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I. INTRODUCTION

because research suggests that self-determination is vital to

the success of development initiatives. Successful development

depends on tribal sovereignty, and most cases of sustained

economic development on American Indian reservations have

involved the leadership of the tribe in making economic

decisions, rather than outsiders  (Cornell and Kalt, 1990). In

addition, a strong link exists between cultural values and

successful economic development efforts. Tribal Colleges are

leaders in the development process because they are

autonomous American Indian institutions that strengthen

and encourage the preservation and integration of cultural

traditions such as consensus-building, thereby ensuring the

cultural relevance of the development process.

This report—part of a series sponsored by the Tribal Col-

lege Research and Database Initiative, a collaborative effort

between the American Indian Higher Education Consor-

tium (AIHEC) and the American Indian College Fund—

describes some of the economic development efforts of the

Tribal Colleges. Although the data needed to perform a com-

prehensive analysis of the economic impact of Tribal Col-

leges are not available, the report argues that the colleges

affect local community development on many levels. Spe-

cific data from national sources, as well as examples from

the Tribal Colleges and the reservations on which they are

located, are used to illustrate these effects. In the first sec-

tion, background is provided on the economic circum-

stances of Indian reservations and the potential for

postsecondary institutions to help. The focus is then nar-

rowed to the impacts of Tribal Colleges in particular, in-

cluding both direct economic effects—such as expendi-

tures—and long-term effects such as the development of

“With determination, many Native Americans are

working to rekindle lost cultural values, restore a

sense of community, and find practical solutions

to the needs of their tribal nations.”

— Paul Boyer, 1997

Contributing to the economic development of Ameri-

can Indian reservations is an essential goal of Ameri-

can Indian Tribal Colleges and Universities, unique institu-

tions that were created over the last three decades to respond

to the higher education needs of American Indians, espe-

cially those living in geographically isolated areas.1 Tribal

Colleges combine the preservation of tribal history, culture,

and traditions with academic preparation, vocational train-

ing, and basic adult education. The development efforts of

the 32 colleges in the United States and Canada are just one

example of the vital roles they play in the local communi-

ties they serve. (See Figure One.)

In the past, most economic development initiatives on Indian

reservations were devised and implemented by external

agencies such as the federal government, and nearly all failed

to bring about lasting change. To an extent, this failure was

due to a lack of understanding of the structure of local

economies, including inadequate infrastructure and

widespread microenterprise. Within the context of the

American Indian self-determination movement, tribes now

are resolved to take control of their own economies (Boyer,

1997). “American Indian tribes today shoulder more

responsibility for their economic development than at any

other point in this century” (Tootle, 1997, p. 100). This

responsibility represents an opportunity for real progress,

1 As used in this report, the term “Tribal Colleges” includes tribally controlled postsecondary institutions, as well as congressionally and federally
chartered Indian colleges.
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*  Bay Mills Community College and Northwest Indian College serve other reservations in their respective states. Other Tribal Colleges may do so as well.

** Crownpoint Institute of Technology and United Tribes Technical College are vocational institutions chartered by tribes that also chartered one of the reservation-based colleges.

They are excluded from the reservation-based colleges in this report only to avoid duplication of data.

Note: Red Crow Community College, located in Canada, is not included here.

Source: Tiller, 1996; BIA, 1995; AIHEC and The Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1999

Figure One: Tribal Colleges in the United States

State College(s) Reservation(s) Chartering Tribe(s)
Reservation-based:

Arizona (AZ) Diné College (formerly Navajo) Navajo Nation (also in part of NM and UT) Navajo Nation

Michigan (MI) Bay Mills Community College * Bay Mills (Ojibwa) Indian Community Bay Mills Indian Community

Minnesota (MN) Fond du Lac Tribal Fond du Lac Fond du Lac Band of

and Community College Indian Reservation Lake Superior Chippewa

Leech Lake Tribal College Leech Lake Indian Reservation Leech Lake Tribal Council

White Earth Tribal White Earth White Earth Reservation

and Community Colllege Indian Reservation Tribal Council

Montana (MT) Blackfeet Community College Blackfeet Reservation Blackfeet Tribal Business Council

Dull Knife Memorial College Northern Cheyenne Reservation Northern Cheyenne Tribal Council

Fort Belknap College Fort Belknap Reservation Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes

Fort Peck Community College Fort Peck Reservation Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes

Little Big Horn College Crow Agency Reservation Crow Tribal Council

Salish Kootenai College Flathead Reservation Confederated Salish and

Kootenai Tribal Council

Stone Child College Rocky Boy Reservation Chippewa Cree Business Committee

Nebraska (NE) Little Priest Tribal College Winnebago Nebraska Reservation Winnebago Tribe

Nebraska Indian Omaha and Santee Sioux Reservations (also Omaha Tribal Council, Santee Sioux Tribe,

Community College Yankton Sioux Reservation in SD) and Yankton Sioux Tribe

North Dakota (ND) Cankdeska Cikana Community Devils Lake Sioux (Fort Totten) Spirit Lake Sioux Tribal Council

College (formerly Little Hoop) Indian Reservation

Fort Berthold Community Fort Berthold Reservation Three Affiliated Tribes of the

College Arikara, Hidatsa, and Mandan

Sitting Bull College Standing Rock Reservation Standing Rock Sioux Tribe

(formerly Standing Rock)  (also in part of SD)

Turtle Mountain Community College Turtle Mountain Reservation Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa

South Dakota (SD) Cheyenne River Community College Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Council

Oglala Lakota College Pine Ridge Reservation Oglala Sioux Tribal Council

Sinte Gleska University Rosebud Reservation Rosebud Sioux Tribal Council

Sisseton Wahpeton Lake Traverse Reservation Sisseton Wahpeton Sioux

Community College  (also in part of ND) Tribal Council

Washington (WA) Northwest Indian College * Lummi Reservation Lummi Indian Business Council

Wisconsin (WI) College of the Menominee Nation Menominee Reservation Menominee Nation

Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Reservation Lac Courte Oreilles Band of Lake

Community College Superior Chippewa

Non-reservation-based:

California (CA) D-Q University Coalition of 19 tribes and bands

Kansas (KS) Haskell Indian Nations University Federally chartered

New Mexico (NM) Institute of American Indian Arts Federally chartered

Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute Federally chartered

Crownpoint Institute of Technology ** Navajo Nation Navajo Nation

North Dakota (ND) United Tribes Technical College ** North Dakota Development Corp

(representing four tribes)
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Economic Development: A New Definition
Underpinning the purposes of this report is the belief that success in economic development for American Indian

reservation communities cannot be achieved without a broad vision of that development. The desire for tribal au-

tonomy and the emphasis on traditional values has led most tribes to prefer a “holistic approach to development,

which is culturally appropriate and ecologically prudent and which encourages human development as it fosters

capital development” (First Nations Development Institute, as cited in Fettig, 1992). The goal is not simply wealth,

but community development and social renewal (Boyer, 1997). Non-economic goals are inextricably tied to eco-

nomic goals, as development from the perspective of tribes involves three aspects: economic well-being, political

sovereignty, and social sovereignty. Development strategies that offer economic payoffs but undermine political or

social sovereignty may be rejected by many tribes (Cornell and Kalt, 1990).

The conventional definition of economic development focuses on increases in the well-being of local residents, as

indicated by increases in the level of employment and per capita income (OERI, 1996). As noted by the Rural Com-

munity College Initiative, however, the improvement of economic opportunities in dependent, rural areas requires

more than traditional job creation. Rather, effective practices must “stimulate indigenous entrepreneurial develop-

ment and civic capacity” (Eller et al., 1998, p. 2). To a large extent, therefore, it is the types of jobs and the way in

which they are generated that is important. Under this conceptual framework, “economic development” for Ameri-

can Indian communities means:

E Creating jobs, raising incomes, generating wealth, and reinvesting wealth locally;

E Understanding existing “natural economies”;

E Creating a foundation for business development, including technology, capital, a high-quality labor force, and

sound physical and civic infrastructures; and

E Using local values to shape the integration of the regional economy into the broader economy.

A range of economic development strategies emerges from this definition, including traditional business development

tactics; promoting small business development and entrepreneurship; providing leadership and training future leaders;

encouraging a strong education ethic; and becoming a center for workforce development that meets local employers’

changing needs. All of these strategies must be culturally appropriate in order to succeed, as cultural factors are essential

to long-term development (Eller et al., 1998). Successful strategies cannot challenge the existing tribal cooperative

systems. In addition, due to the rural nature of most Tribal College reservations, economic development frequently

includes  land use plans and strategies for agricultural improvement.

increased skill levels and employment in the local workforce,

encouragement of small business and entrepreneurship, and

improvement of land use and agricultural activities. Because

the colleges are at different stages of growth and exist in

distinct economic landscapes, the range of their contribu-

tions to local development vary widely. Nevertheless, the

report reveals that the Tribal Colleges are vital components

of the process of building a foundation for future growth

on Indian reservations and are strongly contributing to the

economies of this nation’s most disadvantaged areas.





