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SUMMARY

The Alaska Supreme Court held that the superior court lacked subject matter jurisdiction to adjudicate
ownership or possession of restricted Alaska Native townsite property. Because the superior court
adjudicated title to the property through summary judgment, the court reversed and remanded with
directions to dismiss the case. The court also vacated the attorney-fee award and recognized Hawkins
as the prevailing party.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the superior court adjudicated ownership or the right to possession of restricted Alaska Native
townsite property.

2. Whether the superior court therefore lacked subject matter jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. § 1360(b).

3. Whether the court could treat Hawkins's challenge to Attatayuk's restricted deed as a sham or adjudicate
the viability of defenses to the deed in order to establish jurisdiction.

HOLDINGS

1. Alaska state courts lack subject matter jurisdiction to adjudicate title, ownership, or the right to
possession of restricted Alaska Native townsite property or any interest in that property.

2. The superior court adjudicated title because its partial-summary-judgment order expressly determined
that Attatayuk had title to the property and that Hawkins had no right to place property on the land.

3. A state court without jurisdiction to adjudicate restricted title also lacks jurisdiction to decide the
viability of a claim challenging that title or defenses to the restricted deed, including a statute-of-
limitations defense.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because Alaska state courts do not have subject matter jurisdiction to adjudicate title or right to possession
of restricted townsite property, the only issue presented in this appeal is whether the superior court
adjudicated title to the land. We hold that the superior court did adjudicate title and, as a result, exceeded its
jurisdiction.” (322 P.3d at 891)

“State courts do not have subject matter jurisdiction to adjudicate the title or right to possession of restricted
townsite lots.” (322 P.3d at 897)

“If the superior court lacked subject matter jurisdiction to adjudicate title to the restricted townsite deed, it
lacked jurisdiction to adjudicate any aspect of the deed’s validity.” (322 P.3d at 900)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Hawkins and Attatayuk lived in a house on federally owned land in St. Michael. Their dissolution decree
awarded the house to Hawkins, who continued living there and operated a restaurant on the property. Attatayuk
later obtained a restricted townsite deed after certifying that no one lived on or claimed an interest in the tract,
and she subsequently sued Hawkins for trespass. Hawkins disputed her title and argued that the deed was invalid
because of her failure to notify him and alleged fraud.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Attatayuk sued Hawkins for trespass and alleged that she held undisputed title to the land. The superior court
granted partial summary judgment declaring that Attatayuk had title and that Hawkins had no right to place
property on the land, barred Hawkins from presenting a fraud theory at trial, denied his later motion to dismiss
for lack of subject matter jurisdiction, and entered a damages judgment after a jury trial. Hawkins appealed, and
the Alaska Supreme Court reversed and remanded with instructions to dismiss.



DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the superior court judgment and remand with directions to dismiss the case. The attorney-fee award in
favor of Attatayuk must be vacated, and Hawkins is entitled to an award of attorney's fees in the superior court.
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