Each Tribe Must Carry Self-Governance Forward

Frustration among Indian Tribes across America was expressed at a recent Indian Health Service Self- Governance conference in Scottsdale, Arizona.
“We need to walk away from this meeting feeling we have done something,” said Henry Cagey, a Lummi tribal leader and one of the moderators of the meeting.  “If we don’t get our act together, we’ll be doing the same thing thirty years from now.”
Four years ago I attended a Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) self-governance conference in Washington, DC, where I was introduced to the self-governance concept.  My soul stirred when I learned that it was a tribally driven initiative and contained the basic, fundamental principle that all mankind from the beginning of recorded history to now have been striving to achieve: absolute sovereignty.
Self-governance is the right of tribal governments to determine, for them selves, what programs they want to administer on behalf of their tribal members.
This differs from self-determination contracting in that it does away with the line-item practices that have been exercised in the past.  It also does away with the nightmare of negotiated annual funding agreements.  Such agreements crawl up the bureaucratic ladder at a snails pace and back down again before funding is disbursed.
Under self-governance funding disbursements would be done in a timely manner, enabling tribal governments to make payroll and bill paying obligations without deficit spending.
W. Ron Allen, Chairman of Jamestown S’Klallam Tribe, identified another reason for self-governance. He said, “Self Governance for us is to foster self-sufficiency.  This is a cause worth fighting for.”
So where is the frustration in this noble cause?  The BIA began a demonstration project in 1990 with seven tribes from various parts of Indian Country participating. Each year seven to ten new tribes entered into the demonstration project.  Middle management people from IHS headquarters attended the conference.  They came with a hip pocket full of instructions and policies with strict instructions from the department.
Joe DeLaCruz,[footnoteRef:2] a tribal leader from the Quinault Nation, interrupted a heated discussion on why the IHS is confused about self-governance. [2:  Mr. DeLcruz died several years ago from a heart attack wile waiting at the Seattle airport to fly to a meeting.] 

“The self governance idea was a tribally driven,” he said.  “The concept came from tribes and tribes were successful in pushing it through congress from a demonstration project to permanent legislation. You restructure your regulations and policies to comply,” he said.
Like the BIA during the onset of self-governance, the IHS is experiencing downsizing and adjustment problems.  Like the BIA, IHS is having problems with the role of the Office of Self Governance (OSG).                                                                                                                                                                                 
The BIA had no clout with the Department of Interior. In previous tribal working groups, a proposal was submitted to Bruce Babbitt, Secretary of the Department of Interior, suggesting that the OSG be eliminated from Assistant Secretary Ada Deer’s office and put under Babbitt’s administrative center.  
Tribal leaders understood the OSG as an advocate for tribes, but if it doesn’t have clout, the office is useless.
W. Ron Allen observed, “We need to envision what OSG’s intent was in the beginning.  We need to put it where it will make a difference, and it should be adequately staffed with qualified people.”  Since it is the opinion of many tribal leaders that Dr. Trujillo is not well versed in the self-governance concept, it follows that it should be placed under Donna E. Shalala, secretary of Health and Human Services; even though she, too, may be lacking in the self-governance concept, tribal leaders feel that direct contact to her would be better than trying to go through an in-between department or person.
Other frustrations tribal people are expressing are many, Cindy Holmes, self governance coordinator of the James S’Klallam tribe, made a significant observation. “The concept of self-governance was lost through the negotiation process,” she said.  She feels there is no difference between the so-called 638 self-determination contracting and self governance compacting these days.  “We’ve evolved back to the 638 negotiation process,” she observed.
I am not the only one concerned about where the self-governance process is going.  When I first got involved, I cheered those leaders who initiated the demonstration project.  National tribal leaders such as Joe DeLaCruz, W. Ron Allen, G.I. James and Danny Jordan, were, indeed inspired people. It was they, along with other tribal leaders from sea to shining sea, who gave birth to this tribally driven initiative.  They, with the consultation of tribal leaders saw this thing through from beginning to now.  However, it is up to individual tribes across the country to carry this idea of self-sufficiency and self-government forward.
When we do, when we catch a glimpse of this quest for people to be sovereign and how to achieve it---and keep it, I envision our people setting the pace for the rest of the country.  All the mechanisms are there.  We need to embrace that vision from local perspective, and then make it work for us.
Where do we start?  Study the final report of the Alaska Native Commission.  It tells all and offers solutions.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  See Testimony Before Alaska Native Commission and Breaking Dependency--A Challenge for Alaska Native Communities in this work.] 



