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Honoring Nations and the Harvard Project

Honoring Contributions in the Governance of American Indian Nations (Honoring Nations) identi-
fies, celebrates, and shares outstanding examples of tribal governance. Created in 1998, the pro-
gram has awarded 118 Contributions and three All-Stars demonstrating excellence and innova-
tion while addressing critical concerns and challenges facing the more than 565 Indian nations and 
their citizens. Honorees serve as sources of knowledge and inspiration throughout Indian Coun-
try and beyond. Honoring Nations is administered by the Harvard Project on American Indian Eco-
nomic Development (Harvard Project) at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, and 
is a proud member of a wordwide family of governmental best practice programs.

From the Board of Governors

Haudenosaunee history tell us that when the great Peacemaker came amongst our people some 
thousand years ago, he gave us democratic principles. These principles include an understanding 
of responsibility. The Peacemaker told us, “When you sit and you council for the welfare of the 
people, think not of yourself, nor of your family, nor even of your generation.” He instructed us to 
make our decisions on behalf of seven generations coming, and those faces that are looking up 
from the earth, and each layer waiting their time, coming—coming—coming. We have responsi-
bility. My uncle, Chief Shenandoah used to say, “You had better start planting.” That is what these 
honored programs are doing. Planting takes all kinds of forms and all kinds of ideas. The 2014 
Honoring Nations Honorees are demonstrating democratic principles and taking responsibility—
planting the seeds for the coming generations. Congratulations and thank you for serving your 
people well.

Chief Oren Lyons, Chairman of the Board
Chief and Faithkeeper, Onondaga Indian Nation

HONORING NATIONS 2014
Celebrating Excellence In Tribal Governance



II    |    EXCELLENCE IN TRIBAL GOVERNANCE

HONORING NATIONS  
BOARD OF GOVERNORS

Chairman of the Board of 
Governors & Chief and 
Faithkeeper, Onondaga 
Indian Nation

Onondaga

Chairman Elect of the Board 
of Governors; Co-Director, 
New Mexico Leadership 
Institute; & Former Governor, 
Cochiti Pueblo

Cochiti

Young Global Leader, World 
Economic Forum

Seneca

OREN R. LYONS

ANDREW LEE MICHAEL LIPSKY

REGIS PECOS

Consultant and Board 
Member, First Peoples Fund 
and Johnson Scholarship 
Foundation

Oglala Lakota

MARK MACARRO

SHERRY SALWAY BLACK

Professor, Native Nations 
Law and Policy Center, 
Sociology, UCLA

Turtle Mountain Chippewa

DUANE CHAMPAGNE

Attorney, Native American 
Rights Fund

Athabaskan

HEATHER KENDALL-MILLER

Distinguished Senior Fellow, 
DEMOS & Visiting Professor 
of Public Policy, Georgetown 
Public Policy Institute

Chairman, Pechanga Band 
of Luiseño Mission Indians

Pechanga Band of Luiseño 
Mission Indians



HONORING NATIONS 2014    |    III

HONORING NATIONS  
BOARD OF GOVERNORS

ALFREDA MITRE

Director, American Indian 
Environmental Office,  
US EPA

Mandan

President, DM Gipp & 
Associates, LLC

Standing Rock Sioux

Managing Partner & 
Co-Founder, Ietan 
Consulting

Otoe-Missouria/Osage

JOANN K. CHASE

WILSON PIPESTEM

DAVID GIPP

Senior Advisor to the 
Chairman, Espírito Santo 
Financial Group

Apache

BRIAN C. MCK. HENDERSON

HONORARY:
ELSIE M. MEEKS
Oglala Lakota

SUSAN M. WILLIAMS
Sisseton Wahpeton Dakota

PETERSON ZAH
Navajo

Tribal Program Director, US 
EPA - Region 8 & Former 
Chairwoman, Las Vegas 
Paiute Tribe

Paiute



IV    |    EXCELLENCE IN TRIBAL GOVERNANCE

TABLE OF CONTENTS



HONORING NATIONS 2014    |    1

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction ..........................................................................................................................I

Board of Governors ............................................................................................................. II

2014 Honoring Nations Awardees

Lummi Wetland and Habitat Mitigation Bank .................................................................2
Lummi Nation

Owe’neh Bupingeh Rehabilitation Project .................................................................... 10
Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo

Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribal Child Welfare Program .................................................... 18
Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe

Potawatomi Leadership Program ..................................................................................26
Citizen Potawatomi Nation

Scott County Association for Leadership and Efficiency (SCALE) ....................................34
Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community

Swinomish Climate Change Initiative ............................................................................42
Swinomish Indian Tribal Community

About Honoring Nations & The Harvard Project ................................................................. 50

Acknowledgments .............................................................................................................54

Honoring Nations Featured Artist .......................................................................................56



HONORS

LUMMI WETLAND AND HABITAT MITIGATION BANK
LUMMI NATION



HONORING NATIONS 2014    |    3

Tribal Wetlands under Threat

The Lummi Nation is located northwest of Bellingham, Washington and has a 
population of approximately 5,000 citizens living on and near the reservation. 
The 12,500 acre Lummi Reservation includes portions of the Nooksack River 
and Lummi River, their estuaries, and about 7,000 additional acres of tidelands 
along the Salish Sea. These areas provide crucial habitat for culturally and eco-
logically important salmon and shellfish, wetland plants, and animals such as 
frogs, eagles, and heron.

In the early 1990s, the Lummi Nation began to worry about the effect of rapid 
growth on the reservation’s natural resources. Development on tribal lands 
and in neighboring towns was threatening the health of area watersheds and 
affecting salmon and shellfish habitats—resources of critical importance to the 
Lummi people for commercial, ceremonial, and subsistence reasons. US Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and Corps of Engineers rules require developers 
to avoid, minimize, and then mitigate for any unavoidable wetland impacts, 
but the effectiveness of mitigation projects is mixed. On the reservation, the 
nation’s ability to protect wetland areas was further complicated by US pol-
icies that had created land parcels in which multiple people have an owner-
ship interest.

At the same time, the Lummi Nation faced demands to make reservation 
land development easier, especially for tribal housing and business develop-
ment. The nation inventoried the reservation and found that over 40 percent 
was wetlands, which significantly reduced the area in which it was possible to 
build. Additionally, any building project that had the potential to affect wet-
lands triggered a complex and lengthy permitting process mandated by the 
federal Clean Water Act. The process added cost and uncertainty to projects 
since it required analysis of project-specific mitigation alternatives, a mitiga-

Tribal land is a scarce resource, and tribal leaders often face competing demands 
concerning land use. Especially pressing are the potential tradeoffs between 
development and environmental stewardship. The Lummi Nation was eager 

to develop housing and commercial properties but wanted to make sure that these 
projects would not damage ecologically sensitive areas on the reservation. To help 
manage development on its lands, the nation created the first tribally operated com-
mercial wetland mitigation bank in the country. The Lummi Wetlands and Habitat 
Mitigation Bank sells mitigation credits to both tribal and non-tribal projects, help-
ing the nation balance its development and preservation goals.
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tion plan, plan approval, plan implementation (including acquisition of mitiga-
tion land), and ten years of monitoring and reporting on the mitigation effort. 
Given the difficulty of pursuing projects with wetland or habitat impacts, the 
tribe and other potential developers frequently abandoned initiatives that could 
have improved reservation residents’ quality of life. To change this outcome, 
the Lummi Nation needed to find a way to develop land while also conserv-
ing its wetlands.

Balancing Development and Preservation

The Lummi Nation spent over ten years developing the Lummi Nation Wet-
land and Habitat Mitigation Bank, a tool which allows the nation to stream-
line the land permitting process, generate income, and protect crucial land par-
cels. Developers proposing projects on or near the reservation that will affect 
wetlands no longer need to develop project-specific mitigation plans. Instead, 
they can apply to buy credits from the Mitigation Bank, which helps preserve 
land areas designated by the Lummi Nation and pre-approved by the US Army 
Corps of Engineers and the US Environmental Protection Agency to meet per-
mit conditions. Within the mitigation parcels, the Northwest Indian Fisheries 
Commission is the guarantor of the conservation easement required to per-
manently protect the land.

