


















HONORING NATIONS 20108

Tribal Air Quality Management

In the late 1990s, the Gila River Indian Community decided to gain control over the area’s growing levels of pollution by 

creating an air quality policy for the reservation. Using federal grant funding, the environmental staff spent almost 10 

years developing a comprehensive plan for managing air resources. The resulting Tribal Air Quality Management Plan 

not only meets Gila River’s standards but also adopts strict national standards laid out in the federal Clean Air Act. The 

Plan details every aspect of air quality management within the boundaries of the reservation, including administrative 

procedures, permitting requirements, an appeals process, and civil and criminal enforcement authority. Additionally, the 

Plan addresses the “Tribal Gap” which sets tribal standards, operating requirements, and work practices in areas where 

there are no federal rules.

The Air Quality Management Plan was developed using a broad consultation process involving everyone who had a stake 

in the outcome, including industry, regulatory programs in neighboring jurisdictions, state and federal officials, 

environmental organizations, and tribal citizens. Program staff made over 200 presentations on the objectives and content 

of the Plan. This open approach resulted in a program that is accepted by all stakeholders. Practices such as cremations, 

cooking traditional foods outdoors, and traditional celebrations using open burning are specifically exempt from the 

regulations to accommodate Gila River’s agricultural and cultural heritage.

Highly trained staff regularly analyze the reservation’s outdoor air quality. GRIC’s monitoring system includes fixed stations 

and a mobile unit that samples air and meteorological data from various locations. The detailed technical information 

generated by the system guides the community’s rule-making and enforcement actions. The data are subject to rigorous 

quality assurance and control measures that meet federal standards so that all interested parties trust their accuracy. Gila 

River coordinates closely with federal, state, and county air monitoring programs in order to have a clear picture of air 

resources in the entire region.

As part of its air quality program, the Gila River Indian Community was the first tribal government to seek and receive full 

authority to implement the federal Clean Air Act in the same manner as a state (also known as Treatment in the Same 

Manner as a State or TAS). Under the Act, states and tribes with an approved implementation plan can be delegated full 

Clean Air Act authority for management of air resources. GRIC also requested formal federal approval for its Tribal Air 

Quality Management Plan, which makes all of its provisions federally enforceable and is therefore less susceptible to 

legal challenges.
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Sovereignty Over the Air

At first glance, exerting sovereignty over the air may not seem feasible. The Gila River Indian Community realized, however, 

that the regulation of air pollutants has very specific consequences for activities that take place on its reservation lands. The 

proper balance between economic growth and environmental protection is a difficult issue that is best dealt with inside the 

community, not by other governments. Administering its own air quality program allows GRIC to decide how to prioritize and 

regulate activities that impact air resources according to its citizens’ goals and values. For example, public meetings on air 

quality found that tribal elders were very concerned about preserving the views of the area’s sacred mountains. Since dust 

from travel on unpaved roads was a big factor in reducing visibility, the community decided to close one road and restrict 

another to local traffic only.

Creating and managing a comprehensive air quality program enables Gila River to work on an equal footing with other 

governments to combat airborne pollutants. By obtaining TAS under the Clean Air Act, the tribal government has formalized 

authority to manage its air program based on specific reservation conditions. This has already had concrete results for GRIC 

in the case of Maricopa County’s non-attainment of federal standards. Because the community has its own regulations and 

data to measure ozone, staff were able to successfully remove the reservation from Maricopa County for Clean Air Act 

purposes. The United States EPA has recognized GRIC lands as a separate air quality control region that is now in compliance 

with the national ozone health standards. This is important because it eliminates the cross jurisdictional and legal problems 

that previously existed and allows the GRIC tribal government to exercise its sovereign authority over its air quality.

Significantly, the tribal Air Quality Management Plan gives Gila River authority over all business operations on the reservation, 

whether they are owned by tribal citizens or non-Natives. Under the provisions of the Plan, approximately 40 industrial 

facilities on the reservation require air quality operating permits. The community has in fact already pursued several 

enforcement actions for non-compliance with its air regulations. These have included both private enterprises such as a 

medical waste incinerator and tribal operations such as the Wild Horse Pass Development Authority. In one case, GRIC levied 

a $15,000 fine for emission violations against Cemex, a publicly-listed building materials company which operates an asphalt 

plant on the reservation. Although formal federal enforceability was still pending at the time of these sanctions, there were no 

legal challenges to the community’s air quality enforcement authority. This acceptance is a tribute to the tribal government’s 

openness to working with stakeholders, as well as its willingness to cooperate with other governments, and to develop 

regulations consistent with the federal Clean Air Act. Gila River’s air quality program is seen by all stakeholders as legitimate 

and effective.

Bringing the Lessons Home

As Native nations pursue economic development opportunities on their lands, the impact of population and industrial growth 

on air quality cannot be ignored. If tribal governments do not take steps to manage their air resources, then other governments 

will do it for them under the provisions of the national Clean Air Act. Some Native nations may even find their economic plans 

and cultural activities constrained by federal or state regulations. To help manage growth, the Gila River Indian Community 

has built a comprehensive air quality program that has gained the respect of tribal and non-tribal citizens, industry, and other 

governments. The community’s air policies reflect its culturally-rooted desire for industrial and agricultural development that 

is balanced with the need to protect traditional activities, human health, and the environment.
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A Virtual Legislature Is Born

In 2002, Citizen Potawatomi’s leaders proposed radical changes to the constitution. These included abolishing the current 

political system, setting up a legislature, and giving a voice to those citizens residing outside of Oklahoma. With funding from 

the federal Administration for Native Americans program, the nation formed a technical workgroup and drafted the new 

constitution. Community members provided input on every step of the process via public meetings held in Oklahoma and 

elsewhere, and by responding to a questionnaire that was mailed to over 12,000 Citizen Potawatomi households across the 

United States. After many years of consensus-building, the new constitution was put to a vote in 2007. It was approved by 

82.8% of the votes. The old five-person Business Committee was disbanded and replaced by a government with well-defined 

roles for the executive, legislative, and judicial branches.

