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10.  Frequently Asked Questions  
 
Tribes in Alaska 
 
Q: What are the powers of a tribal government in Alaska? 
A: Tribal governments have the power to:  adopt and operate a form of government of the tribe’s 

own choosing; define conditions of tribal membership; regulate domestic relations of 
members; prescribe rules of inheritance; levy taxes on members; regulate tribal property; and 
control the conduct of tribal members. 

 
Q: How many federally recognized tribes are there in Alaska? 
A: Of the 564 recognized by the federal government in the nation, 228 are in Alaska (as of 

2010). 
 
Q: Where can the listing of federally recognized tribes be located? 
A: The Act of November 2, 1994 (P.L. 103-454; 108 Stat. 4791), confirmed the Secretary's 

authority and responsibility to establish a list of Indian tribes and mandated that the list be 
published annually. The list is published in the Federal Register (Sec 14) in response to that 
mandate. 

 
Inclusion on the list does not resolve the scope of powers of any particular tribe over land or 
non-members. It only establishes that the listed tribes have the same privileges, immunities, 
responsibilities and obligations as other Indian tribes under the same or similar circumstances 
including the right, subject to general principles of Federal Indian law, to exercise the same 
inherent and delegated authorities available to other tribes. 

 
The latest list was published in 2010, and is included as the last section of this deskguide. 

 
Q: What is Indian Country? 
A: This phrase has a long legislative history dating back to the early trade and intercourse acts 

and is now defined by a comprehensive federal statute as the land within:  Indian 
reservations; dependent Indian communities; or Indian allotments.  All three definitions have 
some application to Alaska, but the dependent Indian community concept is the one that has 
the most significance.  Criteria developed for defining “dependent Indian community” 
includes:  nature of the area; relationship of area inhabitants to Indian tribes and the federal 
government; established practice of government agencies providing services to inhabitants of 
the area; degree of federal ownership of and control over area; degree of cohesiveness of the 
area inhabitants; and the extent to which the area was “set aside” for the use, occupancy, and 
protection of dependent peoples. 

 
Q: What is the significance of the Venetie Case? 
A: Briefly, in 1943 the Secretary of Interior created a reservation for the Neets’aii Gwitch’in 

Indians on approximately 1.8 million acres surrounding Venetie.  In 1971, ANCSA revoked 
the Venetie Reservation and all but one of the other reserves set aside for Native use by 
legislative or executive action; completely extinguishing aboriginal claims to Alaska land, 
authorized the transfer of money and land to state-chartered private business corporations.  
These corporations received fee simple title to the transferred land and no federal restrictions 
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applied to subsequent land transfers.  In 1973, the two corporations established for the 
Neets’aii Gwitch’in elected to make use of the ANCSA provision allowing them to take title 
to former reservation lands in return for forgoing the statute’s monetary payments and 
transfers of nonreservation land.  The U.S. conveyed fee simple title to the land constituting 
the former Venetie Reservation to the corporations as tenants in common.  The land was then 
transferred to the tribal government. 

 
In the early 1980s the Native Village of Venetie imposed a tax against a state-funded 
building contractor.  This resulted in years of litigation over the issue concerning Venetie’s 
standing as a tribal organization occupying Indian country and whether it had the authority of 
a government to levy taxes.  In 1994 a district court judge decided:  ANCSA extinguished the 
Indian country status; ANCSA terminated the federal government’s “superintendence” over 
Indian tribes in Alaska; Venetie does not qualify as a dependent Indian community because it 
does not occupy lands specifically “set aside” for the use of Indians as such. 
 
Venetie appealed the judge’s decision, disputing two points:  the exclusive focus on the “set 
aside” and federal superintendence criteria, and the failure to apply the fundamental rule of 
construction that statutes passed for the benefit of Indians must be liberally construed with 
doubtful expressions resolved in favor on Indians, and that congressional intent to extinguish 
Indian country must be reflected by “clear and plain” language. 
 
Subsequently, in 1998, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals decided that the tribe’s land is not 
Indian Country.  The tribe lacks the power to impose a tax on nonmembers.  

