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Written Testimony Submitted by Dr. Ted Mala, Director of Traditional Healing and Tribal Relations, Southcentral Foundation
To the Honorable Senator Lisa Murkowski

Senate Field Hearing in Anchorage, Alaska on October 22, 2011

Hearing of the Indian Affairs Committee to examine potential linkages to Native youth suicide
I am submitting written testimony on behalf of Southcentral Foundation (SCF), the Alaska Native owned and operated nonprofit health care affiliate of Cook Inlet Region Inc. (CIRI) providing services to some 58,000 Alaska Native and American Indian people in Anchorage, the Matanuska-Susitna Valley, and 55 villages in the rural Anchorage Service Unit. As Southcentral Foundation’s Director of Tribal Relations and Director of Traditional Healing, I want to thank you for the opportunity to testify on how Southcentral Foundation uses traditional practices to address the epidemic of suicide among Alaska Native youth.  
Suicide has been an epidemic in Alaska for many years. We are all familiar with the statistics, including that Alaska Native men between the ages of 15 and 24 have had the highest rate of suicide of any demographic group in the country, with an average rate of 141.6 from 2000 to 2009
. We also know that, across the nation, one suicide is estimated to intimately affect at least six other people
. And that, in Alaska, this effect is magnified due to large, extended families and close-knit communities.

The problem of suicide, as we all know, is complicated. It springs from feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. There is also a known correlation with multiple experiences of harm in childhood such as domestic violence, sexual abuse and maltreatment. Many Alaska Native people who were harmed as children have also developed the full range of mental health problems that studies have shown are common to survivors of abuse: depression, anxiety, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, harm to self; difficulty choosing supportive, safe partners; and, difficulty in forming and maintaining close relationships. Intergenerational grief – when grief, shame and anger are passed from one generation to the next – has also played a role in our wellness today. 
Because Alaska Native people have always approached life holistically, when one aspect, like subsistence, is disrupted, a sense of balance is lost. The same applies to domestic violence, child sexual abuse, and child neglect – over time, these experiences have compromised the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual balance of individuals, as well as the balance of the family and community structures. 
Alaska Native people are resolute. We are leading the charge to change the statistics and restore a sense of balance. And, we are working together to bring back the traditional values that served Alaska Native people for thousands of years. 

For millennia, Alaska Natives survived and thrived in one of the harshest environments on earth. They survived by working together to gather food, staying close as a family and a community, and living out their spirituality in everyday life. Alaska Native traditional healing draws upon this body of knowledge. It focuses not on a single symptom, but on the entire being – a balance of physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellness. Addressing the problem of suicide among Alaska Native youth must take a similar, multipronged approach. 

At SCF, our vision is that of “a Native Community that enjoys physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellness.” Alaska Native values and priorities inform how we provide services to our communities. Culture is not built into our Nuka System of Care, but rather, our system is built on the foundation of our culture.  The 12-year-old Traditional Healing Clinic is a good example. 
Traditional healing is based on the understanding that man is a part of nature and health is a matter of balance. The Traditional Healing Clinic brings Traditional and Western medicine together – merging the strengths of both. We use the balance between Western medicine and Traditional healing that we have developed to provide support for each customer-owner on their journey – where they get stuck, that’s where we intervene. It is a holistic approach that focuses on the body, mind and spirit. The purpose is not to supplant Western medicine, but to supplement it to achieve total healing. 

SCF has a process for certifying Alaska Native healers as Tribal Doctors. Each Tribal Doctor brings something different to the table. We offer a mix of healing touch and other physical work with prayer, songs, consultations with Elders, and culturally sensitive supportive counseling. These skills have been handed down through generations. A Traditional Healing Advisory Council guides our program by reviewing apprentices and Tribal Doctors and sharing the wisdom of our Elders. On our weekly rounds, our Tribal Doctors walk with providers, psychologists and psychiatrists, talk with the people who receive care, and review and discuss their cases and journeys.