The centerpiece of the reforms is the new legislature, which brings transparency to debates over the issues facing the nation. 

The executive representatives — a Chairman, Vice-Chairman, and Secretary Treasurer — are members of the legislature. 

This structure was designed to smooth the transition between the two governing systems. All meetings of the legislature are 

video streamed and archived on the Internet. As a result, citizens can follow Citizen Potawatomi politics wherever they live, 

whenever they can.

Unlike many tribal nations, every Citizen Potawatomi citizen living within the United States is represented in the new 

legislature. The legislature is deliberately balanced between sixteen elected representatives, eight who live inside and 

eight who live outside Oklahoma. All Citizen Potawatomi citizens can vote for the three members of the executive who must 

be Oklahoma residents. Voters living in Oklahoma elect five representatives at-large for their state. The rest of the country 

is divided into eight districts, each with about 2000 Citizen Potawatomi who elect one regional legislator. A citizen living in 

Phoenix, for example, votes for the nation’s executive branch and for an elected representative in District 5, which covers 

Utah, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico and parts of Texas. Since the legislators live all over the country, the nation has set 

up an innovative “virtual legislature.” Sessions are held through video conferencing with a special split screen that allows 

representatives to see one another during their meetings.

Recognizing that the creation of a new government would be a work in progress, the 2007 Constitution removed the need 

for federally-supervised constitutional elections and Bureau of Indian Affairs approval of any future constitutional 

amendments. The Citizen Potawatomi Election Committee, already in place to supervise tribal elections, is now empowered 

to supervise constitutional elections. This change strengthens the nation’s autonomy and allows Citizen Potawatomi to use 

its own election procedures. This avoids the high cost, low voter turn-out, and delays caused by holding separate 

constitutional elections under antiquated federal rules. 





HONORING NATIONS 201016

A Government for All Citizens 

At the heart of self-determination is the ability to govern oneself. A nation that creates new political institutions to better fit its 

needs carries out the most basic act of sovereignty. By moving to a legislative system of its own design, Citizen Potawatomi 

has left behind the dysfunctional government it inherited under federal domination. This potentially difficult transition was 

successful because leaders took the time and employed the methods needed to build consensus within the community. The 

end result is a political system that is reflective of its citizens. As one person involved in the process observed, “there is no 

shortcut for getting tribal member understanding and acceptance of such significant constitutional changes.” Clearly, the 

new government is engaging citizens in a way that the previous system did not. In the three years before the reform, only five 

candidates ran for office. In the first three years after the new constitution came into effect, forty-eight candidates put their 

names forward.

Given the Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s history of dispersal, connecting citizens to their roots is an overarching concern. The 

push to involve citizens living outside Oklahoma by giving them a voice in the nation’s government is a truly remarkable 

feature of the latest constitutional reforms. Over 60% of the nation’s 28,000 citizens live outside Oklahoma; enabling them 

to elect representatives in the legislature is a ground-breaking acknowledgment that non-residents are valuable members of 

the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and their voices matter. Although some citizens living in Oklahoma were initially nervous about 

giving “outsiders” an equal say in the nation’s affairs, the new system benefits everyone and harnesses the skills of all citizens 

no matter where they choose to live. It means that a tribal citizen can to pursue graduate degree studies at UCLA or take a 

fantastic job in Wisconsin but still be an integral and important part of the nation.

Interestingly, one of the biggest effects of the political changes at Citizen Potawatomi has been an upswing of interest in 

cultural activities. Citizens, both within Oklahoma and from outside the state, have been requesting eagle feathers, holding 

naming ceremonies, and wanting to participate in language programs and cultural teachings. The Citizen Potawatomi 

Court has even had requests for rulings from citizens who live far away, but who want to honor their cultural and citizenship 

ties in divorce and child custody cases. For citizens living outside Oklahoma, the regional legislators have become a key 

point of contact for cultural activities, indicating that the changes to the government are helping to build the nation’s 

distinct identity. One Citizen Potawatomi leader observes, “When we come into a place talking about government, the 

people want to talk about our culture and the stories. We tell them that paying attention to how we set up our government 

is the foundation for that.”

Bringing the Lessons Home

No matter how ineffective a political system is, change is possible. Many Native nations are looking to discard boilerplate 

governments not of their own making for self-designed systems that meet the particular needs of their own citizens and their 

responsibilities in the 21st century. The Citizen Potawatomi Nation has blazed a trail for other nations through a major 

constitutional reform process. With a new legislature that includes non-resident representation, all citizens can contribute 

their energy and knowledge to the nation no matter where they live. The nation’s reforms and innovations make citizenship 

real for all Citizen Potawatomi.
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A Traditional Gathering 

In the early 2000s, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and Environment Canada requested tribal and First Nation 

input on a trans-boundary planning agreement. Coast Salish leaders and elders decided they were “tired of being talked 

to” and would not participate in a non-Native style consultation. Instead, they proposed an environmental policy gathering 

along the lines of a traditional Coast Salish decision-making meeting that would bring leaders, elders, and officials together 

to build consensus on environmental policy for the Salish Sea area.

The first Coast Salish Gathering was held in 2005 with 175 attendees. Chiefs, Chairmen, elders, and staff from over 66 

U.S. Coast Salish tribes and Canadian First Nations began a dialogue with key environmental agency officials from federal, 

provincial, and state governments on goals and plans for the Salish Sea. Since 2007, the Gatherings have been held yearly. 

They are led by a Steering Committee composed of twelve to seventeen Chiefs and Chairmen chosen by the Gathering. 

The Committee stays in close contact and meets face-to-face several times a year to keep momentum going. To encourage 

widespread participation, the member communities take turns hosting the Gathering. Funding for the meetings comes 

from a variety of sources, including the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Environment Canada, environmental 

organizations, and individual tribal communities. To date, over 1000 tribal and First Nation representatives have engaged 

in the Gatherings.