II. BACKGROUND: INDIAN COUNTRY, HIGHER
EDUCATION, AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

“. . . the unemployment rate on this hallowed reservation is

nearly 75 percent. That is appalling, and we can do better.”

— President William J. Clinton,

Pine Ridge Reservation, July 7, 19992

Economic development is especially important to Tribal

Colleges because of the historical problems with high rates

of poverty and unemployment that have endured on the res-

ervations on which they are located. It appears that poverty

and unemployment rates are much higher among American

Indians who live on reservations than among American In-

dians who live elsewhere (Sherblom, 1990). Poverty in reser-

vation communities has been accompanied by various social

problems, such as alcohol and drug dependency, high inci-

dence of diabetes and other diseases, and high rates of sui-

cide. Furthermore, American Indians living on reservations

historically have had low rates of educational attainment.

At the same time, economic development on reservations

would have a positive impact on the broader well-being

of state, regional, and national economies. One recent

study (Naake, 1998) revealed that Indian reservations,

when considered as a group, have significant financial and

job effects for non-reservation economies.3 Spending by

reservation residents, tribal governments, and reserva-

tion-based businesses is estimated to create 300,000 jobs

and $10 billion in wages and salary income in the na-

tional economy each year. The author concludes that “the

more vital reservation economies are, the more pro-

nounced are their positive economic (and fiscal) impacts

on the national economy” (p. 4).

Problems on Indian Reservations
and Other Rural Economies

“The changing economics of family farming present

new challenges for agricultural innovation and

rural economic development.”

— Kellogg Commission on the Future of State

and Land-Grant Universities, 1999

The majority of the almost 300 Indian reservations in the

United States are located west of the Mississippi River in

isolated rural areas (Houser, 1995). Almost 44 percent of

the American Indian population lived in rural areas in 1990,

compared to 25 percent of the total U.S. population (NCES,

1998). Because they are so concentrated, American Indians

are particularly vulnerable to the economic problems faced

by rural areas (Tootle, 1997). The economy of the Ameri-

can heartland has undergone great change in recent years,

including deep recessions in agriculture and energy, restruc-

turing in manufacturing, and the emergence of the service

industry. Although some rural areas with scenic amenities

or located in emerging trade centers have experienced re-

cent growth, many areas remain in steep economic decline—

especially farm-dependent and very remote areas. In gen-

eral, rural areas that have the potential to improve economi-

cally have lower labor and other business costs, better trans-

2 As cited in Babington, 1999.
3 Impacts were estimated to include the following: the 1.24 million residents of Indian reservations spend approximately $3.1 billion annually off

the reservation; tribal governments make approximately $1.2 billion in off-reservation expenditures for goods and services that are required to
maintain the health, safety, and welfare of their communities; and the more than 20,000 reservation-based businesses spend approximately $4.4
billion annually off-reservation for necessary goods and services.
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portation, more doctors, more retirement activity, more col-

leges, and a better educated workforce (Drabenstott and

Smith, 1996). Unfortunately, many Indian reservations do

not currently exhibit the characteristics necessary to improve

their chances of economic growth.

There are many obstacles to economic development on res-

ervations, including the following (Tootle, 1997; Sunchild,

1998; Ambler, 1992; Sherblom, 1990; Eller et al., 1998):

E Low levels of education, shortages of skilled workers,

and a lack of management expertise

E Limits regarding the use of reservation land held in trust

by the federal government—property tax is not col-

lected for such land, and the land cannot be used as

collateral for loans

E Non-arable or poor-quality land, fragmented land own-

ership patterns, and frequently harsh climates

E Geographic isolation from major population centers

E Poorly developed physical infrastructures, such as trans-

portation, water access, and utilities

E Lack of access to capital, as well as poorly developed insti-

tutional infrastructures in banking and financial services

E Low levels of investment by both insiders and outsiders

E Outsiders’ lack of understanding of the sovereign im-

munity granted to tribal governments

E Need for consistent tribal regulations and policies to-

ward business, across reservations and over time

E Long histories of exclusion, economic exploitation,

and financial dependence on government welfare

programs

Reservations also have been impacted by larger trends

in the American and world economies, including the

movement of entry-level manufacturing jobs out of the

country; the tendency of industries to cluster, as illus-

trated by Silicon Valley; and the growing use of just-in-

time delivery, which depends on regular, rapid access to

parts and materials. These trends affect tribal commu-

nities, which are somewhat dependent on the economic

circumstances of surrounding communities. The broader

trends also may compound obstacles such as the lack of

rural transportation networks; for example, a lack of easy

access to highways and other transport systems not only

is a huge barrier to getting jobs, but also renders just in

time delivery nearly impossible.

The Rural Community College Initiative
The Rural Community College Initiative (RCCI) is a national demonstration project that aims to help community

colleges in specific distressed rural areas to expand access to postsecondary education and help foster regional eco-

nomic development. To accomplish this goal, the Initiative hopes to strengthen rural community colleges by enhancing

their capacity to provide economic leadership for their regions and serve as agents for community development. Each

participating college—which includes nine pilot colleges and 15 other institutions—receives an initial grant to support

the development of plans by representatives from both the college and the community, followed by modest implemen-

tation grants, annual institutes, and on-site consulting. RCCI is a partnership of the Ford Foundation, the American

Association of Community Colleges, MDC, Inc., the American Council on Education, and the participating colleges

(see AACC website, www.aacc.nche.edu).

The Initiative has targeted the economically distressed areas of the Southeast, the Deep South, the Southwest, Appala-

chia, and western Indian reservations. As a result, the participating colleges include six Tribal Colleges: Blackfeet Com-

munity College, Fort Belknap College, Fort Peck Community College, Salish Kootenai College, Sinte Gleska University,

and Sitting Bull College. Through the Initiative, it already has become clear that some “innovative and culturally con-

scious approaches to small business development are taking place in the tribal colleges” (Eller et al., 1998, p. 8). In

particular, micro-enterprises may form the basis of future economic development on the reservations, and can be

supported by the colleges through entrepreneurship courses, degree programs, and technical assistance.
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Many of these features combine to deter even routine in-

vestment in Indian Country. For example, between 1992

and 1996, lenders made only 91 conventional home loans

to American Indians on trust lands (USA Today, July

8,1999). In addition, such obstacles discourage businesses

from locating on or near reservations The larger busi-

nesses that do exist on reservations tend to be established

with federal or tribal money or are involved in natural

resources extraction. Because tribal governments have

been under pressure to maximize employment, the pri-

mary purpose of tribal-owned businesses—particularly

in the past—was to provide jobs rather than to be profit-

able (Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, 1994). At the

same time, small businesses offering basic services such

as groceries may be scarce, and small business entrepre-

neurs must deal with a shortage of venture capital and

start-up money, and a relative lack of technical and mana-

gerial advice (Levitan and Miller, 1993).

Despite recent economic growth on and around some res-

ervations, tribal wealth remains uneven, and economic de-

velopment has not necessarily translated into improvements

in jobs and economic well-being for all communities. Jobs

are scarce due to the small size and isolation of many reser-

vations, and a substantial proportion of reservation resi-

dents do not even participate in the labor force (Tootle,

1997). The jobs that do exist on reservations tend to be in

the public sector—for example, major employers are fed-

eral and tribal governments, schools, and the U.S. Public

Health Service (Houser, 1995). Perhaps as important, Ameri-

can Indians in rural areas are less likely to secure positions

in occupations that allow upward mobility:

The Rural Empowerment Zone and Enterprise Community Program
The Empowerment Zone and Enterprise Community (EZ/EC) Program, sponsored primarily by the U.S. Depart-

ments of Agriculture (USDA) and Housing and Urban Development (HUD), is designed to provide communities

with real opportunities for growth and revitalization. The program has four guiding principles: the creation of jobs

is the foundation for economic self-sufficiency; sustainable development can only be successful if job creation and

other efforts are integrated into a comprehensive strategy that includes physical and human development; all seg-

ments of the community must participate in development efforts, and partnerships must be formed with and among

the various levels of government; and a bold vision for change is necessary to create a strategic plan for revitalization

(see EZ/EC website, www.ezec.gov).

