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Governor 
State of Alaska 
P.O. Box 110001 
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October 19, 2017 

Re: Legal status of tribal governments in Alaska 

Dear Governor Walker: 

Depar tment of Law 

Office of the Attorney General 
1031 West 4th Avenue, Suite 200 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501-5903 

Main: 907-269-5100 
Fax: 907-269-5110 

You have asked for a legal opinion about the sovereign status of Alaska Native 
tribes (Alaska Tribes) and their relationship with the State of Alaska (the State). This 
opinion covers the following: (1) tribes do exist in Alaska; (2) Alaska Tribes are 
governments with inherent sovereignty; and (3) the areas where the scope of that 
sovereignty is clear. 

I. There are 229 federally recognized tribes in Alaska.1 

The existence of a tribe or tribal government does not require a federal 
determination and tribal sovereignty does not originate with the federal government. 2 

That said, the United States Constitution gives Congress the authority to legislate with 
respect to Indian tribes. 3 Thus, the sovereign status of tribal governments, for the purpose 

Indian Entities Recognized and Eligible to Receive Services from the United States 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, 82 Fed. Reg. 4,915, 4,919-20 (Jan. 17, 2017). 

2 John v. Baker, 982 P.2d 738, 751(Alaska1999) (quoting US. v. Wheeler, 435 
U.S. 313, 322-33 (1978) ("Before the coming of the Europeans, the tribes were self­
governing sovereign political communities."); F. Cohen, Handbook of Federal Indian 
Law 132-34, 206-11 (2012 ed.) [hereinafter Cohen's Handbook]. 

3 U.S. Const. art I,§ 8, cl. 3; US. v. Lara, 541U.S.193, 200-02 (2004); Cohen's 
Handbook 383-86. 
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divorces, or paternity determinations involving tribal citizens, may also be recognized as 
within the inherent sovereignty of Alaska Tribes. 

III. Conclusion 

The law is clear. There are 229 Alaska Tribes and they are separate sovereigns 
with inherent sovereignty and subject matter jurisdiction over certain matters. Indian 
country is not a prerequisite for Alaska Tribe's inherent sovereignty or subject matter 
jurisdiction, but it may impact the extent of that jurisdiction. 

Sincerely, 

J~ 
Attorney General 