Each Coast Salish Gathering builds on the previous years’ work. Following the initial Gathering, the Steering Committee 

drafted and later adopted a mission statement, declaring that the participants would work together and speak with one 

voice to protect the Salish Sea ecosystem “for the sustainability of our sacred inherent family rights and values that have 

been passed on to us by our ancestors.” Subsequent Gatherings have developed policy recommendations, produced an 

environmental action plan, and identified short and long term goals. Priority issues include access to toxin-free traditional 

foods, adequate water quality and quantity, and collective climate change policies. The Gathering has also facilitated a 

partnership with the U.S. Geological Survey to monitor water quality in the Salish Sea during the annual Tribal Canoe 

Journey. Pairing modern equipment with traditional knowledge, the tribal canoes carry instruments to collect over 52,000 

data points on the water, measuring factors like temperature, salinity, and turbidity. The data give the Coast Salish and 

their partners scientific information to supplement traditional knowledge and community member observations about the 

health of the Salish Sea.

Finding One Voice 

The Coast Salish Gathering creates a unified front on environmental issues for communities whose voices were once 

fragmented by geography, history, and politics. Under the traditional consensus-driven model, each tribe and First Nation 

retains full sovereignty. The Gathering does not speak on their behalf but instead provides the opportunity to develop 

collective solutions that do not put the priorities of one community above another. By collaborating, the tribes and First 

Nations amplify their influence. As a result, other governments and organizations now treat Coast Salish nations as valued 

partners in federal, state, and provincial forums. In one remarkable turn-around, the influential bi-annual Puget Sound 

Georgia Basin Ecosystem Conference, which had not previously included Coast Salish people, now invites Gathering 

representatives to play key participatory roles in the proceedings.
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At the most recent Gathering, Salish leaders presented in a plenary session on the topic of traditional ecological knowledge. 

The conference closed with a Coast Salish witnessing ceremony to cement joint ownership and identify critical participants 

who will acknowledge that they witnessed the event. These witnesses will vouch for the integrity of what happened and 

ensure that the community at large knows of the event and remembers it in the future.

Certainly, the active contribution of the Coast Salish tribes and First Nations enriches environmental policy in the region. 

Communities take a broad view of the health of the entire watershed. In an important success, the Coast Salish Gathering 

helped push for official recognition of the name “Salish Sea” by the U.S. Board of Geographic Names and the Geographical 

Names Board of Canada. This marks a positive movement toward future policy and science collaboration to address a vital 

ecosystem. The designation of the name is an historic acknowledgment of the Coast Salish spiritual, cultural, economic, and 

political connection to their lands and waterways since time immemorial.

The term is not only deeply symbolic of the connection of the Coast Salish people to the area but also reminds policy makers 

that what occurs in one part of the watershed impacts all of the species that depend on this inland sea. In a similar way, by 

insisting that the region be treated as an interconnected ecosystem, Coast Salish participation has facilitated cross-

jurisdictional collaborations between governments.

As the Coast Salish Gatherings have made crucial contributions towards safeguarding the Salish Sea, they also have had a 

profound impact on the communities involved. By facing the environmental crisis in a way that is faithful to Coast Salish 

traditions, the Gatherings have renewed familial relationships, thereby strengthening kinship ties. Participants enjoy traditional 

food, art work, and dancing. Discussions are often in the Coast Salish language and the meeting is accompanied by drumming 

and song. One participant notes that a course of action is often revealed by reflecting on how the problem would be spoken 

in Coast Salish and this deliberation provides clues or directions for action. Elders’ reflections on the past and on what is 

being lost help focus the conversation on what must be preserved and protected. This real-world example of traditional 

consensus decision-making reaffirms the cultural ways of the Coast Salish and underlines their on-going relevance to dealing 

with today’s problems.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Native nations throughout the U.S. face environmental problems that span multiple jurisdictions, and sometimes even 

international borders. The experience of the Coast Salish people suggests that tribes can work with each other to tackle 

environmental issues affecting a region and assert their right to participate in decision-making related to the protection 

of their homelands. By working together to advocate for the region with one voice, the Coast Salish Gatherings have 

enabled the region’s tribes and First Nations to share concerns and develop initiatives to preserve and restore the 

fragile Salish Sea ecosystem. While much work remains to be done, the Coast Salish people are confident that their 

traditions will guide their way.
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Finding Leadership from Within

The Leadership Institute was established in 1999 as a way to hold public policy conversations about the challenges 

facing Pueblo nations. It is based at the Santa Fe Indian School, a former federal Indian boarding school now owned and 

administered by AIPC. The activities sponsored by the Institute are informed by the pueblos' core cultural values and 

their desire to developing homegrown solutions to the problems affecting their communities. An integral part of the 

Institute’s mission is to educate its citizens about policy issues and encourage them to contribute — now and in the 

future — to the discourse.

Policy think-tank events, or Community Institutes, are one of the Leadership Institute’s essential programs. These meetings 

are convened two or three times a year. Each event focuses on a specific topic of concern and brings together topic area 

experts and up to 40 tribal-citizen participants. The think-tank begins with in-depth introductions, storytelling, and a review 

of the effect of 100 years of federal Indian policy; only then does attention shift to a general topic presentation and breakout 

sessions focused on solutions. The gatherings end with participants’ personal reflections on the contributions they each 

might make. The Community Institute publishes a “Grey Book” that describes the meeting and records policy recommendations 

that can guide future decision making. 

Other programs of the Leadership Institute specifically target youth. The innovative Summer Policy Academy (SPA) offers a 

four-week session that exposes Pueblo students to leadership and public policy training. These high school juniors and 

seniors are introduced to tribal, state, national, and international issues by well-known faculty drawn from tribal communities, 

universities, and governments. One goal is to put participating students in the shoes of leaders by asking them to wrestle with 

the same issues tribal governments frequently face. The sessions also address specific topic areas relevant to Native American 

youth, such as Native history, life skills, personal and communal identity, careers, and traditional lifestyle choices. The SPA 

year two program is a partnership with Princeton University and is held at the Woodrow Wilson School. SPA year three places 

students in internships in their communities and surrounding areas. Year four of the program is in development and will serve 

as an international exchange for a select group of SPA graduates.