The Community Empowerment Program was enacted in 1993. In 1994, communities with high rates of poverty

applied in the first round of the program, and three rural Empowerment Zones and 30 rural Enterprise Communi-

ties were named. Indian reservation lands became eligible for the second round of the program, which in 1998

established five new rural Empowerment Zones and 20 rural Enterprise Communities. Four reservation communi-

ties with Tribal Colleges will be participating in Round II of the program: the Oglala Sioux Tribe Empowerment

Zone in South Dakota; the Fort Peck Assiniboine and Sioux Tribe Enterprise Community in Montana; the Northwoods

Niijii Enterprise Community in Wisconsin, which is being led by the Menominee Indian Tribe; and the Four Cor-

ners Enterprise Community in Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah, which includes the Navajo Nation (as well as the

Ute Mountain Ute Tribe and the Hopi Tribe). These communities are home to Oglala Lakota College, Fort Peck

Community College, College of the Menominee Nation, and Diné College, respectively. The colleges are likely to

play a role in the strategic vision of EZ/EC revitalization.

Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities are eligible for varying combinations of grants, tax benefit

packages, flexibility in overcoming regulatory requirements, and other benefits (see GSA, 1999). In addition,

they may receive special consideration in competition for funding through some federal programs. Round II

EZ/EC grants are administered by the USDA Rural Development office and will be available to the communi-

ties in late 1999.
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Despite the increased need for Indians with

managerial expertise and administrative skills

generated by self-development initiatives, bet-

ter paid managerial, supervisory, and profes-

sional speciality jobs are still disproportion-

ately filled by Whites. . . . In contrast, Ameri-

can Indians are much more likely to be em-

ployed in general services, agriculture, for-

estry, or fishing (Tootle, 1997, p. 107).

Like the economic circumstances prevalent in

Indian Country overall, the reservations served

by Tribal Colleges tend to have high rates of

poverty and unemployment.4 (See Figure Two.)

The unemployment rate of American Indians

living on Tribal College reservations averaged

42 percent in 1995, and was as high as 77 per-

cent on the Cheyenne River Sioux reservation

in South Dakota, home of Cheyenne River

Community College. Yet unemployment rates

do not account for adults who are no longer

looking for work and have left the labor force.

Looking at the potential labor force, the aver-

age percent who are not employed increases to

62 percent, and was reported to be 95 percent

on the Rosebud Sioux reservation in South Da-

kota, on which Sinte Gleska University is lo-

cated (BIA, 1995). In comparison, the U.S. population as a

whole had an unemployment rate of about 6 percent in 1995,

and an estimated 37 percent of the potential labor force who

were not employed (U.S. Census Bureau, 1998).

The average per capita income on Tribal College reservations

was only $4,665, while the average per capita income for the

U.S. population overall was $19,188 in 1990 (Tiller, 1996; U.S.

Census Bureau, 1998).5 (See Figure Three.) On the Pine Ridge

Reservation in South Dakota, home of Oglala Lakota Col-

lege, more than 70 percent of residents do not have jobs. The

main business on the reservation is a gas station, and many

homes in the community do not have running water or tele-

phones. The area has been called the poorest census tract in

the nation (S. Ross, 1999; Babington, 1999).

Potential Impacts of
Postsecondary Institutions on
Rural Economic Development

“Tribal Colleges develop the reservation economics . . .”

—Lionel Bordeaux, President, Sinte Gleska University

Accompanying the poor economic circumstances of most

rural reservations are the low levels of educational attainment

for most reservation-based American Indians. On Tribal Col-

Potential: % not employed Actual: % unemployed
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

American Indian population on Tribal College reservations

U.S. population 16 years and over

62%

37%

42%

6%

Note: Actual unemployment is the percentage of the labor force that is not working; potential
unemployment is the percentage of the civilian population that is not working, and therefore
includes both the traditional “unemployed” as well as those who are not in the labor force.
Reservation unemployment figures are for American Indian residents only. Excludes six colleges
that are not reservation-based or are the second college on a reservation.

Source: BIA, 1995; U.S. Census Bureau, 1998, Table 644

Figure Two: Average Unemployment on Tribal College
Reservations Compared to U.S. Population Overall, 1995

4 In this report, reservation-based Tribal Colleges refer to 25 of the 31 colleges in the United States. Crownpoint Institute of Technology and
United Tribes Technical College are the vocational colleges chartered by their respective tribes (in addition to other Tribal Colleges), and gener-
ally are excluded from the data analysis so as not to duplicate information. D-Q University in California was chartered by a coalition of 19 tribes
and bands, and is not located on a reservation. In addition, three colleges—Haskell Indian Nations University, the Institute of American Indian
Arts, and the Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute—are federally or congressionally chartered and are not located on reservations. How-
ever, it is important to keep in mind that these colleges have similar impacts on their local communities, and serve many American Indian
students who return to their reservations with increased skills and other benefits.

5 The data from Tiller, 1996 are taken primarily from 1990 Census data, but may have been updated with more recent information from the tribes
themselves.
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lege reservations, an average of 65

percent of the population graduated

from high school, and only 6 percent

received a bachelor’s degree or higher

(Tiller, 1996). In comparison, 82 per-

cent of all Americans 25 years and

older had completed high school in

1995, and 23 percent had received a

bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S.

Census Bureau, 1998). (See Figure

Four.) Tribal leaders continue to be

concerned with the low levels of edu-

cational attainment on reservations

and place a high priority on revers-

ing this trend (R. Wells, 1997). Given

the importance of education to rais-

ing the levels of income and employ-

ment, one can see how important

higher education institutions—and

Tribal Colleges in particular—will be

to the future development of reser-

vation communities.

Tribal Colleges’ development ef-

forts share important similarities

with those of many different kinds of postsecondary in-

stitutions. For example, community colleges contribute

to the development of local communities in specific ways:

E Direct spending and employment. Community colleges,

their students, and their employees make various pur-

chases that contribute to demand in the local economy.

In addition, the colleges directly create many jobs.

E Workforce development. Through their instruction,

they increase the skills of local workers, which in turn

increases the employment and earnings opportunities

of these workers (Harris, 1997). Generally, community

colleges tailor their programs to meet specific local

needs, and their curricula tend to change continuously

to reflect shifting needs (McNutt, 1995).

E Business attraction. The development of local human

capital leads to increases in local productivity (Nespoli,

1991). By increasing the skills of the local workforce—

as well as performing community impact studies and

other activities—community colleges encourage busi-

ness and industry to locate in the region (Cavan, 1995).

E Small business and entrepreneurship development. In

many reservation communities, local entrepreneurs

wanting to start their own small businesses need help

in understanding and surmounting the challenges they

face. Community colleges also serve entrepreneurs by

providing business development expertise through

technical assistance, the operation of Small Business De-

velopment Centers, incubation services, and specially

targeted programs (OERI, 1996). Approximately 40

percent of community colleges in small communities

and rural areas operate Small Business Development

Centers. In addition, a small number are involved in

business incubators—facilities in which shared services

and management assistance are provided for tenant

companies, usually in exchange for rent, fees, a percent-

age of sales revenue, or equity in the company

(Weinberg and Burnier, 1991).

E Technology transfer. Community colleges also can con-

tribute to the development of physical capital by ap-

plying their research expertise—by demonstrating new

technologies, serving as information clearinghouses on

new technologies, or other innovation-related activi-

ties (OERI, 1996; Nespoli, 1991).

E Leadership. Community college leaders play a major
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Note: Most reservation data were derived from the 1990 Census, but some may have been updated with more recent
figures (to 1995). Data excludes six colleges that are not reservation-based or are the second college on a reservation.
In addition, data was not available for six reservations. Income figure for U.S. population in Tribal College states was
calculated from only those states in which reservation-based Tribal Colleges have their primary location (Arizona,
Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Washington, and Wisconsin), and is an
average of state averages.

Source: Tiller, 1996; U.S. Census Bureau, 1998, Table 727

Figure Three: Average Personal Income Per Capita on Tribal
College Reservations Compared to U.S. Population Overall, 1990
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role in making a public commitment to economic de-

velopment, and in creating public awareness of the im-

portance of college programs and activities to future

growth (Thomas, 1989).

E Linkages. Community colleges act as leaders to open

up the lines of communication between public educa-

tion, social services, four-year colleges, and the busi-

ness community (Cavan, 1995). “Especially in distressed

areas, the community college is often the institution

best capable of initiating and nurturing the local part-

nerships and regional collaborations that can help solve

critical community problems” (Eller et al., 1998, p. 1).