By offsetting development with the restoration and protection of land areas 
chosen by the tribe, the Mitigation Bank offers superior wetland and habitat 
protection and enhancement while also serving as an effective adaptive strat-
egy for sea level rise associated with climate change impacts. As an alterna-
tive to the conservation of small and disjointed wetland parcels, the Lummi 
Nation has identified three reservation areas totaling almost 2,000 acres that 
are part of an overall effort to enhance its estuary and shore lands. Unlike 
site-specific mitigation projects, the lands are protected and enhanced before 
development begins to affect the area. This includes intensive monitoring, con-
verting drained lands back to wetlands, replanting native species such as wil-
lows and conifers, and removing invasive species such as English Ivy and Jap-
anese Knotweed. Because Mitigation Bank lands are subject to a perpetual 
conservation easement, they will remain undeveloped forever. Eventually, the 
Mitigation Bank will preserve about 22 percent of the reservation uplands (as 
opposed to tidelands) land base.
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Since the Mitigation Bank saves developers time and money on required envi-
ronmental impact work, credits have significant economic value. Currently 
the Lummi Nation has set a price of $300,000 per credit; it also has estab-
lished reduced rates for specified uses. Commercial projects undertaken by the 
tribal government or individual tribal members receive a discount of 25 per-
cent, while tribal government housing and tribal municipal projects receive a 
50 percent discount. Individual tribal members can obtain credits at no cost to 
build a single-family home. An Administrative Panel—made up of the direc-
tors of the Lummi Nation Natural Resources Department, Planning Depart-
ment, and Cultural Resources Preservation Department—reviews each appli-
cation to assign the appropriate number of mitigation credits to each project 
and to determine their cost.

Lummi Nation mitigation credits have proven highly desirable. Initial Phase 1A 
credits generated interest from project developers located on tribal lands and 
in the surrounding area. The Lummi Nation’s Silver Reef Hotel, Casino and Spa 
bought the first available credits to fill in a low-value wetland for a parking lot 
expansion. Other purchasers included the Lummi Planning Department, the 
Washington Department of Transportation, and numerous private develop-
ers. By mid-2015, 7.3 credits have been sold, generating approximately $1.6 
million in revenue for the Lummi Nation. Taking into account both tribal proj-
ect discounts and the scarcity value of credits as their availability declines, the 
Lummi Nation estimates that the entire Mitigation Bank is worth over $85 mil-
lion and has the capacity to offset wetland impacts for the next hundred years.

Lummi Nation Priorities

The Mitigation Bank has greatly improved the Lummi Nation’s ability to manage 
reservation land use. Tribal plans for housing and new enterprises are now eas-
ier to initiate, since there is a simple and clear mechanism for dealing with eco-
logical impacts. The income generated by the sale of the credits flows directly 
into the Lummi Nation general fund, providing additional revenue for imple-
mentation of the tribe’s priorities. The Lummi Nation also has sole authority 
to decide whether or not to make credits available to a particular project and 
to set prices. In one recent case, a private, off-reservation developer wished 
to buy credits from the Mitigation Bank for a project that conflicted with the 
tribe’s interests; the Lummi Nation chose not to make the credits available. 
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While it does not resolve all land-use issues, the Mitigation Bank is an admin-
istrative mechanism that strengthens the Lummi Nation’s wetland restoration 
and habitat preservation efforts. In establishing the Bank, the nation systemat-
ically identified the areas of the reservation that would be protected based on 
their environmental and cultural significance. The Mitigation Bank provides the 
legal framework for acquiring and restoring these areas on a large scale. For 
example, where land parcels have fractionated ownership, the Lummi Nation 
can buy the interest shares from all the owners, simplifying reservation land 
ownership and consolidating Lummi Nation land holdings for preservation pur-
poses. Crucially, although Mitigation Bank lands are designated as conserva-
tion lands in perpetuity, the Lummi Nation retains its treaty rights to hunt, fish, 
gather, and perform ceremonies in the protected areas. This aspect is unique 
to the tribal Mitigation Bank and associated conservation easement.

The Mitigation Bank also helps integrate the Lummi Nation’s land manage-
ment objectives with those of surrounding communities and governments. The 
Lummi Nation worked closely with federal, state, and local agencies to secure 
agreement that the Mitigation Bank could be used to mitigate for unavoidable 
wetland impacts throughout the bank service area, which extends off-reser-
vation.  This important precedent, which is now codified in the Washington 
Administrative Code, makes it possible for credits generated by the mitigation 
bank to be used to mitigate off-reservation development impacts. Federal and 
state agencies responsible for fish, wildlife, wetland, and environmental pro-
tection coordinate with tribal officials on the plans for mitigation lands, ensur-
ing that ecosystem-wide objectives are met. Since the Mitigation Bank land 
is tribal, however, the State of Washington has agreed to maintain observer 
status and defer to federal approvals. The role of the Northwest Indian Fish-
eries Commission in enforcing the Mitigation Bank conservation easement is 
particularly noteworthy: it brings the experience of neighboring tribes to the 
table and gives all parties confidence that the Lummi Nation will fulfill its con-
servation obligations.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Lummi Nation Wetland and Habitat Mitigation Bank is an innovative tool that 
allows the tribe to meet environmental objectives and facilitate economic devel-
opment on its reservation. By designating certain lands for the Mitigation Bank, 
the nation is preserving the natural resources that are critically important to 
Lummi culture and livelihood. At the same time, the option to buy mitigation 
credits makes it easier for the nation to pursue housing and commercial devel-
opments that strengthen its economy.



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Creative and integrated 
management of wetlands 
can promote cultural values 
and reframe economic 
development opportunities.

2  Mitigation banks are a 
proven, cost-effective way 
to preserve and enhance 
ecologically and culturally 
important wetland resources. 

3  Tribal policies that are 
administratively effective, 
technically sound, and legally 
defensible strengthen tribal 
sovereignty. 

Lummi Wetland and Habitat Mitigation Bank  |  Lummi Nation
2665 Kwina Road  |  Bellingham, WA 98226
http://www.lummi-nsn.org
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Many American families dream of owning a single family home in a suburban 
subdivision. Yet on tribal lands this type of housing can have devastating 
social and cultural consequences—especially for a community like Ohkay 

Owingeh, whose residents traditionally lived in high density housing surrounding cen-
tral plazas. At Ohkay Owingeh, US Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) policies supported the construction of new suburban subdivisions over the 
rehabilitation of traditional pueblo dwellings—and homes at the pueblo’s core that 
had been occupied for generations slowly were being abandoned. The pueblo under-
took to revitalize the historic village center in a way that celebrates traditional cul-
ture, bringing life back to the plazas that are the cultural heart of the nation.

Traditional Homes Abandoned

Ohkay Owingeh, the “Place of the Strong People,” is one of 19 federally rec-
ognized pueblos in New Mexico. The nation’s small land base is located 30 
minutes north of Santa Fe along the Rio Grande River and is home for approx-
imately 3,500 community members. The village center, known as Owe’neh 
Bupingeh, has been occupied for over 700 years. Owe’neh Bupingeh consists 
of four plazas surrounded by historic pueblo-style homes. These plazas are the 
site of important dances and ceremonies held throughout the year.

Over time, however, the homes surrounding the plazas in Owe’neh Bupingeh 
fell into disrepair. Strikingly, while several hundred dwellings existed in old 
pictures of the village center, by 2005 only fifty-six houses were still standing. 
Large gaps appeared around the plazas as houses crumbled away. On feast 
days the area was busy, but most of the time there were few signs of life. Less 
than half of the homes in Owe’neh Bupingeh were used as primary residences 
and very few were in good condition. None of the remaining houses had their 
original second stories. Many of the homes were used only to host gatherings 
during the ceremonies and others were completely abandoned. The situation 
was complicated by traditional inheritance practices, which not only created 
shared ownership but could also result in room-by-room ownership. When 
the kitchen was owned by a different family member than the living room or 
bedroom, who might be allowed to live in the house, and who was responsi-
ble for its upkeep?