The Leaderhip Institute also facilitates community contributions through the Seniors Honors Project, where the entire senior 

class undertakes a one-year research project on a selected issue of importance to tribal communities. Seniors have worked 

on a wide variety of topics, including technology, language preservation, Indigenous peoples, global warming, Native American 

gangs, urban Native issues, and traditional agriculture. Funding for the Institute’s programs comes mainly from the state of 

New Mexico, the school, the tribes, and specific grants.
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Considering the Past and the Future

The Leadership Institute provides a vitally needed place for Pueblo Indians to develop policy and leadership. Through the 

Community Institutes, community leaders are able to take a step back from the day-to-day business of governing and 

develop new perspectives on tough issues. Since the discussions are firmly grounded in core cultural values, guided by 

citizens’ insights, and informed by experts in the field, resulting policy recommendations are built on strong, community-

appropriate foundations. Community members gain new tools and resources and have a means of moving beyond reactive 

policy to develop proactive strategies that make sense to their citizens and are consistent with their traditions.

A notable aspect of the Leadership Institute is the way in which culturally based methods and practices flow through all its 

programming. For example, in Pueblo culture, learning is considered a shared responsibility, and everyone is expected to 

make a personal contribution. Likewise, in Community Institutes, all participants are expected to talk and listen, whether they 

are elders or youth, professionals or students, non-Native policy makers, or tribal leaders. The introductions at the beginning 

of the meeting are part of each participant’s personal story and are considered essential to forming a cohesive group. In a 

similar way, the Summer Policy Academy takes a very broad view of leadership and seeks to assemble a group whose 

members bring diverse individual gifts to the program — gifts which may include academic excellence, traditional knowledge, 

singing, storytelling, or laughter. The faculty (many of whom are Community Institute participants) are seen as mentors, and 

the groups are designed to become a lifelong support cohort.

Fundamentally, the Leadership Institute serves tribal communities by helping them find ways to bridge traditional 

knowledge and modern realities. As one Community Institute participant explains, the Institute’s activities are an invaluable 

resource to explore “the sacred and inherent responsibility of sustaining our Indigenous life ways, while drawing upon our 

western knowledge so that we are successful in generating a better quality of life for our people today and into the future.” 

The Institute’s programs help youth take the knowledge they gain in school and put it context with the history of their 

peoples. One faculty member of the Summer Policy Academy sums up the Institute’s holistic view of its mission by noting 

what an honor it is for her to help nurture “rising generations of young tribal people who live meaningfully.” Mentorship, 

networking, community service, and a feeling of personal responsibility have become pillars that form a foundation for 

community building.

Bringing the Lessons Home

By fostering discussion on common issues, crafting culturally appropriate policy, and encouraging tribal citizens to help 

solve community problems, the Leadership Institute helps ensure that Pueblo futures are in Pueblo hands. The Leadership 

Institute’s programs also help tribal youth manage the relationship between the two very different worlds in which they live. 

By combining engagement in contemporary policy challenges with engagement in history and culture, the Institute helps 

future leaders be true both to their responsibilities as Pueblo people and to the needs of the times. 
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Coming Together to Build a New Home

As a first step, the Newtok Native Corporation, a village corporation set up under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, 

began negotiations with the federal government. It proposed swapping the existing village site for new land. These efforts 

paid off in 2003, when Congress passed a law giving the Newtok Native Corporation title to the Mertarvik site.

With the land secured, Newtok representatives worked to find resources to build the new village. Their creation of the 

Newtok Planning Group was another important step forward. The Group — which brings together an impressive number 

of players, including the Newtok Traditional Council and the Newtok Native Corporation, nine state of Alaska departments 

and agencies, ten federal departments and agencies, and five regional organizations — has become a forum for 

unparalleled collaboration among agencies and organizations engaged in the relocation effort. Participants meet regularly 

to discuss plans for Mertarvik and how they can contribute.

Expertise and financing from the members of the Newtok Planning Group have helped villagers move toward their goal 

to establish a new community at Mertarvik. Using funding from the state of Alaska and the Denali Commission, the 

Newtok Traditional Council held a planning workshop to identify villagers’ housing, public buildings, and design 

preferences and incorporated these into a Community Layout Plan. The U.S. Army agreed to help with construction for 

five years through its Innovative Readiness Training Program, which provides military personnel with real-world training 

on civilian projects. In the summer of 2009, Army personnel began work on their first endeavor at Mertarvik, a barge 

landing facility that allows equipment and materials to be shipped to the new site. Construction of an access road that 

connects the barge landing to the future village followed. In the next phase of construction, the Army will build an 

evacuation/community center: until the move, the facility will serve as a temporary emergency shelter for Newtok 

residents, after the move, it will become the Mertarvik Community Center. Each of these projects was developed with 

guidance from Newtok residents and leaders and built with funding from numerous sources, including the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers, the Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities, the Alaska Department of Environmental 

Conservation, the U.S. Department of Commerce, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Yup’ik knowledge and traditions inform every aspect of the new village’s design. The community’s layout reflects the way 

in which the old sod houses were arranged around a central common. The Community Center’s cultural elements include 

two huge steam baths, storage areas for hunting and fishing gear, and space for cold storage of fish and game. The arctic 

entryways to this building are elongated and change in grade to create a natural cold trap, following Yup’ik building 

techniques. Elders’ knowledge has helped orient the new buildings by taking into account sun, wind, and snowdrifts.
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A Small Village in Charge of a Big Project

Faced with seemingly insurmountable problems in Newtok, each resident could have made arrangements to move 

elsewhere. Indeed, if Newtok citizens had not taken matters into their own hands, there was a risk that some government 

agency would have decided that the “best option” for them was to relocate to other tribal villages in the area or to a 

regional center such as Bethel. As a community, however, Newtok looked ahead. Its residents decided that they did not 

want to lose their close ties as a unique people. With the importance of land to the Yup’ik identity, it was critical to stay 

within the ancestral territory without burdening the resources of other villages. Moving the settlement to Mertarvik allows 

the villagers to stay connected to each other and to their physical, economic, and cultural heritage.