Tribal Colleges are perhaps most comparable to rural com-

munity colleges, which are more likely to operate with lower

levels of resources than other community colleges or four-

year institutions but tend to take on a more expansive role in

community development (Thomas, 1989). “In rural areas, the

local community college is the only game in town for eco-

nomic development, cultural enrichment, and higher educa-

tion” (Cavan, 1995, p. 9). Thus, rural community colleges tra-

ditionally play a dominant role in

the community, and may be the

“primary catalyst for improving the

quality of rural life” (AACC, 1992,

p. 3). Although the resources of

Tribal Colleges tend to be even

lower than those of most rural

community colleges, Tribal Col-

leges are similar in their signifi-

cance for the local community.

As new land-grant institutions,

Tribal Colleges also have become

part of a specific tradition of in-

volvement in economic develop-

ment. Like community colleges,

land-grant universities have been

formally involved in rural eco-

nomic development for many de-

cades. According to a survey by the

National Association of State Uni-

versities and Land-Grant Colleges

(NASULGC, 1997), land-grant

universities foster new business and

create long-term job growth; pro-

mote innovation; enhance the

workforce; and conduct research at the forefront of sustain-

able agriculture in order to improve the quality of rural life.

They therefore perform many of the same activities as com-

munity colleges, and often work in cooperation with nearby

community colleges in local development efforts.

Tribal Colleges also share experiences with other minority-

serving institutions. Historically Black Colleges and Uni-

versities (HBCUs), for example, took on the responsibility

of improving the economic well-being of African Ameri-

cans from their earliest stages, and appear to be better at

preparing African American students for professional life

than predominantly white institutions (OERI, 1996). Re-

search has shown that attendance at HBCUs has human

capital development benefits that lead to higher wages in

the labor market (Constantine, 1995; OERI, 1996). Like

Tribal Colleges, HBCUs have faced barriers to their involve-

ment with economic development that are specific to their

role as minority-serving institutions, including: limitations

in their curricula due to historic underfunding; exclusion

from many informal social networks; and perceived or real

effects of racial bias (OERI, 1996).
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Figure Four: Average Educational Attainment on Tribal College
Reservations by State, Compared to U.S. Population Overall
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Tribal Colleges contribute to local development in nu-

merous ways that are similar to efforts of other

postsecondary institutions. At the same time, they add two

unique aspects. First, Tribal Colleges integrate cultural rel-

evance into their development efforts, as tribal traditions

and values permeate the curricula and learning styles of the

colleges. This ability of the colleges fits in with the broad

vision of economic development in which higher educa-

tion institutions become “community-building colleges,”

empowering their local communities to create sustainable

economic activities while preserving traditional cultural

values (Eller et al., 1998, p. 6). Second, Tribal Colleges have

a special responsibility to help local communities under-

stand the nature of choices between different types of eco-

nomic growth, given the specific history of economic de-

velopment on reservations. For example, job creation may

mean reliance on one industry to provide a steady supply

of jobs (as it has in the past), or it may mean a dynamic

expansion of the economy with new jobs and businesses;

Tribal Colleges can illuminate the  disparate impacts of these

types of development on the long-term health of the com-

munity. Both of these special aspects of Tribal Colleges’ con-

tributions to local economic development support the fu-

ture success of such efforts.





III. TRIBAL COLLEGES AND LOCAL
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

“Today, the tribal colleges are

offering the reservations and tribal communities the

chance to build knowledge, skills, confidence, and pride in

a way not possible for non-Indian institutions to offer.”

— Paul Boyer, 1997

In general, the Tribal Colleges have both direct and long-

term impacts on local economies. Direct effects result

from the dollars spent and circulated into the economy, and

come through several mechanisms: spending by the institu-

tion, employees, students, and even visitors; jobs, including

college employees and jobs created by college spending; and

the provision of services to the local community. The long-

term effects result from the completion of a college’s mis-

sion, and include the following: workforce development; fos-

tering entrepreneurship and small business growth; initia-

tion and dissemination of new research; and promoting effi-

ciency and environmentally sound practices in agriculture

and natural resources (NASULGC, 1996). Arguably, the long-

term impacts of Tribal Colleges on their local communities

may be even more important to local economic development

than the direct economic effects, as they help communities

establish a foundation for future growth.

Direct Contributions to Economic Growth
“With a clearer understanding of the requirements

for economic growth on reservations, specialists in

the field see a new role for the federal government, for

tribes and for Indian institutions. At the vanguard,

they see the tribal colleges.”

— Marjane Ambler, 1992

It is difficult to obtain data on spending by Tribal Colleges and

their students. However, it is clear that Tribal Colleges spend

money on faculty and staff compensation and direct purchases.

In Fiscal Year 1996, for example, each Tribal College spent an

average of $2.1 million for employee salaries and other ben-

efits.6 In comparison, rural community colleges overall spent

an average of $6.3 million on employee compensation in that

year (NCES, 1996a). (See Figure Five.) Meanwhile, employees,

visitors, and students spend money for such things as trans-

portation, food, and other living expenses. When employees,

visitors, and students are from outside the local community or

when the purchases are financed with external financial aid,

such spending represents new expenditures that directly result

from the colleges’ existence. In turn, both of these types of

spending stimulate activity in the local economy.

Because they hire a significant number of local residents,

Tribal Colleges serve as important employers in the com-

munity. In addition to teaching, college employees may be

involved in a variety of occupational activities, including

administrative positions, professional, clerical, and techni-

cal support, skilled crafts, and service/maintenance posi-

tions. In 1995, the most recent year for which data are avail-

able, Tribal Colleges employed an average of 81 people—

including 22 full-time faculty members, and 44 full-time

staff members.7 On average, the total number of faculty and

staff employed by all rural community colleges is slightly

higher, 88 (NCES, 1995a). (See Figure Six.)

The number of employees ranges widely among the Tribal

Colleges. For example, Diné College and Haskell Indian Na-

tions University each employed 200 or more people in 1995,

6  This figure is for the 25 tribally controlled colleges for which information was available  for that year. If Diné College is excluded—it skews the
statistics due to its age and size—the figure is slightly more than $1.9 million.

7 This figure is for 20 tribally controlled colleges for which information is available. Total includes part-time employees.
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whereas Stone Child College and Bay Mills

Community College employed less than 30

people. It is also important to note that at the

tribally controlled colleges 57 percent of em-

ployees were American Indian, compared to

3 percent at rural community colleges over-

all. The percentage varied according to posi-

tion—76 percent of full-time staff were

American Indian, compared to 26 percent of

full-time faculty.

Finally, Tribal Colleges provide essential ser-

vices to local residents, businesses, and tribal

governments. Such public service activities

include continuing education and GED

courses, health and counseling clinics, library

services, cultural programs, management of

public housing, and provision of catering ser-

vices to students, Head Start programs, and

even local prisons. Tribal Colleges often are

useful to the tribal leadership by analyzing

various economic trends and other factors

that will influence the tribal economy

(Houser, 1992). In addition, they can serve

as focal points for local development initia-

tives, providing coordination and leadership.

Workforce and
Skills Development

“[Salish Kootenai College] had the simple

idea that Indian people and Indian

organizations knew the degree and certifi-

cate programs that they wanted.

In addition, it decided to ask them.”

—  Kellogg Commission on the Future of

State and Land-Grant Universities, 1999

Improving the skills and expertise of the lo-

cal workforce is an essential role of Tribal

Colleges. As development on reservations be-

comes more complex, future managers and

business owners will require a greater level

of business skills, flexibility, and management

expertise. “Tribal Colleges can play a critical role in economic

development in Indian Country by thoroughly preparing the

next generation of managers and entrepreneurs” (Houser,

1992, p. 15). Tribal Colleges encourage workforce develop-

ment in several ways: they match their curricula with local

needs; they increase the overall skill levels—and commensu-

rate earnings—of the local labor force; and they contribute

to higher rates of employment by graduating students who

are then employed within the community.
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Figure Five: Average Spending on Employee Compensation by Tribal
Colleges, Compared to all Rural Community Colleges, FY 1996
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Matching degree programs to local needs

Tribal Colleges offer a range of courses that are specific to

local communities’ needs. “Program developers have been

careful to create programs that produce graduates with

high employability in local markets” (Hill, 1995, p. 36).

Thus, Salish Kootenai College first offered courses in for-

estry, which is a dominant industry in western Montana.

Many Tribal Colleges offer degrees in such fields as social

service, secretarial skills, and early childhood education

to address manpower needs in tribal agencies, day care cen-

ters, Head Start programs, and other government spon-

sored activities. In addition, Fort Peck Community Col-

lege in Poplar, Montana and other Tribal Colleges have sur-

veyed local businesses and community leaders to find out

what skills are needed most. (See Figure Seven.)

8 The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of 1988 opened the door to legal casino gambling and permits tribes to offer any type of gambling on its
reservation that is already allowed by the state for other purposes; casino-style gambling and gambling not legal in the state require compacts
between tribes and states (Levitan and Miller, 1993).