Federal housing policies reinforced the decline of the village center by fund-
ing construction of single-family homes on the outskirts of the reservation. 
Many families moved out so that they could enjoy modern amenities in the 
new houses. However, moving spread community members out across the 
reservation and took them away from the traditional social structure of the 
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Owe’neh Bupingeh plaza, which tied families and clans together. The depopu-
lation of the historic village center wasn’t just a pueblo version of urban decay, 
it was threatening the cultural integrity, language transmission, and life-ways 
of Ohkay Owingeh.

Revitalizing Culture through Housing

The Ohkay Owingeh Housing Authority, working closely with the tribal coun-
cil, embarked on a complex, long-term project to revitalize the buildings in 
Owe’neh Bupingeh. The goal was to bring families back to live around the pla-
zas. The project began modestly with a grant of $7,500 from the New Mexico 
State Historic Preservation Office to hire six high school students. The students 
documented the pueblo by utilizing GIS and GPS equipment to measure the 
buildings existing conditions and interviewing elders to record their recollec-
tions and stories of daily life in the pueblo.

With this initial research in hand, the pueblo convened a series of community 
meetings with current village center residents, tribal council members, cultural 
leaders, and Pueblo citizens to identify the kinds of changes that could make 
Owe’neh Bupingeh homes more appealing. A consensus emerged that it was 
important to save the buildings since they “contained the breath and sweat 
of our people” but that modern amenities should be added. Having made the 
decision to renovate, repair, and rebuild, the pueblo next needed a process for 
clarifying ownership and responsibility for each home. The tribal council and 
tribal realty department established a transparent procedure for tribal mem-
bers to record their claims on homes in Owe’neh Bupingeh and transfer own-
ership shares, making it possible for renovations to begin.

Early on, the Ohkay Owingeh Housing Authority also called a meeting of key 
parties to the project: the Ohkay Owingeh Tribal Council, New Mexico Mort-
gage Finance Authority, New Mexico Division of Cultural Affairs Heritage Pres-
ervation Division, and HUD Office of Native American Programs. These part-
ners signed a memorandum of understanding defining their commitments and 
roles and held regular meetings to help ensure smooth and culturally appro-
priate progress. The meetings were particularly important for helping manage 
competing agency standards. While HUD provided the bulk of project financ-
ing through income-based block grants and Indian Community Development 
Block Grants, by 2014 the pueblo had raised a total of $9 million for the reha-
bilitation project from over 20 different sources.
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To date, 34 of the homes in Owe’neh Bupingeh have been renovated and the 
results are inspiring. There is updated water and sewer in the village center 
area and the electrical lines have been buried. The renovated homes now boast 
modern kitchens, bathrooms, and even laundry rooms. Second floors were 
added to some units, creating spacious, light-filled bedrooms. At the same 
time, important traditional elements were preserved. The buildings maintain 
their original layout and connectedness to each other around the plaza. The 
outer walls have been restored to the historic mud-plaster adobe instead of 
modern cement stucco.

The revitalization of Owe’neh Bupingeh has created strong demand for vil-
lage housing. With more families living around the plazas, interest in tradi-
tional practices and participation in ceremonies is growing. The families living 
in Owe’neh Bupingeh are asked to participate in mud-plaster training work-
shops and to contribute to the upkeep of the homes, and those living else-
where on the reservation are encouraged to join in. This has revived a tradi-
tion that elders remember fondly from their childhoods—neighbors working 
together to maintain their homes. One tribal member observes, “The weak-
ness and sadness that once existed is now laughter, voices, and aromas, which 
makes it a living pueblo. You can feel its strength and power as though you 
have entered a space that requires its highest form of respect.”

A Plan Driven by Community

The Owe’neh Bupingeh project has won numerous architectural awards for its 
design and careful attention to cultural norms. But the housing plan is also nota-
ble as an act of tribal sovereignty. From the beginning, the pueblo conceived 
and carried out the initiative based on its own priorities. Ohkay Owingeh con-
sciously rejected the federal and state approach to historical preservation that 
required restoring the homes to their appearance at a particular point in his-
tory. Instead, architectural choices flowed from their usefulness in preserving 
the cultural value of the homes, bringing families back into the heart of the 
community and back into close contact. For Ohkay Owingeh, the rehabilita-
tion of the homes surrounding the plazas was never just about housing. One 
tribal member notes that the renovation was “guided by historic research, but 
the village is not a museum, and it will continue to evolve organically.”  
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Positive intergovernmental relationships were another key ingredient of the 
Owe’neh Bupingeh revitalization plan. Initially, the tribal council was uncom-
fortable involving state and federal agencies in a project that dealt with the 
sacred and spiritual sites. But Ohkay Owingeh was able to work with the numer-
ous partner agencies on its own terms, finding a way to balance the commu-
nity’s goals and vision with agency mandates. As one Ohkay Owingeh Hous-
ing Authority representative explained, “All funders and the state preservation 
office were brought to the table to understand the complexity of the project 
and to request everyone’s patience and cooperation.” Ohkay Owingeh also 
created a cultural advisory team, made up of  highest spiritual leaders, to take 
the lead on decisions about building materials and artifacts found in the area 
during construction. This proactive approach helped ensure that sensitive mat-
ters were dealt with properly and within the community instead of defaulting 
to state and federal archeological mandates.

Community participation was also fundamental to project success. The hous-
ing authority conducted “deep outreach” into the community, involving not 
only current and future residents of the village center, but also youth, elders, 
cultural leaders, the tribal council, and tribal departments. All interested tribal 
members could take part in regular planning meetings or serve on an advisory 
committee for the Owe’neh Bupingeh project. A housing authority employee 
noted that this extensive community input gave project leaders authority when 
speaking with outside partners. Community members were deeply involved in 
the actual construction project as well, constituting half the workforce hired 
and trained by a Native-owned project contractor. Ultimately, the project’s 
strong emphasis on community ensured that there was wide support for proj-
ect decisions and reinforced the idea that the village center is central to the 
cultural heritage of all Ohkay Owingeh citizens.

Bringing the Lessons Home

Building a home can be seen as a practical matter of providing shelter. The 
community of Ohkay Owingeh also knows that housing and housing patterns 
have far-reaching cultural consequences. The pueblo found a way to integrate 
modern lifestyles with a way of life that has been followed for centuries. Res-
idents of Owe’neh Bupingeh are learning to plaster their homes in the same 
way their ancestors did and are teaching their children how to care for the 
pueblo in the future. By using the housing project to fulfill a broader commu-
nity vision of bringing families back to the spiritual center of the village, Ohkay 
Owingeh is making sure that the area around the plazas will remain vibrant for 
the next generations. The tribal leader who now hears babies crying during 
ceremonial dances on the plazas can say with pride: “There is life here again.”



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Rebuilding the physical and 
historic core of a community 
can help rebuild relationships, 
revive cultural practices, and 
strengthen the nation.

2  Investments in community 
engagement and planning 
are essential ingredients 
to sustaining Native 
communities. 

3  A strong vision and clear 
programmatic goals 
ensure the success 
of intergovernmental 
agreements and reflect 
sovereignty in action.

Owe’neh Bupingeh Rehabilitation Project  |  Ohkay Owingeh
PO Box 1059  |  Ohkay Owingeh, NM 87566
http://www.ohkayowingehhousingauthority.org
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Losing S’Klallam Children

For thousands of years, the S’Klallam people have lived in what is now Wash-
ington State, digging clams, fishing, and hunting along inland salt-water basins 
and rivers. Today, the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe has a reservation of approx-
imately 1,700 acres of trust land on the northern tip of the Kitsap Peninsula, 
roughly 30 miles northwest across Puget Sound from Seattle. The tribe has 
nearly 1,300 citizens, including more than 400 children.