An appointment with a Tribal Doctor takes more time than an appointment in the primary care clinics – an hour or more, compared to 15 minutes. That’s because there is no textbook answer to an individual’s problems. Each person is unique – the product of who they are, where they come from, and where they are going. A Tribal Doctor must spend time with each person, getting to know them, drilling down to find the roots of the problem. We look to the person who needs help as an active partner in their treatment. All that we as traditional healers can do is guide them, based on our traditional knowledge and experience and what we learn about the person. The individual has a sense of control of their own growth and healing, which provides a sense of balance and helps them to heal. 
Another resource SCF provides to address the root causes of suicide is the Family Wellness Warriors Initiative (FWWI). Through this Alaska Native led initiative, we are breaking the cycle of domestic violence, child abuse and neglect. For a long time, we were told not to talk about these issues. But, Alaska Native people have made the decision to break the silence. 
In 1999, the FWWI Steering Committee established the following goals: (i) Change norms among Alaska Native people, particularly males, to (re)create a family environment that reflects Alaska Native traditions, free from domestic violence and other forms of conflict; (ii) Increase a sense of "harmony" within Alaska Native families and, ultimately, within the whole community; and (iii) Develop support systems to help both those who abuse and those who are abused while norms are changing and abuse is being eliminated. 
Traditionally, in our Native cultures, lessons are learned by sharing and listening to stories. At FWWI’s two core training events – Beauty for Ashes and Arrigah House – Elders lead the way by sharing their stories and granting younger generations the permission to do the same. In large group settings, group leaders and presenters role model what it looks like, sounds like, and feels like to share stories, as well as respond in a way that encourages healthy relationships. They show that it is safe to share; that there is no judgment. Participants then share their stories in small groups. As part of this FWWI process, Alaska Native people, from ages 21 to 91, are breaking the silence for the first time and being heard, affirmed, and believed. Participants also learn how past harm plays into interactions with others; learn about shame, anger and other feelings; and gain communication and conflict resolution skills. The process leads to mental, emotional, and spiritual healing, which helps create healthier families and a better future for our youth. 
In addition to our prevention work, SCF has a variety of behavioral health programs in place to help youth who grew up with multiple experiences of harm. We screen young customer-owners for substance abuse and depression issues and refer them to appropriate treatment, which may include programs such as The Pathway Home or the Therapeutic Family Group Homes. These programs are built on the strengths of Alaska Native cultures, and, through the services provided, youth learn more about traditional values as they find their footing on their journeys to wellness. 
Denaa Yeets’, Athabascan for “our breath of life,” offers services to Alaska Native and American Indian people over the age of 18 who have thoughts of self harm or have attempted to end their lives. Services consist of four strength-based, culturally driven components: information, case management, support activities, and referrals to community resources. The program emphasizes connecting participants with their cultures, as a known protective factor. This includes interacting with Elders, beading with clinical associates/case managers, talking circles and other cultural activities. These program activities bring each participant an increased sense of self-worth, cultural identity, and desire for life. SCF also staffs the program with three full-time Denaa Yeets’ team members focused on youth outreach and training.

SCF has been sought out by people and organizations from around the state, country, and world who want to learn from us in order to help their own people. We share our story with them, including how we use culture and traditional healing to teach people how to cope, how to build an extended family and how to support others. We accomplish this through a wide range of programs, including the ones I have referenced in this testimony (Traditional Healing Clinic, Family Wellness Warriors Initiative, The Pathway Home, Therapeutic Family Group Homes, Denaa Yeets’) and many others. 
With traditional wisdom at the root of everything we do as an organization, we have been able to help families and our youth find balance and healing on their journey. These are Alaska Native solutions, rather than mainstream programs that have been brought to Alaska. And, while many of these programs have waiting lists and need more resources, including staffing, to meet the needs of our Alaska Native families and our youth, we are encouraged by these successful models Alaska Native people have created for change. We can now tell our young people that there is hope and that the answers can be found within our own strong, resilient cultures.[image: image1.png]
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