Reservation Casinos
The publicity about prosperous tribal gaming operations is misleading. Media stories often imply that due to the

success of Indian casinos all reservation economies are booming and that American Indians are improving their

socioeconomic standing—neither of which is evident from data on income and poverty (Tootle, 1997). “Contrary

to popular belief, only a quarter of federally recognized tribes operate casinos, and less than 9 percent earn enough

to provide direct payments to members” (NCSL, 1998). The isolation of many reservation communities makes

viable gaming operations impossible, and poverty among American Indians has risen despite the gaming boom

(National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, 1995).

Nevertheless, casino gambling has played a major role in the economic growth of some reservations, although not

necessarily on Tribal College reservations. The greatest concentration of reservation-based casino gambling is in

Minnesota, where the relationship between the state and tribal governments is relatively good.8 Some evidence is

available that shows positive short-term effects of casino gambling, including increased employment, wage levels,

and property values (Levitan and Miller, 1993); small tribes located near major urban areas appear to have benefit-

ted the most (National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, 1995). Revenue from tribal gambling may be used

to invest in social welfare programs, tribal operations, economic development initiatives, or other areas (Levitan and

Miller, 1993). In fact, tribes have used virtually all their gaming revenue for some aspect of economic development,

by channeling it toward tribal employment programs, social and educational programs, and other business enter-

prises (Leonard, 1996). Some therefore consider gaming operations to be a means to an end, and many successful

tribes are diversifying their economic activities with the profits from gaming. However, the long-term effects of

casinos remain uncertain, and many fear an increase in crime and other social ills. Other concerns include the

sensitivity of gaming revenue to economic cycles, and the fact that gambling is a regressive source of revenue—it

tends to attract more betting by low-income people than by high-income people (Madhusudhan, 1996).

Although many of the reservations on which Tribal Colleges are located have forms of gambling, only five Tribal

Colleges have received income from gaming revenue from time to time (AIHEC, 1997). Those reservations that have

casinos are attempting to use the revenue generated from gaming to improve the local standard of living and poten-

tially diversify into other, more sustainable areas of economic development. In the interim, many Tribal Colleges are

offering courses in hospitality and casino management in order to train tribal members to work in the casinos and

participate in local tourism opportunities. For example, College of the Menominee Nation in Keshena, Wisconsin

has offered training in casino management, hospitality, and customer service through its National Indian Gaming

and Hospitality Institute to keep up with the demand for labor on the reservation (D. Wells, 1994).
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Tribal Colleges offer programs in other marketable areas,

such as nursing, computer-related technologies, and elec-

tronics technologies, which were considered the “hot” com-

munity college programs in 1997 (Kienzl and Woods,

1998). According to a survey of Tribal College students

(Boyer, 1995), business was the most common field of

study (19 percent), followed by health professions (15 per-

cent), education (12 percent), and vocational/technical

trades (11 percent). Before the Oglala Lakota College Nurs-

ing program began, very few nurses at the local Indian

Health Service hospital were American Indian; today, 50

percent are graduates of the college’s program (Billy, 1999).

Figure Seven: Matching Tribal College Curricula with Local Needs

Name of College Selected Major Industries/Employers Examples of Programs Offered (1998)

Bay Mills Community College (MI) Local government; tobacco sales Tribal Business Management;

Natural Resources Management

Blackfeet Community College (MT) Construction; agriculture/ Building Trades and Construction Technology;

livestock; tourism  Natural Resources; Hospitality Occupations

Cankdeska Cikana Community College (ND) Land leases; manufacturing Tribal Administration; Office Systems

Cheyenne River Community College (SD) Tribal businesses Administrative Systems; Business Specialist

College of the Menominee Nation (WI) Lumber; sawmill; tourism Timber Harvesting; Hospitality and Tourism

Diné College (AZ) Agriculture/livestock; forestry; mining Earth/Environmental Sciences; Pre-Engineering

Dull Knife Memorial College (MT) Small businesses Office Management; Entrepreneurship

Fond du Lac Tribal and Community College (MN) Local government Law Enforcement; Tribal Management

Fort Belknap College (MT) Agriculture; land leases Natural Resources

Fort Berthold Community College (ND) Gaming; electronics manufacturing Casino Operations; Entrepreneurship Management

Fort Peck Community College (MT) Livestock; defense manufacturing Natural Resources Management; Electronics

Technology

Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Community College (WI) Local government; logging; cranberry farming Tribal Management; Agriculture and Natural Resources

Leech Lake Tribal College (MN) Fishing; forestry; retail trade Natural Sciences; Business Entrepreneurship

Little Big Horn College (MT) Mineral resource leases; federal government Human Services; Office Systems

Little Priest Tribal College (NE) Agriculture Environmental Science

Northwest Indian College (WA) Fishing; seafood processing Fisheries Enhancement; Environmental

Engineering Techology

Oglala Lakota College (SD) Agriculture; small businesses Natural Resources Management; Agri-Business;

Organic Agriculture; Entrepreneurship

Salish Kootenai College (MT) Lumber; construction Environmental Science: Forestry; Heavy Equipment

Operation; Building Trades

Sinte Gleska University (SD) Livestock; jewelry manufacturing Biological Science; Agribusiness; Business Administration

Sisseton Wahpeton Community College (SD) Agriculture (leases); livestock; Natural Science; Business Administration

trash bag manufacturing

Sitting Bull College (ND) Land leases; gaming Business Administration/Management;

Casino Management

Stone Child College (MT) Lumber Construction Technology

Turtle Mountain Community College (ND) Cargo container manufacturing; Engineering Studies; Office Education

watch manufacturing; data entry

White Earth Tribal and Community College (MN) Local government; retail trade; Tribal Business Management;

garment manufacturing Computer Information Systems

Source: Tiller, 1996; AIHEC, 1998
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Increased skills/productivity
of local citizens

Through the teaching of their curricula,

Tribal Colleges increase the skills and

productivity levels of their students. In

turn, this leads to higher earnings for

their students, and thus for the com-

munity as a whole. One recent study at-

tempted to measure these effects by ex-

amining economic indicators for Tribal

College reservations compared to simi-

lar reservations without Tribal Colleges

(Harris, 1997). It indicated a positive

correlation between Tribal Colleges and

both workers’ incomes and significantly

lower poverty rates.

E Over the past few decades, median

income for males and females

grew at faster rates on Tribal Col-

lege reservations than on the res-

ervations without Tribal Colleges.

For example, between 1980 and

1990 the growth in female median income was 49 per-

cent greater on Tribal College reservations than on res-

ervations without Tribal Colleges.

E Between 1980 and 1990, overall poverty rates grew 22

percent more on the reservations without Tribal Col-

leges, and family poverty increased 8 percent more.

Thus, reservations with Tribal Colleges appear to have im-

proved their economic circumstances more than similar res-

ervations without Tribal Colleges have. The results hold even

when accounting for the broader influence of states’ economic

progress. In addition, there appeared to be a positive rela-

tionship between the number of years each Tribal College

had been in existence and most of the income measures. All

of these findings suggest that Tribal Colleges are directly im-

pacting the economic health of their local communities.

Because of the relatively high rates of participation in

postsecondary education on many Tribal College reservations,

these institutions have the potential to significantly improve

the skills and earnings of a substantial proportion of local resi-

dents. For all reservation-based, tribally controlled colleges that

serve primarily students from their own reservation, 4 percent

of the American Indian residents ages 16 to 64 were enrolled in

fall 1995—and in some states, the percentage was 10 percent

or more.9 (See Figure Eight.) This suggests that a significant

proportion of adults were participating in a Tribal College edu-

cation in some way during that semester, and an even greater

proportion have taken Tribal College courses over many years.

This compares favorably with the slightly less than 3 percent of

the population 18 years and older who were served by all com-

munity colleges in the same semester (Phillippe, 1997). At the

same time, this participation has a multi-generational effect

— the children of Tribal College graduates will be more likely

to attend college, thereby encouraging continuing development

of the workforce in the future.

Employment of graduates
within the community

In addition to improved skills and higher earnings, Tribal

Colleges’ efforts in workforce development appear to lead

to higher rates of employment. Although national data are

State Reservation population Fall enrollment, Enrollment as
ages 16 to 64, American American Indian  % of population

Indian residents students

Arizona 124,421 1,665 1%

Michigan 465 261 56%

Minnesota 4,266 200 5%

Montana 23,422 2,407 10%

North Dakota 17,616 1,004 6%

Nebraska 7,661 208 3%

South Dakota 43,082 1,617 4%

Washington 2,678 1,189 44%

Wisconsin 5,185 581 11%

Overall 228,796 9,132 4.0%

Excluding Bay Mills 225,653 7,682 3.4%
and Northwest

Figure Eight: Participation Rates for Reservation-Based
Tribal Colleges by State, 1995

Note: Bay Mills Community College and Northwest Indian College both serve all or most of the reservations in their
respective states. Six colleges are excluded because they are not reservation-based or are the second college on a
reservation; an additional four colleges are missing data. Reservations were assigned to states based on the primary
location of the Tribal Colleges, even in cases in which a reservation crosses state lines.