The destabilizing effects of racism, dislocation, and the loss of traditional eco-
nomic pursuits led to serious problems within many S’Klallam families. Unfor-
tunately, a patchwork of federal and state laws and regulations provided only 
fragmented and “foreign” social services on the reservation. These programs 
rarely took cultural traditions or values into account, left families bewildered, 
and were ineffective at meeting parents’ needs. As a result, some S’Klallam 
children found themselves unsafe within their own homes.

Distressingly, PGST was powerless to ensure that children who needed to be 
removed from their parents’ homes stayed within the community. Often, rela-
tives could not afford to take on an extra financial burden and were ineligible 
for child maintenance payments since they were not state-certified foster fam-
ilies. Deep distrust of the state meant that most tribal homes did not welcome 
state inspectors—to the point that over a period of twenty years, only three 
homes on the reservation obtained foster care licenses. Almost every S’Klal-
lam child under court protection was placed off-reservation with a non-Na-
tive family. Children had to deal with being separated not only from their par-
ents but also from their relatives and from cultural traditions that might offer 
support and healing. People often avoided reporting family problems to the 
authorities, knowing a child might be taken away forever.

Children are the future of any nation. In the US, a misguided and shameful his-
tory of removing Native children from their homes destroyed families and 
communities. Although the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1978 affirmed 

tribal nations’ role in child protection, assimilationist policies have an ongoing influ-
ence, and Native children continue to be removed from their communities at an alarm-
ing rate. At-risk children taken into the homes of non-Native families typically grow 
up with no connection to their extended families and lose their cultural identity. The 
Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe (PGST) resolved to create its own Child Welfare Pro-
gram and recently took complete control over federal funds for child welfare, a first 
among tribes in the US. PGST provides services that are culturally sensitive and inte-
grated with tribal programs to protect children and strengthen families.
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A Happy Growing-Up Life

In the mid-1980s, PGST began running its own Indian Child Welfare program. 
This marked the beginning of a decades-long effort to take full control over 
child welfare activities. The nation adopted numerous child welfare provisions 
in its code, using S’Klallam traditions of collaborative problem-solving to out-
line court procedures for families in crisis. The code includes the words of a 
S’Klallam elder that “every child should have a happy growing-up life” to guide 
child custody decision-making. Multiple provisions emphasize the importance 
of an on-going role for parents, extended family members, and the tribe as a 
whole in the life of the child.

To address the problem of off-reservation foster placements, PGST began nego-
tiations in 2003 with the State of Washington to operate foster care on the 
reservation. The resulting tribal-state agreement allowed PGST to license its 
own homes according to tribal standards and also made maintenance pay-
ments available to tribal foster families.

In the years that followed, program staff realized that non-S’Klallam approaches 
were influencing their work and that there was a need to put tribal child wel-
fare practices into writing. The groundbreaking project, which took almost 
four years to create, involved dozens of interviews with tribal employees, for-
mer foster children, care providers, family members of children in care, tribal 
advisory boards, and tribal council members. The result is a tribal child wel-
fare practice manual containing guidelines and tips for employees that reflect 
community preferences and S’Klallam values.

Administratively, PGST deliberately placed its Child Welfare Program within its 
integrated Children and Family Services Department, which manages youth 
and elder activities, Medicaid, child support, substance abuse programs, coun-
seling services, and Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF). Child Welfare Pro-
gram family care coordinators get feedback from parents and offer them ser-
vices in a holistic way, rather than in a piecemeal, program-by-program fashion. 
In response to community concerns that the tribal employees helping a fam-
ily should not also be asked to report on them, the tribe established a position 
within the tribal police force known as “the detective.” This officer coordinates 
with the Child Welfare Program and is responsible for investigating home sit-
uations in which there is concern about a child’s wellbeing.
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In 2008, a change in federal government rules made tribes eligible to oper-
ate the federal Foster Care Program under Title IV-E of the Social Security Act. 
Until that point, only states were eligible to administer these federal funds. 
PGST seized on the opportunity to expand control over child welfare pay-
ments and secure another funding stream for its work with vulnerable fami-
lies. With extensive planning and technical assistance from Washington State, 
the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe became the first Native nation to receive fed-
eral approval to administer Title IV-E funds directly.

The Child Welfare Program has completely transformed what happens when 
S’Klallam families find themselves in crisis. Parents are never punished for admit-
ting they cannot care for their children. If a child can no longer safely remain in 
the home, parents and relatives participate in planning for the future. The tribe 
has approved nearly 20 foster homes and many families proudly display the 
licenses in their windows. Under the tribal Child Welfare Program, the steady 
rise in the number of S’Klallam children going into court-ordered care has been 
halted. Notably, since the beginning of tribal licensing not one S’Klallam child 
under tribal court protection has been placed in an off-reservation foster home.

Tribal Sovereignty and Tribal Values

By operating its own tribal Child Welfare Program, PGST has reasserted its sov-
ereignty over the future of S’Klallam children. Reflecting the S’Klallam belief 
that the entire tribe is the child’s family, PGST makes it a priority for its young-
est citizens to participate in significant cultural events. The tribal code requires 
that child custody determinations consider how children “will maintain signifi-
cant contact with parents, siblings, grandparents, other extended family mem-
bers and the Port Gamble S’Klallam community” and notes that children should 
be given “an opportunity to learn about and participate in the S’Klallam way.” 
In its guardianship provisions, the code states clearly that “the care of children 
is both a family and tribal responsibility.” The child welfare practice manual 
also notes that, especially for children that may have to change homes sev-
eral times, the tribe takes on great importance as the child’s permanent family.

PGST successfully challenged the child welfare status quo by making gradual 
changes that built up its track record and program authority. The tribe’s pro-
gram has a strong foundation, expressed in writing both in the tribal code and 
in the practice manual. This makes non-negotiable S’Klallam values explicit and 
helps reassure partners that proper procedures are in place. Negotiations with 
the federal government for Title IV-E funding were time-consuming and costly, 
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but the advantage of being recognized on an equal footing with states helps 
the tribe claim authority for all S’Klallam children regardless of where they live. 
Program employees have traveled as far away as California and Michigan to 
request that S’Klallam children be transferred to tribal court from other juris-
dictions. Today, the tribe also receives regular invitations to child welfare sum-
mits and meetings for Title IV-E child welfare providers, giving them a new seat 
at the table in policy and practice discussions.

The tribe’s Child Welfare Program also gained independence by taking advan-
tage of opportunities as they became available. For example, in its negotiations 
with Washington State and subsequently with the federal government, the 
tribe was able to legitimize S’Klallam practices that differ from state and fed-
eral policies. Now, tribal provisions for involuntarily terminating parental rights 
are much more stringent than state rules. PGST has no timelines for perma-
nency, an approach that is widely used off-reservation. Fostering and guardian-
ship agreements offer stability for children without excluding parents who are 
expected to “keep working toward being a good parent and offering what-
ever they can to benefit their children.” Unlike state and federal child welfare 
programs, S’Klallam teachings recognize that parents always have gifts to offer 
their children, whether or not they are able to care for them.

Bringing the Lessons Home

In the words of one Port Gamble S’Klallam tribal official, “If a tribe does not 
have its children, there are not many other things worth fighting for in the 
future.” The tribe has affirmed its right to determine what happens to S’Klal-
lam children who are at risk and keep them connected to their cultural tradi-
tions. By working closely with its state counterparts and gaining control of fed-
eral funds, the tribal Child Welfare Program has established itself as full child 
welfare provider. The Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe is now able to use S’Klal-
lam values to care for and heal vulnerable families. Most importantly, the tribe 
is keeping its children home where they can develop into productive citizens 
and future leaders for the nation.