 
Q: What is TERO? 
A: The acronym “TERO” has been used to describe: 

Tribal Employment Rights Office 
Tribal Employment Rights Officer 
Tribal Employment Rights Ordinance 
Tribal Employment Rights Opportunity 

 
Regardless of the title, the purpose of the “TERO” is to promote employment for tribal 
members.  The federal government, through the BIA, recognizes 228 tribes within the 
boundaries of the State of Alaska.  Regardless of their land base, each tribal government has 
the inherent sovereign power to pass laws to protect the interests, health, and general welfare 
of their members. Tribes exercise their authority in the form of employment ordinances, 
establishment of training programs, and cooperative agreements with various interested 
parties.  The majority of tribal concerns relate to hiring preferences and most tribes have 
hiring preference spelled out in their constitution and/or bylaws.  Typically, tribes or tribal 
consortia (groups of tribes agreeing to function together for a specific purpose) will establish 
a TERO by means of a tribal ordinance.  The TERO usually acts as an employment office for 
the tribe and negotiates with outside interests to provide their members with employment 
opportunities.  Sometimes, TEROs negotiate professional fees that are based upon services 
they can provide that save the prospective employers both time and money.  TEROs can be 
utilized to assist in local recruitment (usually as part of a contract negotiation) and perform 
the services of a local human resources office.  The TERO usually has the ability to identify 
and assemble local talent that is qualified to support an organization’s mission or project.   
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Most tribes have identified a high rate of unemployment among their members as a reason 
for establishing a TERO program in their area.  The Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) has reaffirmed the same goals within the federal government and 
formed partnerships with TEROs to further emphasize support for the program.  Generally, 
TEROs strive to accomplish the following: 
 

• develop quality local workforce and provide employment/training opportunities; 
 

• establish a business environment that is conducive to future economic opportunities; and 
 

• strengthen and stabilize tribal governance. 
 
Along with employment referral services, some TEROs negotiate with labor unions, 
contractors and subcontractors for construction projects and coordinates with the Small 
Business Administration to work with the disadvantaged minority business program (8a 
minority contractor assistance).  Other functions of the TERO are to provide assistance on 
alleged discrimination issues in employment.  Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act – 
requires recipients of federal funds to operate all programs without discrimination and with 
affirmative inclusion of all persons. 
 
TEROs ensure an Indian preference, rather than a particular tribal preference.  More than 300 
tribes (including some Alaska Native tribes/consortiums and Native corporations created by 
ANCSA) have established a TERO in their community.  The following are some examples in 
Alaska (however, this is not an all-inclusive list): 
 Tanana Chiefs Council has a TERO under their Employment and Training office.    
 (Jerry Woods from TCC is an ANCET/TERO national board representative) 
 Tlingit/Haida Central Council has a TERO. 
 Association of Village Council Presidents (AVCP) has a TERO. 
 Bristol Bay Native Association (BBNA) has a TERO.   
     (Ingrid Ramos from BBNA is an ANCET/TERO national board representative) 
 
The following legislation concerns TEROs and what they do: 
All the regional and village corporations created by the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act 
(ANCSA) are considered 8a (minority disadvantaged) businesses. The Alaska Native 
Coalition on Employment and Training (ANCET) was created after the passage of ANCSA 
and is made up of representatives from regional and village corporations interested in 
addressing employment opportunities.  A brief historical mention of three laws is 
appropriate:   
 
• 1973 Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) provided the first 

opportunity for Alaska Native organizations to receive direct federal funding to provide 
job training services to Native people throughout the state.  The US Department of Labor 
utilized the regional nonprofit groups (and Metlakatla) as the primary service delivery 
system for the Native CETA program in Alaska.   

• In 1981, CETA was replaced by the Job Training and Partnership Act (JTPA).  The 
regional nonprofits and Metlakatla continued to serve as the primary service delivery 
system for JTPA-funded Native services.   



Working Effectively with Alaska Native Tribes and Organizations Desk Guide 
 
 

 46 

• In the mid-90s, the JTPA was replaced by the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and the 
basic service delivery system remained the same.  