Newtok was able to succeed in creating a new village site through incredible determination and by expertly pooling 

resources from an impressive number of government programs. Despite its unassuming name, the Newtok Planning 

Group is a groundbreaking way for governments to cooperate. This open partnership has encouraged information sharing 

and problem solving among the many groups that could help the village. While potentially hundreds of government grants 

were available to help the community, as one Newtok official notes, “each agency works independently without knowing 

about projects being carried out by other agencies.” By bringing government representatives into one room, community 

leaders could plan more efficiently, mix grants from different sources, and fill gaps in funding. Since there are so many 

restrictions to working with government money, this type of integrated collaboration may be the only way to carry out an 

ambitious project.

Crucially, the Native Village of Newtok is the principal force behind the Newtok Planning Group and makes all of the final 

decisions on action. This means that the work underway at Mertarvik is not dependent on the agenda of individual 

government departments and its momentum can be sustained even when funding from a given program ends. The basic 

guiding principle is clear: the goals of the community are set first and then discussions are held with partners on how this 

vision will be funded, designed, and built. This community-driven approach has helped the village work successfully with 

complex bureaucracies, even though a majority of Newtok residents are not fluent in English.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Confronted with natural forces beyond their control, the citizens of Newtok chose to act. They found a way to bring 

together government agencies through the Newtok Planning Group. By managing the collaboration, Newtok has been able 

to piece together the funding it needs to make the seemingly improbable dream of a new village come true. As a result, 

Mertarvik is taking shape as a safe and livable home where residents will be able to maintain and strengthen their 

traditional Yup’ik ways. Yet Newtok’s challenges are not unique. More and more communities — Native and non-Native 

— face severe environmental problems as a result of climate change. Although it is unusual that an entire village is forced 

to relocate, many communities will need to respond with complex projects requiring unprecedented cooperation among 

governments and other organizational partners. 
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Notably, the Consortium accelerates the land review process by making funds available for the BIA to hire and train BIA staff 

to work exclusively on fee-to-trust applications. The fee-to-trust employees are under the sole direction of the BIA and subject 

to all federal government policies and procedures. Funding comes from Consortium member tribes who contribute a portion 

of their Tribal Priority Allocations. These are federal monies earmarked for tribal government operations and service provision, 

which can legally be used to fund BIA work. Under the Consortium’s Memorandum of Understanding, each tribal government 

must give $3,000 yearly, although tribes can contribute up to their entire federal allocation. Should a tribe want to join the 

Consortium, but be unable to pay the annual fee, other tribes will cover the cost for them. No tribe has been turned away due 

to an inability to pay.

There is no guarantee that a land application will be successful, but the Consortium’s work has had a dramatic effect on the 

speed of the fee-to-trust process. While applications used to languish for an average of seven years, they are now usually 

processed in less than two years. Since the Consortium was first set up, over 15,000 acres of land have been taken into trust 

for tribes located in California, the majority of which is on-reservation land.

Land Is a Top Priority

Prior to the existence of the Consortium, the BIA treated tribal land applications as a discretionary task that rarely got 

attention. By setting up a mechanism to cultivate a strong working relationship focused on the fee-to-trust process, tribes in 

California and the BIA’s Pacific Region office have acknowledged the importance of this issue. Through its efforts, the 

Consortium makes it clear that land reclamation is a crucial task of tribal governments, an important component of the 

federal government’s obligation to tribes, and a mission that can no longer be put on the back burner.

The decision to direct tribal funds toward the hiring and training of federal employee positions is unusual and raises the 

question of whether tribes ought to pay for something that is clearly a federal responsibility. Yet, the Consortium faced the 

reality that the BIA did not have the staff or the knowledge to perform the task adequately. By definition, tribes cannot put 

land into trust themselves, but expanding their limited territories is crucial to their ability to govern. Through the California 

Fee-to-Trust Consortium, tribes have found a creative way to use the tools at their disposal to improve this vital process. As 

an official from one participating tribe notes, “the Consortium was and remains an innovation born from desperation.” 

Essentially, member tribes channel their federal dollars to the BIA so that land requests are given the appropriate time and 

attention they deserve. This is an unambiguous act of self-determination.

A critical component that has contributed to the Consortium’s success has come in the form of education. To address the 

public’s concerns, Consortium tribes actively educate residents of neighboring towns about the land process. All stakeholders 

are taught about the history of land alienation in California, possible uses for the land, and the importance of trust land as 

the foundation for tribal communities.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Land is at the heart of a people’s existence. Without a territorial base, it is almost impossible to sustain an economy and 

provide services to citizens. For the land-starved tribes in California, waiting until the BIA sorted out its mandate and staffing 

for land requests was not an option. The Fee-to-Trust Consortium allows tribes to work with each other and with BIA officials 

to make sure that they submit well-documented applications that are reviewed by highly qualified employees. These efforts 

have turned a bureaucratic bottleneck into an efficient process that helps tribes restore their lands so they can get on with 

the job of building their nations.
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Transit and tribally managed through contracts with two area transit providers. All bus routes are free, with the exception of one bus 
that makes a sixty mile trip to the city of LaGrande, Oregon for two dollars. The bus routes have meaningful names that are 
associated with the Confederated Tribes, such as the Cayuse Commuter and the Walla Walla Whistler.

The transit system is a runaway success. By 2009, area residents used the system for approximately 33,000 bus rides and over 
12,000 taxi rides per year. In 2010, combined ridership climbed to an impressive 60,000. The daily bus routes link the reservation 
to three airports, Amtrak rail, major regional businesses and shops, eight hospitals, four universities, and three community colleges. 
The buses are interconnected with other non-tribal regional systems, so that riders can transfer at regional hubs to travel anywhere 
in the country. Riders use CTUIR buses and taxis for a multitude of reasons such as after school activities, grocery shopping, and 
getting to work. The primary reason people use the tribe’s transit system, however, is a resounding one, to save money while also 
reducing their carbon footprint.