Source: BIA, 1995 (population figures); NCES, 1995b (enrollment figures)

9  Measured as fall 1995 American Indian enrollment (from NCES, 1995b) as a percentage of the American Indian reservation population ages 16 to
64 (from BIA, 1995) for 19 of the colleges. Federally controlled colleges were excluded, as were colleges that are not reservation-based. Crownpoint
Institute of Technology and United Tribes Technical College were excluded because their chartering tribes have other Tribal Colleges. If Bay Mills
Community College and Northwest Indian College are excluded—they serve many students on other reservations—the figure is 3 percent.
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not currently available, some specific examples suggest that

Tribal College graduates are performing significantly better

than tribal members who have not attended, in terms of

their rates of employment and continuing education.

E According to data from Stone Child College (1997),

located on the Rocky Boy Reservation in Montana, by

1997 63 percent of all graduates since 1986 were em-

ployed; 13 percent were employed by the college, while

50 percent were employed elsewhere. Almost 21 per-

cent of graduates were still attending college, either at

Stone Child or another institution. Only 15 percent of

graduates were unemployed and were not attending

school.10 This compares to an overall unemployment

rate of 72 percent on the reservation (BIA, 1995).

E According to a study of Salish Kootenai College gradu-

ates from 1992 through 1996 (Slater, 1997), 86 percent

were employed, and 59 percent of associate degree

graduates went on to further education. In contrast, 80

10  These numbers do not add to 100 percent due to the following: 3 percent of graduates were both employed and still attending college, and are
therefore included in both percentages; and the current status of 4 percent of graduates was other/unknown.

Tribal Colleges and Welfare Reform
The 1996 welfare reform legislation, with its stricter work and job training requirements, is expected to influence

Tribal Colleges and their communities in numerous ways. The reservations on which most of the colleges are lo-

cated have relatively high numbers of welfare recipients, many of whom have low levels of education or are disabled.

Given these needs, both states and tribes are turning to the colleges to provide remedial education and job training

to reservation residents—both Indian and non-Indian residents (Shanley, 1997).

The most obvious effects of the welfare reform provisions on the colleges can be seen in enrollment changes. On the

one hand, welfare recipients may get pushed out of higher education and into jobs; on the other hand, the new

requirements may drive recipients who lack basic skills into basic adult education, GED, and vocational training

programs. Like most community colleges, Tribal Colleges do not know much about the welfare status of their stu-

dents. Nevertheless, according to a survey by the American Indian Higher Education Consortium in spring 1998, 12

of the 20 responding colleges have seen enrollment changes that they believe can be attributed to welfare reform.

The reported shifts varied: five of the colleges mentioned increases in enrollment; three felt the enrollment changes

have been mixed; one college said enrollment has declined; one college believed the students were getting younger;

and two did not mention the direction of the enrollment changes.

In order to address these enrollment changes, many colleges are repackaging their programs to enable the best

possible education for welfare recipients within the 12 months generally allowed for vocational training. Seven

colleges that responded to the survey have created new vocational training programs in the past year, and an addi-

tional five colleges are planning to do so in the future. Nevertheless, it will be difficult for the colleges to prepare

many welfare recipients fully within such a short period.

In addition to educating welfare recipients, the colleges are actively involved in encouraging their transition into the labor

force. Virtually all of the responding colleges work with local welfare agencies to coordinate their activities; for example,

the New Mexico Human Services Department has contracted with Crownpoint Institute of Technology to provide train-

ing to 800 residents of the Navajo Nation (Tribal College Journal, Winter 1997-98). At the same time, two tribes that have

chartered Tribal Colleges—the Sisseton Wahpeton Sioux of South Dakota and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai of

Montana—have taken advantage of the welfare legislation to create their own plans for providing welfare services to tribal

members under the new block grant program (HHS, 1998). It is likely that the respective Tribal Colleges will play integral

roles in this process—in the case of the Sisseton Wahpeton Sioux, the tribe has turned to its Tribal College to provide

educational and job readiness training to welfare clients (Tribal College Journal, Winter 1997-98).
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percent of the labor force on the Flathead Reservation

in Montana, where the college is located, was employed

in 1995, and only 59 percent of the potential labor force

was employed (BIA, 1995).

E According to a study of graduates from Turtle Moun-

tain Community College on the Turtle Mountain Res-

ervation in North Dakota from 1980 through 1990

(Monette, 1995), 50 percent of respondents reported

they were employed full-time in a job related to the

field of study they had pursued at the college; an addi-

tional 5 percent were employed part-time in a related

job, and almost 22 percent were employed in an unre-

lated job. Twenty-three percent reported they were con-

tinuing their education on either a full-time or part-

time basis.11 Only 13 percent were unemployed, com-

pared to an unemployment rate of 45 percent on the

reservation as a whole for 1995 (BIA, 1995).

To some extent, such success is due to Tribal Colleges’ efforts

to help their graduates find community-based employment.

Many of the colleges provide employment or placement ser-

vices to their students (AIHEC, 1999b); others, however, do

not have the resources to staff such services, and must use

more informal mechanisms such as community networks.

The employment of graduates is especially important because

so many graduates remain in the community. According to

Boyer (1995), almost 85 percent of Tribal College students said

that the Tribal College they attended was 50 miles or less from

their permanent home. This is true for the overwhelming ma-

jority of students at community colleges in general (NCES,

1996b), emphasizing the relevance of local institutions. Fur-

thermore, the faculty and staff positions at the Tribal Colleges

have encouraged educated American Indians to remain on the

reservations, where they contribute their skills and leadership

to those communities and serve as role models (Harris, 1997).

It is important to reiterate a crucial obstacle to the employ-

ment of graduates within the community: in many cases,

Tribal Colleges are training students for jobs that currently

do not exist on the reservation. In some cases, graduates

develop skills and abilities that allow them to take local po-

sitions that were once held by non-tribal members. How-

ever, Tribal Colleges’ education and training is also part of

the larger process of job creation and expansion of the local

economy. When jobs do not exist, many graduates may uti-

lize their Tribal College experiences to create their own jobs

through micro-enterprise and other forms of entrepreneur-

ship. Thus, the employment of graduates in the commu-

nity is linked closely with Tribal Colleges’ efforts to encour-

age the growth of small business and entrepreneurship.

Small Business and
Entrepreneurship Development
“For many decades American Indian reservations have been

demoralized by the seemingly permanent condition of

extreme poverty. . . . tribal colleges are working to provide the

leadership, programs, and resources to meet the challenge.”

—Ernest L. Boyer, 1989

Tribal Colleges promote long-term economic growth by pro-

viding instruction and technical assistance to local business

owners and potential entrepreneurs. By doing this, they rec-

ognize that the key to economic growth lies not only in im-

proved training and education on the reservations (Fettig,

1992), but also in the encouragement of large numbers of

small enterprises that are owned and managed by American

Indian entrepreneurs (Sherblom, 1990). A survey conducted

in the 1980s (cited in Houser, 1995) revealed the value of

micro-enterprises on the Pine Ridge Reservation: such busi-

nesses provided income for 87 percent of the households, and

30 percent of responding households indicated that at least

half of total household income came from self-employment

activity. At the same time, many reservations are in dire need

of more local services, such as car repair and retail outlets.

Thus, small business development presents one of the great-

est opportunities for economic growth (Eller et al., 1998).

Tribal Colleges help relieve two of the main barriers for Ameri-

can Indian businesses: credit availability and management skills.

Several colleges have become involved in arranging micro-loans

for local small businesses; for example, Sitting Bull College in

Fort Yates, North Dakota is working closely with the tribal gov-

ernment to seek funds for microlending for entrepreneurship

(Barden, 1998). In addition, Tribal Colleges offer broader train-

ing and education to reservation communities, including an

increased emphasis on business and entrepreneurism (Fettig,

1992). The colleges promote entrepreneurship and small busi-

ness growth through courses, workshops, leadership develop-

ment, and technical assistance via small business centers.

