure that 

artists have access to ivory.    

When SHI first learned of the California 

initiative to ban the sale of all ivory, we 

immediately called various officials and 

lawmakers to oppose the legislation.  Our 

efforts were far too late.  Even if we had had 

adequate notice, it is a certainty that we 

could not match or overcome the international 

and national public relations and political 

effort supported by the advocates of the ivory 

ban. 

The existing ivory ban by several states and 

a national ban pose a serious threat to the 

survival of Native communities that are 

primarily dependent on a subsistence economy and 
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the sale of arts and crafts.  The bans adds to 

the ongoing threat facing Alaska Natives that 

is associated with climate change and is 

increasingly evident in our coastal communities.   

While we support measures to ensure the 

survival of elephants and other animals, the 

survival of Alaska Native communities must also 

be considered.  

We respectfully offer the following 

recommendations:  

• Include language in any in legislation or 
regulations related to African elephant 
ivory that provides for an explicit Alaska 
Native exemption for legally harvested 
walrus and ivory and ensures that the 
language is consistent with the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act of 1972 (MMPA). 

• Initiate action to ensure that all state 
laws to be consistent with the MMPA and 
provide for an Alaska Native exemption. 

• Require the Indian Arts and Crafts Board 
to develop a public relations effort to 
inform the public of Alaska Native 
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sustainable use and dependency on the sale 
of Alaskan ivory, including mammoth and 
mastodon, and the critical role Alaskan 
ivory plays in the survival of indigenous 
economies. 

 

Gunalchéesh. 

 

 

 

Dr. Rosita Kaa háni Worl, is Tlingit from the 
Thunderbird Clan and House Lowered from the Sun 
in Klukwan.  She is a Harvard-trained 
anthropologist who has conducted research 
throughout Alaska and the circumpolar Arctic and 
has authored numerous scholarly works.  
 

 