Offering Transit Service in Traditional Territory
By managing their own transit system, the Confederated Tribes can quickly respond to the needs of their citizens. For 
example, during the school year, buses run from the middle school and high school to the reservation so that children can 
participate in extracurricular activities. Taxi services take elders door-to-door to important community events or medical 
appointments that they might otherwise miss. Crucially, the transit system has made it more attractive and possible for tribal 
citizens to return to live on tribal lands, since they have easy access to shops and services in nearby municipalities. Transit 
connections are also an important tool for attracting non-tribal businesses to the reservation, since they know employees 
from all over the region can easily and reliably access the job site.

What is most remarkable about the CTUIR transit system, however, is that it reaches well beyond the boundaries of the 
reservation. While transit systems usually stop at municipal boundaries, CTUIR buses operate throughout the tribes’ pre-
reservation territory in the Columbia River basin. With their sovereign government status, the Confederated Tribes have 
negotiated agreements with neighboring local and regional governments to provide transit services across jurisdictions. The 
end result is that, although the Confederated Tribes have a total enrollment of just over 2,800 tribal members, the public 
transit system serves the entire region and its population of over 275,000. In fact, the Tribes’ transit service area now 
coincides with the boundaries of the 6.4 million acres of land that were ceded to the U.S. in the Treaty of 1855.

By serving all area residents, Indian and non-Indian, the transit system has increased the visibility of the Tribes and also created 
an enormous amount of goodwill with neighboring jurisdictions. The Confederated Tribes manage and fund a service to the 
region that did not exist before, using tribal resources to benefit both their own citizens and their neighbors. Consequently, many 
non-tribal members in the area have found work with tribal enterprises and other businesses located on the reservation. In fact, 
CTUIR Public Transit figures show that 40% of the taxi vouchers are used by employees who work on the reservation.

Public transit benefitting rural residents would not exist now or 25 years from now if not for the Confederated Umatilla Tribes. 
Ironically, even fortuitously, CTUIR provides public transportation services to places and along routes used by the tribes for 
thousands of years in their homeland territory. Because of sovereignty and the practice of self-governance the tribes transcend 
political barriers and jurisdictional boundaries to provide essential services and economic development enhancements where  
state and local governments are not empowered with either a regional sense of responsibility, vision, or authority.

Bringing the Lessons Home
Highly successful public transit systems in America’s rural areas are rare. This lack of transportation can make it difficult for 
people to make meaningful contributions to their own lives, as well as to their families and their communities. Working in close 
cooperation with other governments, the Confederated Tribes started a top-quality bus and taxi voucher service to make it easier 
and cheaper for area residents to access jobs and services. By seamlessly connecting the reservation to nearby communities, 
CTUIR Public Transit has improved the quality of life for tribal and non-tribal citizens, boosted the area’s economy, and 
strengthened ties with neighbors. The benefits are felt by everyone who lives on the Confederated Tribes’ ancestral lands.
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As of 2011, Leech Lake had signed two “Joint Powers” agreements to formalize judicial cooperation. In the agreements, the 

tribal and county courts pledge to “jointly exercise the powers and authorities conferred upon us as judges of our respective 

jurisdictions.” The tribe’s two joint Wellness Courts (in Cass and Itasca counties) monitor and provide services to participants 

after their sentencing in county court. In Cass County, Wellness Court sessions are held simultaneously in the county district 

court and tribal court through video conferencing, with judges from both systems presiding and the client choosing whichever 

location is more convenient. In Itasca County, hearings are held in the county courthouse with a county judge and a Leech 

Lake tribal court judge presiding side by side. 

Both tribal citizens and non-Native clients who are eligible for the Wellness Court program can opt to participate instead of 

completing their sentences. Court personnel draw up individualized treatment plans, and a team of officials from various state 

and tribal agencies meet once a week to discuss each participant’s case. Clients report their progress directly to the judges. This 

customized and coordinated approach is producing remarkable results. The Wellness Court has maintained an impressive 

recidivism rate of .03%, with only 1 of their 35 graduates reoffending since 2006. A program participant who had been 

incarcerated over 15 times and had been an addict since age 13 noted, “This program has taught me how to change.”

A New Spirit of Collaboration 

By creating tribal-county Wellness Courts, the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe has found an effective way to help its citizens 

caught up in the state criminal justice system. By pooling their authorities, expertise, and resources, the partners are better 

able to help clients. For instance, the state court system can access drug testing and probation personnel, while Leech Lake 

can call on spiritual healers to help tribal citizens make cultural connections and work through historical trauma.

Leech Lake’s initiative to establish the Wellness Courts changes clients’ lives, but it also has a wider impact. These pioneering 

partnerships help to overcome generations of racial tension and suspicion between the tribe and its non-Native neighbors. 

Community officials note that the spirit of collaboration has led to talks with neighboring governments addressing other areas 

of common concern and has improved relations between tribal and local law enforcement officers. The new trend is to work 

together rather than to spend energy on competition between jurisdictions.

Perhaps most significantly, the Wellness Courts have raised awareness of the Leech Lake Tribal Court as a legitimate and 

capable court. In a historic and deeply symbolic ceremony attended by senior state and tribal leaders, the Leech Lake flag 

was installed in the courtrooms of both Cass and Itasca counties. One county district court judge noted that he used to think 

tribal courts were inferior to state and federal courts but has “come to understand that they are equal and parallel systems.”