 
Tribes and regional/village non-profit corporations are allowed more control and direct 
contracting of funds and services in Alaska through the passage of the Indian Self-
Determination Act, as amended (ISDA or Public Law 93-638).  The ISDA also created the 
legal foundation for TERO in Alaska, with regard to a preference for employment of local 
Alaska Native people.  Preference is not race, but based on the political relationship between 
the federal government and tribe(s).  The ANCET is made up of about 16 regional, non-profit 
Native organizations that operate employment and training programs.  ANCET operates 
employment and training programs in both urban and rural areas.  The Trans-Alaska Pipeline 
Service (TAPS) presented another opportunity for ANCET to locate, screen, transport, house, 
equip, and employ Alaska Natives on the pipeline.  Synonymous with ANCET is the 
legislation, PL 102-477, which provided a collaborative framework for working with DOL, 
HHS, and DOE on developing procedures for progressive and proactive solutions focusing 
on education and employment issues.  The PL 102-477 legislation has not applied to BLM in 
the past. 
 
TERO History  
In 1977 several federal agencies sponsored a conference on Indian employment in Oregon.  
As a result of this conference, 12 tribes formed TEROs.  In 1978 these tribes formed the 
Tribal Employment Rights Planning Committee to help other tribes form TEROs.  Since 
then, the organization has been restructured into the Council for Tribal Employment Rights 
(CTER).  This council is an Indian-owned and operated non-profit corporation, governed by 
a 14-member board of directors representing seven TERO regions:  Alaska, Pacific 
Northwest, Dakota Coalition, Rocky Mountain, Southwest, Southern Plains, and Eastern.  
The council provides training and implementation assistance and publishes reference 
manuals (Alaska Native Preference in Employment and Contracting).  The Cook Inlet Native 
Association was the first Alaska Native organization to initiate an Alaska Native 
Employment Rights Office in the early 1980s.  Currently about 150 Alaska tribes are covered 
by TERO ordinances.  Ordinances usually provide for an Indian preference in employment, 
contracting, subcontracting, and the purchase of goods and services.  It generally applies to 
all employers for all private employment and all federally-funded or federal aid contracts 
(usually on reservations).  Most continental U.S. tribes are located on reservations and charge 
a TERO fee which pays for recruiting, screening, referrals, job counseling, compliance work, 
and cultural diversity workshops.  Authorities are usually variations/combinations of the 
following: 
 
• PL 93-638 Section 7(b) 
• Buy Indian Act (25 USC 47) (applies to BIA and Indian Health Service (IHS) only) 
• Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, Section 703(i) 
• Executive Order 11246 (discrimination in federally funded contracts) 
 
In the mid-1990s, the Alaska Native Medical Center was constructed in Anchorage.  This 
was the largest single Indian-preference project in the history of the IHS. Since the facility 
was designed to serve Alaska Natives throughout the state, the preference provisions were 
applied on a statewide basis.  Arrangements were secured with the major building and trade 
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unions to honor the Indian preference provisions statewide.  The TERO was designated to 
monitor and implement these provisions.   
 
The TERO Is There to Help 
The Alaskan TERO’s are able to reach out to the Alaska Native community and are a 
valuable recruitment source.  They are also able to provide lists of qualified applicants to 
meet the immediate employment needs of contractors and businesses.  They are there to 
provide services that assist potential employers in identifying and hiring well qualified talent 
within Alaska. 
 
It is important to remember that TEROs are tribally initiated programs.  Tribes have their 
own agendas/mission which are usually different than that of the federal government.  Just as 
there are over 200 federally recognized tribal governments located within the state of Alaska, 
there are over 200 potential different and unique methods to implement this concept.  
Usually, tribes focus on protecting their members’ employment rights on federally-funded 
contracts or subcontracts. TEROs assist with monitoring and enforcing local tribal ordinances 
to ensure employment or applicable training is provided for their members.  Tribes utilize 
their TEROs to engage the applicable organizations that are affected by the Indian Preference 
legislation.  The USFWS is not affected by Indian preference or Buy Indian Act provisions.  
Those legislations only apply to BIA or IHS contracts.   
 
A good source of Alaska-specific TERO information can be found at www.ANCET.org.  The 
ANCET directory lists the various groups currently employing active TEROs.  This is a 
dynamic list and it should be verified for accuracy that the particular tribe, indeed, has an 
active TERO instead of blanketing all organizations listed.  At the time of this writing, there 
are twelve participating members in the ANCET directory and five affiliated partner 
organizations.  It should also be noted that TEROs may not necessarily want to be solicited 
by the federal agencies.  It is their choice to seek out non-tribal partners in their contract 
negotiations.   
 