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Community values must be at 
the core of tribal child welfare 
polices, as reflected in the PGST’s 
definition of “family” as “tribe.”

2  Interagency and intergovernmental 
relationships are fundamental to 
addressing child welfare and for 
increasing the legitimacy of the 
tribe's actions with the county and 
state.

3  New mechanisms for the exercise 
of sovereignty provide for the 
welfare and protection of Native 
children. 

Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe Child Welfare Program  |  Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe
31912 Little Boston Road NE  |  Kingston, WA 98366
www.pgst.nsn.us
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Opportunities far from Home

In the early 1800s, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation was forcibly removed from 
its traditional homelands in the Great Lakes region. Today, the nation is based 
in Shawnee, Oklahoma and approximately two-thirds of its 30,000 citizens live 
outside of Oklahoma. As recently as the early 1970s, the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation government was housed in a Bureau of Indian Affairs trailer with only 
a few hundred dollars in the tribal bank account. Beginning in 1975, CPN 
began to take over the management of its own affairs and has since grown 
to become a major economic force in the region.

With this success, CPN began to give hundreds of college scholarships to prom-
ising students every year. However, many of the recipients did not have a con-
nection to the nation or a way to learn about tribal affairs. While CPN’s cur-
rent leadership had spearheaded major changes in governance and overseen 
hard-won expansions of sovereignty, many younger citizens were unaware of 
this history and even of the functions and operations of tribal government.

Youth born and brought up far from Oklahoma often faced the additional 
challenge of having fewer ties to CPN. Because of their physical distance from 
tribal lands, many felt disconnected. In the words of one Citizen Potawatomi 
scholarship recipient, “I feared if someone asked me about my tribe I wouldn’t 
know what to say.” Even students who grew up in Oklahoma felt alienated 
from home when they moved away to pursue their studies. Like many tribes 
across the country, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation faced an important ques-
tion: When your citizens live far away, how do you make sure they still belong 
and have the wherewithal to participate in their government?

Proud of the increasing number of citizens pursuing college degrees, the Citi-
zen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) leaders became concerned that their talented 
students were not getting enough education in what it means to be Citizen 

Potawatomi. To nurture the nations’ future political leadership, the tribe launched 
the Potawatomi Leadership Program, which gives students an unforgettable “crash 
course” in CPN government, economy, and culture. In doing so, program graduates 
are armed with the cultural and political knowledge they need to become the lead-
ers they were born to be.
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An Internship with a Difference

The Citizen Potawatomi leadership recognized that the best way to educate 
tribal youth about the nation’s governing system, laws, policies, and programs 
was from within the heart of tribal government. The Potawatomi Leadership 
Program provides an opportunity for promising students to supplement their 
college education with a greater understanding of the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation’s governance and operations. Since 2003, the program has selected 
up to ten Citizen Potawatomi youth annually to participate in an intense six-
week leadership experience in Shawnee, Oklahoma. All Citizen Potawatomi 
youth between the ages of 18 and 20 are informed of the program, but to be 
eligible, students must be entering their first or second year of college. The 
Vice-Chair of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation selects participants based on 
their grades, motivation, accomplishments, and geographic distribution (the 
program seeks participants from both within and beyond the tribal territory). 
During the program, participants live together in a house with a “den mother” 
and a counsellor. 

Unlike internship programs that focus on job training, the Potawatomi Lead-
ership Program develops leadership skills by fully immersing participants in all 
aspects of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. They become acquainted with the 
work of each tribal department and tour the nation’s businesses. They attend 
legislative sessions and board meetings. Talking circles held throughout the 
program give students the opportunity to reflect on their experiences and dis-
cuss challenging issues such as identity and personal development. They also 
are encouraged to envision how they can make meaningful contributions to 
the nation. Each student prepares a final presentation and a capstone project 
in their area of interest. Some of the students’ ideas are already being imple-
mented, such as a smart phone application for the Family Reunion, a visitor 
brochure for the Eagle Aviary, and a Potawatomi coloring book for the lan-
guage program.

Potawatomi culture is carefully integrated into all aspects of the leadership pro-
gram. During their six weeks, the students take language classes and visit with 
elders, who in turn share stories and teach traditional crafts. They build a sweat 
lodge under the tutelage of an elder and are introduced to cleansing rituals. 
They learn dances and hand games in preparation for the Family Reunion Fes-
tival, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s largest and most important annual cul-
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tural event. At the festival, the students are announced to the crowd, and they 
participate in the Grand Entry wearing regalia. Fittingly, in the last week of the 
program, participants without a Potawatomi name are invited to participate 
in a naming ceremony with the Chairman of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.

Although the Potawatomi Leadership Program only lasts a few weeks, its 
impact on participants is lasting. The youth make new connections and refine 
their leadership skills. Most importantly, they gain a broader understanding 
of their tribal roots, experience how the nation is evolving, and identify ways 
they can contribute to the government. The program also has a ripple effect: 
once the students go home, they tell family members what they have learned 
and encourage them to become active as well. In the words of one participant, 

“My father would enjoy being more involved, but he doesn’t know much about 
the tribe at all. I can change that now.”

Valuing Future Leaders

With its focus on developing leadership skills within a cultural context, the 
Potawatomi Leadership Program stands out as an effective way to prepare 
the next generation to take over the task of building the nation. In the words 
of the Vice-Chair, “It is vitally important to nurture our young people as lead-
ers in order to continue the progress.” Increasing the number of youth who 
have the skills, cultural knowledge, and in-depth understanding of the oper-
ations of the nation is crucial to ensuring that there will be quality leaders for 
tribal government in the future. The benefits also extend beyond tribal gov-
ernment to all of the aspects of running the nation’s services and enterprises. 
Sixteen alumni of the program have already chosen to return to Oklahoma to 
work for the tribe, an amazing turn-around for students who once questioned 
whether they were “Potawatomi enough.”

Notably, the Potawatomi Leadership Program takes a long-term view of lead-
ership development. The students selected for this program are just begin-
ning their studies and are years away from choosing a career. The Chairman 
of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation notes that the principle of this program is 
an investment in “seed corn” to obtain a sustained future harvest. By giving 
Potawatomi students an overview of all of the nation’s activities and strength-
ening their cultural understanding, the Leadership Program hopes to inspire 
them to become more involved later in their lives. There is already evidence 
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that the program has influenced some students’ career choices. In one striking 
example, a program participant decided to apply for a Cultural Studies in Edu-
cation Master’s degree in order to pursue the dream of founding a Potawatomi 
immersion school.

The Potawatomi Leadership Program represents a novel way of dealing with the 
difficult reality that increasing numbers of tribal citizens are living away from 
the tribal government service area. Individuals may leave tribal lands to pursue 
their education or to take advantage of a great job opportunity, or they may 
be the children of those who left years earlier. Without geographic proxim-
ity, youth are removed from the elders who pass along teachings, find it hard 
to participate in cultural events, and perhaps cannot even imagine ever work-
ing for their tribal government. The Potawatomi Leadership Program sends a 
strong message that Potawatomi youth are considered valued members of the 
nation no matter where they live, and it brings them to the nation at a key 
point in their lives. Whatever these students choose to do next, they have a 
renewed sense of pride in their Citizen Potawatomi heritage.

Bringing the Lessons Home

The Citizen Potawatomi Nation has found a way to offer its youth an unpar-
alleled opportunity to be educated in what it means to be Potawatomi today. 
The participants of the Potawatomi Leadership Program learn first-hand about 
the nation’s accomplishments and strengthen their connection to the nation. 
The students go out into the world with a deeper understanding of their tribal 
identity and greater confidence. By investing in its promising students, the Cit-
izen Potawatomi Nation is ensuring its long-term ability to govern well and 
continue to prosper. When the time is right, these young Potawatomi will be 
ready to step up as the next generation of Citizen Potawatomi Nation leaders.