Bringing the Lessons Home

All too often, when tribal citizens enter the non-Native justice system, there is no way to bring community resources that can 

help achieve rehabilitation into the proceedings. Tribal citizens end up caught in an endless cycle of arrests and jail time. But 

the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe has found a way to intervene and work to improve their citizens’ well-being. By partnering 

with county district courts, the Leech Lake Tribal Court is able to participate in sentencing, bring the principles of restorative 

justice into the state system, and help determine and supervise appropriate treatment options. The new system helps 

offenders turn their lives around and makes the community a better and safer place.
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Investing with Values

Under the socially responsible investing (SRI) policy formally adopted by the Oneida Nation in the 1990s, the Trust Committee 

must manage funds “in a manner that does not enable harm to the environment or the spiritual or cultural values of Native 

Americans.” As one element of its strategy, the nation invests directly in Native communities, giving them much needed 

access to capital. The nation also takes part in shareholder advocacy, lobbying companies to change detrimental social, 

environmental, and governance policies. The Oneida leverages its activity by participating in the Forum for Sustainable and 

Responsible Investment (US SIF), a national organization whose members are committed to the principles of socially 

responsible investing. Taking a leadership role in the Forum, the nation co-founded the Indigenous People’s Working Group 

and held a major conference in 2010. Through this engagement, the Oneida Nation and others were able to identify Indian 

Country investment opportunities and create a hotlist of companies known to damage Indigenous communities. Additionally, 

the nation educates its own citizens about investment advocacy by publishing a quarterly newsletter and holding monthly 

committee meetings. To expand the impact of SRI across Indian Country, the Oneida and the US SIF developed a guidebook 

focused on ways other tribes can integrate socially responsible investing into their portfolios.

Since it began socially responsible investing, the Oneida Nation has participated in more than a dozen campaigns. In one 

example, Honeywell Corporation downplayed its responsibility for polluting Onondaga Lake, a significant place for the 

Oneida Nation and other tribes of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy. The Oneida Nation used proxy shares through its 

network of socially responsible investors to raise the issue before the Honeywell Board of Directors. The nation also has 

participated in advocacy to stop companies from using the name Crazy Horse without the consent of his descendents, 

worked with Peabody Energy to end the practice of slurrying coal with aquifer water used by the Navajo and Hopi Nations, 

and lobbied corporate sponsors such as FedEx about the offensiveness of the Washington National Football League 

franchise name.

A Voice in the Corporate World

The impact of Oneida’s actions has been strengthened by extensive work with non-Native partners, particularly through the 

Social Investment Forum. The work of the Oneida Nation to build bridges with other financial players means that Native 

issues are no longer seen as a niche problem but as a key area that corporations need to consider as they develop their 

policies and practices. In fact, when members of the Forum are surveyed about their major concerns for corporate 

performance, the treatment of Indigenous peoples ranks second only to environmental concerns.

One Oneida Trust Department employee notes, “For decades the tribes needed a voice. It was not only needed on a political 

level but on a corporate level as well.” The viewpoints of Native nations are not usually represented at the corporate table, 

and so their interests can be easily misunderstood or simply overlooked. Oneida’s investment advocacy in financial arenas 

helps raise overall awareness and forces companies to think about their impact on Native peoples.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Tribal governments often think carefully about how to reflect their culture and values in the businesses they run and programs 

they offer. But in many places, investments are made without much thought about the companies that tribal assets may be 

supporting. As long-time outsiders to mainstream U.S. money management, many tribal nations are not making the most of 

their financial clout. The investment advocacy of the Oneida Nation shows that tribal funds can be put to work within the 

financial system to bring about corporate awareness and positive change. By using targeted investment strategies, Oneida is 

providing for its future without causing undue harm in the present.
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In line with its vision as laid out in the economic strategy, the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo has begun to make significant changes 

to the way things work on the reservation. One initiative was the development of a Tribal Tax Code, which implements a sales 

tax, provides the infrastructure to issue licenses, collect taxes, and conduct audits. Under this new Tax Code, the pueblo’s 

tax revenue rose over 500%, mostly from non-tribal retail purchases. 

To regulate tribal enterprises, Ysleta passed a Tribal Corporation Code that includes provisions for independent governing 

boards. A new tribal development corporation, Tigua Inc., was the first entity chartered under the Code and has successfully 

restructured formerly money-losing tribal businesses. Other economic initiatives are currently in the planning stages, including 

the establishment of a tribal zoning and land use code and the formation of a Community Development Financial Institution. 

A Tigua Plan for the Future

Tigua’s economic plan is carefully built on both community and outside input. The work of the pueblo was informed by an 

impressive number of organizations, including the National Congress of American Indians, the Native Nations Institute at the 

University of Arizona, and a leading law firm specialized in Indian issues. Crucially, the insights of these professionals are 

balanced with the community’s priorities. For example, the pueblo’s economic strategy takes into account the need to work 

in a context with both an elected and traditional tribal council. The strategy also reflects the fact that the community defines 

prosperity not only in terms of economic well-being, but also in terms of preserving the Tigua traditions and way of life.

One of the most noteworthy outcomes of Project Pueblo is a clear separation between the pueblo’s business interests and its 

politics. Before the institutional changes, the Tribal Council oversaw the community’s business interests. Leaders candidly 

admit that it has been difficult to get into the habit of letting business decisions go through the proper channels, but the 

economic strategy gives them resolve. The concept of separation is now understood and accepted throughout the community, 

and has led to more certainty for business activities and a greater ability to recruit professional corporate staff.

From the beginning, the effects of Project Pueblo have been remarkable. Rather than continuing to react to outside events, 

the community strengthened its sovereignty by designing policy and rules to build up its own institutions. On-going outreach 

keeps residents involved and focuses on the future by teaching Tigua civics and nation building concepts to the Pueblo’s 

youth. As a consequence, the citizens have new-found pride and confidence. Relations have improved with neighboring 

governments and with the state of Texas, and the business climate on the reservation has improved. Indeed, perhaps the 

most revealing sentiment heard from Pueblo community members is that the casino shut-down turned out to be an opportunity 

for reflection, analysis, and transformation.