11 These numbers do not add to 100 percent due to additional categories, such as full-time homemaker and retired, and the fact that some gradu-
ates were both employed and continuing their education.
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Courses in entrepreneurship
and leadership development

Not only do the colleges try to match curricula to existing

local economic needs, but they also try to develop programs

that encourage the creation of new small businesses and

other entrepreneurial activities. For example, the American

Indian Entrepreneurs Case Studies and Curriculum, which

is being established jointly by Salish Kootenai College and

Sinte Gleska University, is structured around eight Lakota

tribal values and eight values of the Salish Kootenai tribes.

These values are not typically discussed in business text-

books, and include such ideals as respect for others, respect

for the Earth, cooperation and generosity, and giving back

to the community. For each topic area, specific issues faced

by American Indian entrepreneurs are identified—for ex-

ample, obtaining financing, employing the extended fam-

ily, reconciling business practices with traditional roles, and

gaining the support of the tribal government (Lazarick,

1999). In another example, Fond du Lac Tribal and Com-

munity College is using a new Title III institutional aid grant

from the U.S. Department of Education to develop a finan-

cial services curriculum, in order to encourage more Ameri-

can Indian students to enter the local banking and financial

services industry (Billy, 1999). By providing such courses,

Tribal Colleges can help encourage local entrepreneurs—as

Northwest Indian College did for one member of the Lummi

Nation, who attended business classes at the college and now

owns a café at the local courthouse (Casey, 1998).

As economic development is linked to the quality of civic lead-

ership, Tribal Colleges also try to strengthen leadership skills.

Toward this end, Tribal Colleges draw upon cultural values and

entrepreneurial training to build the confidence and skills nec-

essary for successful small business development (Eller et al.,

1998). Dr. Joseph McDonald, president of Salish Kootenai Col-

lege, and David Archambault, former president of Sitting Bull

College (when it was known as Standing Rock College), helped

create the American Indian Business Leaders (AIBL) organi-

zation, which provides role models and mentors for American

Indians. There are now student-based chapters of the organi-

zation on several reservations, at 14 Tribal Colleges, and at some

mainstream institutions (Lazarick, 1999). The chapters of the

AIBL provide a forum for discussion and support for Ameri-

can Indian business students and entrepreneurs; create a strong

networking system among the Tribal Colleges and university

systems; stimulate American Indian student interest in busi-

ness and tribal economic development; organize an annual

career fair held in conjunction with their national conference;

and establish summer internship opportunities with tribal,

state, federal, and corporate entities.12

Profile of Development Activities at United Tribes Technical College
Since its inception in 1969, United Tribes Technical College (UTTC) has served multiple tribes in economic devel-

opment (Maxon and Gipp, 1999). Initially, the college served as the umbrella for economic development planning

to four North Dakota tribes—the Standing Rock Sioux, the Three Affiliated Tribes of Fort Berthold, the Devils Lake

Sioux, and the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa—accompanying a grant from the Economic Development Ad-

ministration within the U.S. Department of Commerce that allowed the tribes to establish local planners. Since

then, UTTC has sponsored numerous conferences and summits in the area of development, bringing together many

different tribes to plan for the future.

In general, UTTC encourages economic development in several capacities: providing technical assistance to numer-

ous tribes on the Northern Plains as well as American Indian individuals; serving as an intertribal forum for policy

and program discussions; and offering specific kinds of training that are part of its mission. In 1980, the college

created an Indian Business Development Center, operated under memoranda of agreement with the Administra-

tion for Native Americans, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the Department of Commerce’s Minority Business

Development Agency (which continues to fund the effort). Now called the United Tribes ND/SD Native American

Business Development Center, the center promotes the self-sufficiency of American Indian businesses, provides

procurement services and specialized training, and offers management and technical assistance. Between 1988 and

1998, the center provided more than $17 million of assistance in the form of prepared financial packages and almost

$29 million in procurement of new contracts for clients.
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Tribal Business Information Centers
and other initiatives

The Tribal Colleges are also promoting entrepreneurship and

small business development through innovative support cen-

ters that provide technical assistance. Almost a third of the

colleges currently have Tribal Business Information Centers

(TBICs), which are funded by the U.S. Small Business Ad-

ministration (SBA). The TBICs provide help to both students

and the wider community with business plans, budgets, mar-

keting, and other activities. Other colleges support small busi-

nesses through similar centers that are funded by the colleges

themselves, or through other sources. For example:

E Northwest Indian College of Bellingham, Washington

has been supporting local entrepreneurs since 1988

through its Business Assistance Center, which provides

access to expert advice on business planning and op-

eration. Clients come to the center looking for help in

preparing a business plan they can present to banks and

government agencies for financing. Other clients al-

ready have successful businesses, but require assistance

in more specific areas such as inventory control, mar-

keting research, or personnel management (Lansdowne,

1992). In addition to the main campus site, Northwest

also has Business Assistance Centers at its instructional

sites on seven other reservations in Washington state

(Tribal College Journal, Spring 1999).

E Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa Community Colleges of Hay-

ward, Wisconsin houses a Business Assistance Center in

its Entrepreneurial Studies department. The center col-

The Navajo Nation Labor Market and Diné College
The Navajo Nation, located in Arizona, New Mexico, and part of Utah and encompassing more than 26,000 square

miles, is relatively rich and abundant in land, water, natural resources, and human and cultural resources (Jones et al.,

1997). In most cases, however, these resources have not been developed fully, and the unemployment rate remains very

high. Many constraints impede the development of the Navajo Nation, including the lack of private finances and

financial institutions, the inadequate infrastructure, and the limited availability of technology and technical man-

power.  The problems of attracting potential employers also are linked to land tenure and property rights; enforcement

of the communal ownership of Navajo land requires a lengthy approval process, in which more than 30 steps through

the Navajo Nation and then the Bureau of Indian Affairs are necessary before a business permit can be issued.

The current labor market structure of the Navajo Nation can be divided into three sectors: the primary sector

(agriculture, forestry, and fishing); the secondary sector (manufacturing and construction); and the tertiary sector

(commerce, finance, transport, and service, including government). Historically, agriculture—and livestock in par-

ticular—held the dominant position in the Navajo economy; however, Navajo employers in agriculture have virtu-

ally disappeared in recent years, in parallel with the general decline in American agriculture overall. The service

sector, on the other hand, has come to dominate the economy; the government is the second largest employer in the

Navajo Nation, with more than 20 percent of employment. Despite significant potential, the tourism and recreation

industry remain underdeveloped.

In order to address some of the challenges faced by the Navajo Nation, Diné College was established  in 1968 as the first

tribally controlled community college in the United States. The college offers educational programs that prepare students

for entry into employment and for transfer to four-year colleges and universities. It awards associate degrees and technical

certificates in areas important to economic and social development. In addition, the college established the Institute for

Integrated Rural Development as part of the land-grant initiative to research, develop, and provide extension of educa-

tional programs in the fields of Community Development, Economic Development, and Natural Resource Management.

The primary objective of the Institute is to integrate traditional philosophy, economic livelihood, and natural resource

stewardship to address Navajo rural development needs, in partnership with Navajo communities.

12 See the AIBL website (www.umt.edu/trio/aibl/hpaibl.htm).
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lects business-oriented reference materials for use by stu-

dents in the Entrepreneurial Studies program as well as

walk-in clients who wish to research specific topics related

to their business plans or operation. In addition, students

and clients can access the Internet and use state of the art

software programs to create business documents.13

E The Tribal Business Information Center at Fort

Belknap College of Harlem, Montana has begun build-

ing a computer resource library that includes Internet

access for tribal members. Ranchers and farmers use

the technology at the center while learning account-

ing programs to run their businesses more efficiently.

In addition, students and other community residents

are getting help in developing business plans, and may

receive loans of $8,000 to $50,000 from a new tribal

loan fund (Eller et al., 1998).

In addition, the colleges assist local businesses in count-

less other ways. For example, in June 1998 Little Big Horn

College of Crow Agency, Montana held the first of a se-

ries of economic summits to bring together experts to

discuss tourism, loans, and small business start-ups. Par-

ticipants identified specific business opportunities that

were ready for development, discussed the importance

of good credit reputations, and stressed the importance

of education to future economic growth (J. Ross, 1998).

In August 1999, United Tribes Technical College spon-

sored an economic development summit that showcased

tribally controlled and operated businesses, and featured

such topics as tribal tourism, effective fundraising strat-

egies, welfare to work strategies, and rural economic de-

velopment initiatives (Beheler, 1999).