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Plans for growing the next 
generation of leadership are 
paramount for every tribal 
nation.

2  Long-term investments to 
cultivate leadership are 
investments in self-governance. 

3  A nation’s own citizens will 
become its best future leaders, 
political and otherwise. 

Potawatomi Leadership Program  |  Citizen Potawatomi Nation
1601 S. Gordon Cooper Drive  |  Shawnee, OK 74801
http://www.potawatomi.org
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A Lack of Trust

In the mid-1860s, Congress attempted to remove the Dakota people from 
their homelands in the Minnesota River Valley. Today’s citizens of the Shako-
pee Mdewakanton Sioux Community (SMSC) are descendants of those who 
resisted removal. SMSC received federal recognition in 1969 and began the 
process of rebuilding its government and economy. The tribal nation’s lands 
are located 25 miles southwest of Minneapolis, within and near original res-
ervation lands that were set aside in the 1890s in what is now the City of Prior 
Lake. SMSC operates numerous successful businesses, including two casinos, 
a hotel, a golf course, organic gardens, a natural food market, recreational 
facilities, and a water bottling plant. It is the largest employer in Scott County.

For years after its recognition, SMSC lacked legitimacy as a government in the 
eyes of its neighbors. Local officials did not understand sovereignty. Area res-
idents were suspicious of SMSC’s motives for acquiring land. Relations in the 
area were characterized by intergenerational racism, bitterness, and misunder-
standing. In the early 1980s, SMSC had to file suit against the City of Prior Lake 
to affirm its citizens’ rights to vote in municipal elections and receive municipal 
services. Even as the Indian nation transformed from an impoverished commu-
nity to an economic powerhouse, early overtures to share resources outside 
the community were met with distrust. SMSC needed to find a way to edu-
cate neighboring governments and build goodwill.

With a small population, the tribal government also realized that providing 
services exclusively for its own citizens was often inefficient and in some cases 
impossible. SMSC could not meet its goals without coordinating with its neigh-
bors in Scott County on priorities such as road improvements and emergency 
response. Yet governments in Scott County were stretched thin trying to pro-
vide services to the approximately 135,000 people residing in the area. As 

SCOTT COUNTY ASSOCIATION FOR LEADERSHIP & EFFICIENCY

In many parts of the United States, there is a long history of mistrust between Indian 
nations and neighboring municipalities. Officials lack an understanding of tribal 
sovereignty and treaty rights, leading to strained or even hostile relationships. In 

Scott County, tribal and nontribal government officials recognized that by working 
together they could stretch their scarce resources further, resulting in a win-win for 
all area communities. The Scott County Association for Leadership and Efficiency, 
known as SCALE, fosters intergovernmental cooperation and furthers the Shako-
pee Mdewakanton Sioux Community’s ability to improve its citizens’ quality of life.



36    |    EXCELLENCE IN TRIBAL GOVERNANCE

Minnesota’s fastest growing region, the county struggled to launch benefi-
cial programs as it dealt with pressing needs. Area governments shared com-
mon objectives, but a tribal official notes that, “there was a general absence 
of communication between SMSC and Scott County on most topics.”

Government without Borders

In 2003, the Scott County Administrator and the Mayor of Prior Lake proposed 
to address the general lack of coordination among local governments through 
a new organization, the Scott County Association for Leadership and Efficiency 
(SCALE). SMSC joined as an active member.

The idea of sharing information and coordinating efforts across jurisdictions 
proved popular, and SCALE grew to include a variety of local governmental 
organizations. Today, the association’s members include SMSC, Scott County, 
seven cities, six school districts, eleven townships, and three regional entities. 
The full association meets for an hour and a half on the second Friday of every 
month. In addition, an executive committee and several sub-committees have 
regular meetings on specific topics such as transportation, service delivery, and 
communications. All members are considered equal partners, participation is 
voluntary and there is no membership fee to join.

SCALE is a forum through which local governments and agencies can share 
information about their goals and challenges. Discussions help build relation-
ships and generate opportunities for resource sharing. SMSC’s tribal adminis-
trator explains that SCALE meetings are “more conversation-driven than agen-
da-driven,” allowing governments to freely brainstorm innovative solutions 
to common problems. Often an issue is introduced during the general meet-
ing before more specific, stakeholder-only negotiations occur. The association 
operates under the motto “Government without Borders: Working Together 
to Strengthen Each Other,” with the reasoning that citizens typically do not 
care which entity provides a service as long as their needs are met.

The list of projects facilitated through SCALE is impressive and growing. In 
one of their earliest collaborations, SCALE members agreed to share the use 
of costly pieces of public works equipment among jurisdictions. For example, 
SMSC and the City of Prior Lake jointly purchased road-paving machines, and 
SMSC lends its sewer cleaning truck to the City of Shakopee. Association mem-
bers also identified a critical need for local emergency preparedness training 
options and came together to establish and fund a $9 million SCALE Regional 
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Public Safety Training Facility. SMSC public safety officers now spend over 800 
hours training there every year. Mutual aid agreements facilitated through 
SCALE offer members back-up for emergencies that are too big for their own 
public safety departments to handle individually. New businesses have been 
attracted to the area through an economic development resource, “First Stop 
Shop,” which was initiated through SCALE. Additionally, a fiber optic network 
and regional road construction projects (including upgraded road connections 
to the reservation) increase market access and improve economic opportunities.

Of course, different governments benefit in different ways. For example, SMSC 
benefits from its access to a water-sharing system in case of shortages. In 
turn, the tribal government provides other SCALE communities with access 
to its Mobile Health Unit, which offers dental, diabetes, and cancer screening 
throughout the region. SMSC also is able to use its special relationship with the 
federal government to help secure regional project grants otherwise unavail-
able to the municipalities.

Although local residents are sometimes not aware of SCALE, the association 
allows governments to get more done by working together. Members pro-
vide services much more effectively than in the past, creating an almost seam-
less regional service area. Many improvements would not exist at all without 
SCALE members providing support to one another. SMSC’s tribal administrator 
has observed that all partners are aware that they benefit greatly from coop-
eration and notes, “there is a strong consensus that we do not want to return 
to the pre-SCALE ways of operating.” In 2013, a SCALE review estimated that 
in ten years the association saved its members at least $2 million—making it 
a model for intergovernmental cooperation. In fact, the benefits from SCALE 
have been so notable that in a review of best practices the State of Minne-
sota Auditor urged governments in every county to set up similar interjuris-
dictional associations.

Advancing Tribal Goals through New Relationships

SMCS leaders are rightly proud of the positive relationships they have built 
with neighboring governments through SCALE. Instead of spending costly 
staff time and dollars on duplicating efforts, the tribal government can direct 
resources towards meeting its objectives. Although SCALE discussions are low-
key and informal, they are invaluable in allowing SMSC to carry out its agenda. 
For example, the tribal nation successfully used its membership in the associ-
ation to build awareness around the sensitive issue of taking land into trust, a 
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redesignation central to SMSC’s economic development plans. Before SCALE, 
converting fee-simple parcels into trust land was a highly contentious process. 
Discussions within SCALE led to the establishment of an Intergovernmen-
tal Working Group that holds regular meetings on upcoming land-into-trust 
applications and related land-use planning. As a result of this work, there has 
been less opposition to fee-to-trust land conversions. The conversations initi-
ated through SCALE help ensure that neighboring governments understand 
and support the nation’s goals.

SMCS’s participation in SCALE also allows the nation to show leadership in a 
culturally appropriate way. A deeply held Dakota value is to share with others. 
As SMCS’s economy improved, the tribal government was able to increase its 
role as a “good neighbor.” Yet before relations improved through SCALE, local 
governments were suspicious of the nation’s motives and skeptical that SMSC 
could make a positive impact. SCALE has helped change that notion. SCALE 
also provides SMSC with a forum to offer tribal perspectives and make cul-
tural contributions that enrich the lives of all area residents. For example, SMSC 
has worked with the Scott County Historical Society to ensure that museum 
displays reflect the area’s rich Native history. As one tribal official has noted, 

“Today our neighbors have much more interest in and appreciation for SMSC’s 
role in the larger community, which positions us to share more freely than we 
have in the past.”