Bringing the Lessons Home

All governments seek to promote economic growth to provide jobs for their citizens and to collect revenues to support public 

services. When faced with an economic crisis that challenged not only citizens’ livelihoods but also the continued existence 

of the community, Ysleta del Sur Pueblo decided to make major changes. Rather than depend upon cyclical grant funding 

that would, at best, address only immediate needs, the pueblo reassessed what it means to be self-determined, what it 

means to support community growth, and what it means to be Tigua. The Tigua looked beyond the community’s business 

environment in order to see the community’s whole social, governmental, economic, and political environment. In doing so, 

Project Pueblo reinvigorated the methods by which governance, business, and visioning is conducted at Ysleta del Sur. By 

adopting a strategic plan that is deeply rooted in the community, the pueblo has created a strong foundation for its continued 

social, political, economic, and cultural development.
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ABOUT HONORING NATIONS

Celebrating, documenting, and disseminating the stories of the outstanding programs in self-governance that emerge 

daily from the Native nations, Honoring Nations highlights tribal government successes. It helps expand the capacities 

of Native nation builders by enabling them to learn from each others’ successes. The high public visibility and news 

coverage of Honoring Nations also permit non-Native policymakers, the media, and the general public to see what 

Native nations are actually doing in the drive for self-determination. Established in 1998, Honoring Nations’ experiences 

are the foundation for the teaching, advising, and policy analysis from the partnership between the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development and the Native Nations Institute at the University of Arizona.

At the heart of Honoring Nations is the principle that tribes themselves hold the key to positive social, political, cultural, 

and economic prosperity — and that self-governance plays a crucial role in building and sustaining strong, healthy 

Indian nations. Honoring Nations serves as a vehicle for shifting the focus from what does not work to what does, 

fostering pride and confidence in the ability of American Indian governments to make positive contributions to the 

wellbeing of their respective communities and citizens. The program is also founded on the idea that Native nations can 

benefit from having greater access to innovative ideas and effective governing approaches. Honored programs serve as 

important sources of knowledge and inspiration, and our experience shows that they are drawn upon by communities 

throughout Indian Country and far beyond.

Honoring Nations invites applications from American Indian governments across a broad range of subject areas: 

education; health care; resource management; government policy development and reform; justice; inter-governmental 

relations; and economic, social, and cultural programs. A Board of Governors comprised of distinguished individuals 

from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors guides the evaluation process, in which up to ten programs are selected 

for “High Honors” or “Honors.” All honorees receive national recognition. At each stage of the selection process, 

programs are evaluated on the basis of effectiveness, significance to sovereignty, cultural relevance, transferability, and 

sustainability. To facilitate the dissemination of best practices, honorees receive financial awards to share their success 

story with other governments. The Harvard Project also produces reports, case studies, and other curricular materials 

that are disseminated to tribal leaders, public servants, the media, scholars, students, and others interested in promoting 

and fostering excellence in governance.

By the close of 2010, Honoring Nations had recognized 112 exemplary tribal government programs, practices, and 

initiatives and has held three tribal government symposia.
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ABOUT THe HARvARd pROjecT ON
AmeRIcAN INdIAN ecONOmIc develOpmeNT

Founded in 1987, the Harvard Project aims to understand the conditions under which sustained, self-determined social 

and economic development is achieved among American Indian nations. The Harvard Project’s central activities include 

research and the application of research results in service to Indian Country. 

Research

The heart of the Harvard Project is the systematic, comparative study of social and economic development on American 

Indian reservations. What development strategies work, where, and why? Among the key research findings: 

Sovereignty Matters. When Native nations make their own decisions about what development approaches to take, they 

consistently out-perform external decision makers — on matters as diverse as governmental form, natural resource 

management, economic development, health care, and social service provision. 

Institutions Matter. For development to take hold, assertions of sovereignty must be backed by capable institutions of 

governance. Nations do this as they adopt stable decision rules, establish fair and independent mechanisms for dispute 

resolution, and separate politics from day-to-day business and program management. 

Culture Matters. Successful economies stand on the shoulders of legitimate, culturally grounded institutions of self-

government. Indigenous societies are diverse; each nation must equip itself with a governing structure, economic system, 

policies, and procedures that fit its own contemporary culture. 

Leadership Matters. Nation building requires leaders who introduce new knowledge and experiences, challenge 

assumptions, and propose change. Such leaders — whether elected, community, or spiritual — convince people that 

things can be different and inspire them to take action. 

Over the past twenty years, the Harvard Project has undertaken hundreds of research studies and advisory projects. 

Results of Harvard Project research are published widely. Summary treatments are provided in “Reloading the Dice: 

Improving the Chances of Economic Development on American Indian Reservations” (Cornell and Kalt) and “Sovereignty 

and Nation-Building: The Development Challenge in Indian Country Today” (Cornell and Kalt). Both papers, plus many 

additional publications are available on the Harvard Project’s website: www.hpaied.org.
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ABOUT THe ARTIST 

Peter B. Jones, Potter/Sculptor

Born on the Seneca’s Cattaraugus Indian Reservation to an Onondaga mother and a Seneca father, his childhood 

experience was in an era of transition. It was a period of hearing the adults speak only in Seneca and one where 

children were encouraged to speak English. At fifteen, Jones decided to attend the Institute of American Indian Arts 

in Santa Fe, NM where he studied under master Hopi artist, Otellie Loloma. This led to his life’s work as an artist 

and spokesperson for Indigenous people.

Jones now enjoys over 40 years of living as an artist and working in mediums of both pottery and sculpture. The 

National Museum of the American Indian; The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; Institute of American Indian Arts; The 

Heard Museum; Museum of Anthropology, Berlin, Germany; and the Seneca-Iroquois National Museum, among 

many others, include his works in their collections. Jones is often invited to participate in the prestigious Indian 

Market at the Eiteljorg Museum as well as many other special exhibitions, both nationally and internationally. He 

hopes his works of art prompt us all to remember that the pottery tradition of Iroquois people is still alive and well.

Hailing from the Beaver Clan, Jones often bases his creations on traditional Iroquois pottery designs. The special 

curation for the Honoring Nation Awards are so inspired, with past award details including effigy faces on the collar, 

adorned with traditional geometric designs. We wish Peter, his wife Roberta Jones, his son Michael, his daughter 

Lilyan, and his two grandchildren the best of all and offer sincere appreciation for his invaluable contributions to the 

Honoring Nations Award. 

Peter Jones can be contacted by email at pbjones@dishmail.net or by phone at 716-532-5993.






