Alaska Native Center for Excellence
Congress provided $1,000,000 of Bureau of Indian Affairs funding to the Denali Commission in FY 2005, enabling the Commission to make a financial award to the Alaska Federation of Natives (AFN) for the Alaska Native Center for Excellence (CFE).  The overall goals of the CFE were: Refinement of outcomes outlined in the April 2003 AFN Testimony to the U.S. Senate Indian Affairs Committee; Development of a results-based management process; Preparation of recommendations to the US Congress; Outreach and partnership building within the State; Research and development of a comprehensive business plan for an AFN Center for Excellence; and Hosting a major economic conference and/or a series of workshops/seminars.  Each of these goals were executed and met. Below is a summary of lessons learned and some of the CFE’s current projects.




Alaska Native Center for Excellence


Key Findings and Recommendations 








Establish and define specific deliverables and scope of work grant outcomes.  Be realistic in stated goals and objectives to be accomplished; and recognize that not all are quantitative, immediate or measurable. It is also critical to be flexible and willing to revise the Scope of Work as progress is being made. Many of the submitted goals and tasks were conceptual; developing these into clear-cut deliverable, outcomes was sometimes a challenge.   


Identify partners: seek technical guidance, outreach and partnership-building in Alaska and Nationally. Utilizing specialized expertise can expedite action for complex subjects such as government contracting under the Small Business Administration’s 8(a) program.  Through a sub-award with the Native American Contractors Association (NACA), the CFE produced two reports that identified and analyzed access and opportunity in the Federal procurement process.  Working with the UAA Institute of Social and Economic Research, the CFE was assisted in its work by a comprehensive presentation on the economy of Alaska, which provided important baseline information.  


Take the necessary time to do the research and fact-finding. Recognizing that economic development activities are on-going in numerous state and federal agencies, the CFE sought not to duplicate those efforts, but to compliment and expand on them.  The CFE spent considerable time identifying on-going efforts and  initiatives that could be replicated or expanded within Alaska.  The CFE produced a centralized, comprehensive resource and contact database, listing an array of entrepreneurship development efforts in Alaska and nationally. 


Include publicly-, academically-, and privately-funded agencies. No single organization can make the strides and progress needed.  The CFE made it a priority to collaborate with the many organizations involving economic development efforts, to build on each others’ efforts.  This was demonstrated through CFE planning and participation in several statewide forums, which included state agencies, national and international organizations and various experts in the field.


Include the local and regional communities and allow them to take the lead.  For example, the CFE worked in partnership with the BBNA and AVCP and their 87 villages in developing and implementing a project to improve the economic, educational, health and cultural conditions in SW Alaska, modeled on the strengths of the federal Millennium Challenge Account (MCA).  The Native American Millennium Challenge Demonstration Project Act, now pending in Congress, was developed through strategy sessions with these organizations and endorsed by regional resolutions, and a Memorandum of Understanding between the CFE and the two regional entities. 


Share and communicate progress being made, and seek guidance and input. The AFN Board formed a new “Economic Initiatives” Committee to provide guidance and direction to the CFE on economic development issues.  Efforts were also made to attend conferences and meetings, make presentations on the work of the CFE, maintain up-to-date web-site, distribute newsletter articles and reports to spark interest and showcase CFE projects.    


Training and information-sharing are needed and valued. A key component of the CFE has been to bring to the forefront new skills and to encourage the sharing of knowledge, generating hope and a “can-do” attitude.  A proven example was the Knowledge Exchange Seminars held in conjunction with the Alaska Marketplace.  They were well-attended and well-received, as were the more than thirty workshops offered at Leadership Forums.  The CFE brought in the most knowledgeable industry experts who shared information on an array of economic development models. 


Explore market-based approaches to economic development in rural Alaska. The Leadership Forum: “Fostering Innovation, Economic Growth & Shared Prosperity,” held July 6 & 7, 2006, addressed the most pressing issues and presented new ways to work together on solutions to chronic problems in Alaska.  


Continue the efforts to build and expand on the work of the CFE.  The initial phase of the CFE provided a unique opportunity to explore a range of economic ideas, focused mainly on linking poverty reduction to economic growth. Through the AFN Economic Diagnostic Fund, the 21 Alaska Marketplace winners from 2007, will receive much-needed technical assistance.  This new project will provide expert diagnosis for specific enterprises; identify and resolve problems; provide training and technical assistance to entrepreneurs and make recommendations for reform of polices, laws and regulations to increase the success of the business ventures.  