Bringing the Lessons Home

By participating as an active and equal member of the Scott County Associa-
tion for Leadership and Efficiency, the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Commu-
nity has found a novel way to improve its relationships with its neighbors. In an 
environment where mistrust and misunderstanding of tribal sovereignty was 
commonplace, SCALE has enabled SMSC to create positive working relation-
ships that benefit both tribal citizens and their neighbors. SMSC is now well-
known as a legitimate government partner with unique influence in the region.



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Active intergovernmental 
engagement not only improves 
communication and cooperation, 
but also can address decades of 
misunderstanding and mistrust.

2  Intergovernmental cooperation 
is most likely to succeed when it 
is institutionalized and becomes 
a standard operating procedure 
rather than an afterthought.

3  Strong partnerships make 
it possible for neighboring 
jurisdictions with shared goals 
to make the most of their 
resources. 

Scott County Association for Leadership and Efficiency (SCALE)  |  Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community
2330 Sioux Trail NW  |  Prior Lake, MN 55372
www.shakopeedakota.org
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Local Events Prompt Action

The Swinomish Indian Tribal Community (SITC) is located on the southeast-
ern peninsula of Fidalgo Island in Puget Sound, about 70 miles north of Seat-
tle, Washington. Approximately 3,000 tribal and non-tribal residents live on a 
15-square mile reservation that is connected to the mainland via two bridges 
over the Swinomish Channel. The Coast Salish peoples of the area are known 
as the “People of the Salmon” and stewards of the Skagit River watershed.

With 26 miles of rich coastline and tidelands, the Swinomish Reservation is par-
ticularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. In the last decade, unusual 
events in the area have given residents a taste of what could become more 
commonplace in the future. Severe storms and other factors have produced 
high tides that surged over expected levels, threatening to cut off the reserva-
tion from the mainland. Although the Puget Sound area is normally temperate, 
the community has also experienced periods of high summer temperatures that 
led to heat-related illness for local residents and an elevated risk of wildfires.

To better understand what to expect and how to prepare for changing weather 
patterns, the tribe initiated research that found that up to 15 percent of its 
territory and over $100 million worth of residential and commercial property 
could be at risk from flooding. Additional properties valued at $518 million 
would be vulnerable to forest fires under changing temperature and rainfall 
patterns. Warmer temperatures would also allow non-native species and dis-
eases to thrive, threatening the area’s traditional ecosystem. A rise in sea lev-
els would devastate shellfish beds, beach areas, marine estuaries, salmon hab-
itat, and agricultural lands. The tribe recognized that designing an effective 
climate change plan required a coordinated effort across many tribal govern-
ment departments as well as beyond the reservation boundaries.

As the climate changes, abnormally high or low temperatures, strong storms, 
tidal surge and sea level rise, and unusual precipitation patterns are affect-
ing our environment in many ways. After experiencing numerous extreme 

weather events, the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community (SITC) decided to put in 
place a far-reaching action plan to prepare for future climate challenges. The Swin-
omish Climate Change Initiative takes a close look at possible climate related impacts 
and brings the community together to deal with threats to the Swinomish way of life.
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Planning for Climate Change

In 2007, the tribe’s governing body, the Swinomish Indian Senate, issued a 
proclamation on the importance of climate change to the future of the Swin-
omish people, noting:

The effects of climate change, while evident globally and region-
ally, have the potential for significant impacts on the local commu-
nity… due to projected impacts from rising temperatures, rising 
sea level, and other associated effects on the local environment, 
natural resources, water supplies, fish and wildlife, and critical 
infrastructure on which the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community 
has traditionally relied.

Swinomish launched its Climate Change Initiative the following year. It is a com-
prehensive effort aimed at assessing and responding to any negative impacts 
on community members, tribal land, and the regional ecosystem.

At the outset, the tribe reached out to top climate scientists at the University 
of Washington for the latest data and projections concerning regional envi-
ronmental changes. Project reports outlined probable future climate conditions 
and potential outcomes of climate change, including ocean acidification, algae 
blooms, increasing water temperatures in the ocean and rivers, shoreline ero-
sion, and sea level rise. The initial assessment phase of the project also con-
sidered how different aspects of life on the reservation might be affected and 
inventoried reservation assets that were at risk from changing climate patterns.

Based on the scientific data that showed a range of possible outcomes and 
with funding from the Administration for Native Americans of the US Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, the tribe developed a Climate Adapta-
tion Action Plan. Tribal departments and staff were asked to review the pro-
jected effects of climate change and propose actions to adapt to new realities. 
To guide the development of the action plan, tribal employees conducted inter-
views with community members and set up a community engagement group 
to work with project staff, bringing together tribal leaders, elders, and youth 
to include all viewpoints on Swinomish health and life ways. This input helped 
encourage use of traditional knowledge in the planning process and encour-
aged youth to think about the climate challenges facing their homeland. The 
tribe also worked with representatives from neighboring jurisdictions, recog-
nizing that some issues will require working together to address impacts.
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The SITC Climate Adaptation Action Plan is over 100 pages long and lays out 
a series of responses to be carried out in the near future and over the longer 
term. As an example, the plan proposes modified training, new forest manage-
ment practices, and fire buffers to protect forested land. To safeguard coastal 
resources, the plan recommends new shoreline regulations, land acquisition, 
infrastructure work, and habitat improvements. Suggested activities with a lon-
ger time horizon include building up dikes, developing back-up infrastructure, 
and relocating or abandoning certain roads. To maintain community wellness, 
the plan also focuses on improving emergency preparedness, making recom-
mendations for better reporting of illnesses, stockpiling emergency supplies, 
and addressing food security measures. 

The Swinomish Climate Change Initiative has raised awareness of climate 
change throughout the community and mobilized resources to deal with the 
issue. For example, the tribe used its action plan to leverage funding for imple-
mentation grants addressing several identified priorities, including an expanded 
community health indicator program. Other actions are being targeted toward 
resource protection, such as the reintroduction of indigenous oysters, which 
are more tolerant to acidification. Perhaps most importantly, however, the ini-
tiative has put climate change at the forefront of tribal government planning.

Protecting a Way of Life

The Swinomish Climate Change Initiative strengthens tribal sovereignty by 
adopting a proactive approach rather than waiting to react to events as they 
happen. Many of the actions recommended in the Climate Adaptation Action 
Plan are aimed at preserving key traditional practices, such as beach fishing 
and the conservation of shellfish habitat. According to one tribal official, the 
action plan places “paramount importance on those actions that best serve the 
long-term ability of the tribe to protect and preserve the land base, resources, 
community integrity, and cultural values which are the critical underpinnings 
of successful self-governance.” By planning ahead of time for possible climate 
change effects, the tribe can make sure that responses are strategic and con-
sistent with Swinomish values.

Critically, the Swinomish Climate Change Initiative has embedded climate 
knowledge in community thinking. Work on the initiative brought together res-
idents, tribal leaders, tribal department staff, and climate scientists to focus on 
the many issues facing the region. A wide cross-section of the community was 
involved in determining the most valued aspects of the Swinomish way of life 
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– decisions that formed the basis of the tribe’s climate adaptation goals. The 
action plan reflects citizen concerns such as, “Our biological cycles are attuned 
to the life cycles of the salmon, and when we have to force ourselves to adapt 
to other patterns, it’s generally going to have a severe impact on our well-being, 
our mental, or social, or psychological well-being.” The plan’s detailed technical 
options ensure that all tribal government departments know how to include 
climate change forecasts when planning new policies or projects. With its sys-
tematic and broad approach, the Initiative provides the means for Swinomish 
community members, policymakers, and elected leaders to be more effective 
natural resource caretakers on behalf of future generations.

The Swinomish Climate Change Initiative also has created opportunities to 
coordinate with other governments around shared climate objectives. Rec-
ognizing that climate change requires cooperative solutions, the tribe helped 
establish local intergovernmental working groups to address concerns. The 
Skagit Climate Science Consortium brings together scientists from govern-
ment and academia to share data and research insights about the local eco-
system, while a strategy advisory group consisting of representatives of Skagit 
County and neighboring towns addresses interjurisdictional developments. On 
several occasions, the tribe has sent representatives to national gatherings on 
climate policy and has given testimony on climate issues in Washington, D.C. 
These “cross-border” activities allow the tribe to deepen its knowledge and to 
include Swinomish perspectives in broader dialogues around climate change. 
The tribe also uses these networks to advocate for policies that address cli-
mate change and to emphasize federal treaty responsibilities in the context of 
climate change.

Bringing the Lessons Home

It is easy to feel pessimistic about governments’ lack of action to deal with cli-
mate change. Yet rather than be overwhelmed by the scope of the problem, 
the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community took concrete steps to plan for the 
future. Through its far-sighted Swinomish Climate Change Initiative, the tribe 
is using the latest scientific data as well as community input to protect tribal 
assets and decide how best to preserve traditional practices. Working with its 
own citizens as well as other governments, the tribe has found a constructive 
way to prepare for the disruptive effects of climate change.



LESSONS IN NATION BUILDING

1  Responses to climate change 
cannot happen in isolation. 
Policies must be comprehensive 
and cooperative, and have 
influence across all borders and 
all jurisdictions.

2  To be most effective, climate 
change adaption plans must 
be integrated across all 
governmental programming.

3  By exercising their sovereignty 
through advocacy, tribes are 
able to influence national 
and international policy 
development.

Swinomish Climate Change Initiative  |  Swinomish Indian Tribal Community
11430 Moorage Way  |  La Conner, WA 98257
www.swinomish-nsn-gov
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Established in 1998 by the Harvard Project on American IndianEconomic Devel-
opment, Honoring Nations highlights tribal government success by celebrat-
ing, documenting, and disseminating the stories of outstanding programs in 
self-governance. At the heart of Honoring Nations is the principle that tribes 
themselves hold the key to social, political, cultural, and economic prosper-
ity—and that self-governance plays a crucial role in building and sustaining 
strong, healthy Indian nations. Honoring Nations helps shift the focus from 
what does not work to what does, fostering confidence and pride in Ameri-
can Indian governments as critical contributors to the well-being of their com-
munities and citizens.

Honored programs serve as important sources of knowledge and inspiration for 
communities throughout Indian Country and far beyond. As honorees share 
their innovative ideas and effective governing approaches, Honoring Nations 
helps Native nation builders learn from each other and seed promising practices. 
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. Honoring Nations 
invites applications from American Indian governments across a broad range 
of subject areas: education, health care, resource management, government 
reform, justice, intergovernmental relations, and economic, social, and cultural 
programs. The Honoring Nations Board of Governors—distinguished individu-
als from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors—guides the evaluation pro-
cess. At each stage of the selection process, programs are evaluated on the 
basis of significance to sovereignty, effectiveness, cultural relevance, transfer-
ability, and sustainability. Honorees receive national recognition to share their 
success story with others. Together with its partner organization, the Native 
Nations Institute (NNI) at the University of Arizona, the Harvard Project produces 
reports, case studies, and other curricular materials that are disseminated to 
tribal leaders, public servants, the media, scholars, students, and others inter-
ested in promoting and fostering excellence in governance.

To date, Honoring Nations has recognized 118 exemplary tribal government 
programs, three All-Stars, and held five tribal government symposia.
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ABOUT THE HARVARD PROJECT ON  
AMERICAN INDIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

From Indian Country to Congress to international arenas, the Harvard Project is recognized as 
one the premier producers of world class, practical tools for Indigenous nation building. Founded 
by Professors Stephen Cornell and Joseph P. Kalt at Harvard University in 1987, the Harvard Proj-
ect is housed at the John F. Kennedy School of Government. Through applied research and ser-
vice, the Harvard Project aims to understand and foster the conditions under which sustained, 
self-determined social and economic development is achieved among American Indian nations. 
The Harvard Project’s core activities include research, advisory services, executive education, and 
the administration of a tribal governance awards program. In all of its activities, the Harvard 
Project collaborates with the Native Nations Institute for Leadership, Management, and Policy 
at the University of Arizona. The Harvard Project is also formally affiliated with the Harvard Uni-
versity Native American Program, an interfaculty initiative at Harvard University.

At the heart of the Harvard Project is the systematic, comparative study of social and economic 
development on American Indian reservations. What works, where, and why? Among the key 
research findings:

Sovereignty Matters. When Native nations make their own decisions about what develop-
ment approaches to take, they consistently out-perform external decision makers—on matters 
as diverse as law enforcement, natural resource management, economic development, health 
care, and social service provision.

Institutions Matter. Assertions of sovereignty must be backed by capable institutions of 
self-governance. A nation does this as it adopts a stable rule of law—a rule of its own law—and 
then protects that with fair and independent mechanisms for dispute resolution, efficient admin-
istration, and systems that separate politics from day-to-day business and program management.

Culture Matters. Successful nations 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 contem-
porary culture.

Leadership Matters. Nation building requires leaders who introduce new knowledge and expe-
riences, challenge assumptions, and propose change. Such leaders—whether elected, commu-
nity, or spiritual—convince people that things can be different and inspire them to take action. 

For over two decades, the Harvard Project has undertaken hundreds of research studies and advi-
sory projects. Results of Harvard Project research are published widely. Summary treatments are 
provided in “Reloading the Dice: Improving the Chances of Economic Development on Amer-
ican Indian Reservations” (Cornell and Kalt) and “Sovereignty and Nation-Building: The Devel-
opment Challenge in Indian Country Today” (Cornell and Kalt). For more information, please 
visit the Harvard Project’s website: www.hpaied.org.
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The Harvard Project would like to thank the Honoring Nations Board of Governors for their 
continued commitment to identifying, celebrating, and sharing outstanding examples of tribal 
governance. Each Board member generously volunteers a great deal of time and energy to 
make Honoring Nations a success. Their leadership and guidance both as individuals and as a 
collective body is invaluable, and their consensus model for deliberations is truly noteworthy.

We thank Megan Minoka Hill and Jessica Packineau for administrating the awards program 
in 2014 and extend endless gratitude to Nicole Grenier and Valerie O’Kane for their tireless 
work during the awards season. The Harvard Project’s co-director, Joe Kalt, and research direc-
tor, Miriam Jorgensen, deserve enormous praise for their countless contributions and insights. 
Special thanks to Catherine Curtis for writing the honoree profiles contained in this report 
and to Amy Besaw Medford for creating the report layout and design… and for always step-
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the honorees were created by Onondaga artist, Peter B. Jones.
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Michael Lipsky, Jonathan Taylor, and Joan Timeche. A special note of thanks to Misko 
Beaudrie, who jumped in mid-cycle to manage the site visits.
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orees for Honoring Nations 2014. Their vision, determination, and extraordinary triumphs give 
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Peter B. Jones, Potter/Sculptor

Born on Seneca's Cattaraugus Indian Reservation to an Onondaga mother and 
a Seneca father, Pete's 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, Pete decided to attend the Insti-
tute 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 spokes-
person for Indigenous people.

Pete now enjoys over 40 years of living as an artist, 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. 
Pete is often invited to participate in the prestigious Indian Market at the Eitel-
jorg 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, Pete often bases his creations on traditional Iro-
quois pottery designs. The special curation for the Honoring Nations Awards 
are thus inspired. We wish Pete and his family all the best and offer sincere 
appreciation for his invaluable contributions to Honoring Nations.

Pete can be contacted by email at pbjones@dishmail.net.
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