Agriculture and Land Development
“HII NE AWE BII LUX BAA KACHEE K”

[Crow: “The land gives us life”]

—Janine Pease-Pretty On Top, President,

AIHEC and Little Big Horn College

Land use and resource development on Tribal College res-

ervations represent another long-term economic impact,

as the colleges contribute to improved agricultural and

natural resource management practices. “Land tenure is

one of the most complicated issues affecting Indian eco-

nomic development, not only in the sense that it is an

economic asset, but also because it is the wellspring of

tribal identity and preservation” (Federal Reserve Bank

of Kansas City, 1994, p. 16). Overall, American Indian

land remains in high demand due to abundant agricul-

tural, timber, and mineral resources. However, “most

tribes do not have the capital, technology, or expertise to

develop these resources” (Tootle, 1997, p. 103). In addi-

tion, these resources are distributed unevenly among res-

ervations and tribes.

As a result of the General Allotment Act of 1887, tribal land-

holdings overall were reduced by two-thirds and land was

distributed in individual parcels to both Indians and non-

Indians, resulting in a checkerboard pattern of ownership that

limits many economic development opportunities (Federal

Reserve Bank of Kansas City, 1994).14 The system of dividing

ownership shares equally among heirs exacerbated the situa-

tion and made it virtually impossible for Indian landowners

to assemble enough land to make agricultural operations prof-

itable. In addition, before the 1970s the federal government

was the de facto manager of American Indians’ land, and fed-

eral development and spending priorities often conflicted with

tribal priorities. Since then, land use policies have changed,

and increasing levels of education have given reservation resi-

dents the skills needed to protect their interests. Today, tribes

have substantial—but not complete—control over the de-

velopment of surface, underground, and water resources on

their reservations (Levitan and Miller, 1993).

Local needs

Together, the reservations on which Tribal Colleges are lo-

cated make up more than 30 million acres of land, not all of

which is tribally owned (Tiller, 1996). Tribal land consti-

tutes a major source of income for many tribes, involving

revenue from farming, timber, grazing, and industrial leas-

ing. Nevertheless, there are various obstacles and issues in-

volved in the use of tribal land, many of which must be re-

solved as part of any economic development process.

Agriculture remains the dominant use for American In-

dian land, although its importance is decreasing due to

both broader trends in the rural economy and problems

13 From the college’s website (www.lco-college.edu).
14 American Indian land held in trust by the federal government now has three major ownership categories: tribal, single ownership of allotted

land, and multiple ownership (through inheritance) of allotted land (Levitan and Miller, 1993).
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specific to the reservations. The continued lack of avail-

able farming credit and adequate irrigation remain seri-

ous obstacles to successful agricultural enterprises, and

non-Indians farming or ranching on tribally owned lands

are a frequent occurrence (Levitan and Miller, 1993). At

the same time, agriculture in the United States is changing

enormously, with significant impacts on Tribal College

reservations. Farms are getting bigger and fewer, the glo-

bal market for farm products is shifting, and federal farm

programs are being scaled back. Although agriculture will

remain the mainstay of communities that historically have

depended upon it, those ties will change and communi-

ties will need to adapt (Barkema and Drabenstott, 1996).

Reservation communities will need to rethink their ap-

proach to agriculture entirely—traditional uses of the land

are not always the best, and communities need to expand

their portfolio of options.

Meanwhile, tribal land overall contains nearly six million

acres of sustainable commercial timberland, and the poten-

tial for income and employment from mining is significant

for the few reservations with mineral resources (Levitan and

Miller, 1993). Natural resource management for tribes has

generally involved the concept of sustainable development—

a combination of economic development and the consump-

tion of natural resources in sustainable ways (Davis, 1996).

In other words, reservation resources are managed with the

realization that they are finite, and the resource potential

must be preserved.

The issue of sustainable development has been the focus of

many tribes, including some on Tribal College reservations.

For example, the Northern Cheyenne Reservation in south-

eastern Montana, home of Dull Knife Memorial College, is

located above the Fort Union Coal Formation. Although

the reservation itself is not currently being mined, it has

estimated recoverable reserves of 5 billion tons, worth about

$400 billion. Because of the poverty level on the reserva-

tion, there is significant pressure to open the coal resources

for extraction; however, this pressure has been balanced by

the risk of degrading or destroying the land through strip

mining. Over the last 30 years, therefore, the tribe has been

A Brief History of the Land-Grant Movement
The land-grant college movement during the nineteenth century was a major factor in orienting higher education

toward practical knowledge for a broad segment of the population (Bigart, 1997; NASULGC, 1998). The First Morrill

Act of 1862 provided for grants of federal land (or land scrip) to support 50 state universities (the “1862 land-grant

institutions”), in order to teach in the areas of agriculture and the mechanical arts. As the land-grant colleges grew, they

developed community outreach programs that considerably affected rural areas. In 1890, the Second Morrill Act pro-

vided for federal funds to support instruction at land-grant institutions, specifying that the funds must benefit African-

American students as well as white students. This encouraged many southern states to establish or expand colleges for

black students, leading to 16 new land-grant institutions (the “1890 land-grant institutions”). Seven more institutions,

primarily from U.S. territories and the District of Columbia, were designated as land-grant institutions between 1968

and 1980 (U.S. Congress, 1993), and 30 Tribal Colleges became land-grant institutions in 1994.

In order to disseminate the results of agricultural research to rural areas in a practical, easily demonstrable way, the Smith-

Lever Act of 1914 enabled the 1862 land-grant institutions to operate a system of county extension agents in agriculture

and home economics, called the Cooperative Extension Program. Agriculture Experiment Stations had been established

under the Hatch Act of 1887. In addition, several sources of funding are available to the 1890 land-grant institutions,

including two programs specifically targeted toward the 1890 institutions to compensate for their ineligibility for the first

two programs; and special programs for institutional capacity-building and for construction and renovation of facilities

for the 1890 institutions (U.S. Congress, 1993; NASULGC, 1998; Bigart, 1997). Most of these funds are administered and

coordinated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. As a result of this evolution, land-grant institutions have come “to

encompass a program of on-campus instruction, research, and off-campus extension work” (NASULGC, 1998).



24

  Tribal Colleges’ Contributions to Local Economic Development

involved in a series of court and legislative battles to protect

the land from coal development (Wilson, 1993).

In reaction to such problems, Tribal Colleges increasingly have

become involved in promoting the sustainable development

of natural resources on their reservations. For instance, the

Menominee Sustainable Development Institute at College of

the Menominee Nation in Keshena, Wisconsin works to help

preserve the tribe’s substantial forest resources while still pro-

ducing enough income from forest products to enable a strong

economy. Toward this end, the Institute has two goals: to re-

search and describe the Menominee model of a sustainable

community; and to provide education about sustainable de-

velopment to a broad audience (Davis, 1996). In addition,

Bay Mills Community College of Brimley, Michigan is devel-

oping a new curriculum in Sustainable Development, focus-

ing on six primary areas: Environmental Science, Econom-

ics, History, Political Systems and Institutions, Community,

and Culture and Spirituality.15

Meanwhile, Tribal Colleges also can help with instruction

and technical assistance, in order to allow tribal members

to be a part of agricultural and natural resource develop-

ment. For example, the Navajo reservation has relatively

undeveloped sources of coal, natural gas, and uranium, as

well as underutilized land and water resources. In order to

develop these resources, “the Navajo Nation needs more

Navajo individuals who are formally educated in such fields

as engineering, range conservation, hydrology, business

management, natural resource development, and rural so-

cial and economic development” (Lewis, 1993, p. 24).

Tribal Colleges also can prepare students in fields that are re-

lated to the land, such as nutrition, family health, and tourism.

For example, Little Big Horn College is helping the Crow In-

dian Reservation in Montana to take advantage of its proxim-

ity to Little Big Horn Battlefield, site of Custer’s last stand. The

recently established Institute for Microbusiness and Tourism

now offers Indian-designed and led tours of the site, in addi-

tion to fly-fishing trips and historic tours of various reserva-

tion sites (Boyer, 1997). Tribal Colleges can provide targeted

coursework and research that addresses these issues, especially

with their recent designation as land-grant colleges.

Land-grant status of the colleges

In 1994, 30 Tribal Colleges obtained land-grant status

through the Equity in Educational Land-Grant Status Act.

The report accompanying the legislation concluded that

the Tribal Colleges have similar missions to those of ex-

isting land-grant institutions, and that their designation

as land-grant colleges could assist them in accomplish-

ing their missions (U.S. Congress, 1993). The Act gives

30 Tribal Colleges (the “1994 land-grant institutions”)

land-grant status16 and makes available several types of

funding (Bigart, 1997; U.S. Congress, 1993; AIHEC,

1999a):17

E Instead of receiving land for endowments, the 1994

institutions are authorized to receive interest income

from an endowment fund, to be built from $4.6 mil-

lion appropriations for each year between 1996 and

2002 (for a total endowment of $32.2 million, if the

funds are appropriated).

E Each 1994 institution is authorized to receive $50,000

per year to fund instruction in food and agricultural

sciences, as a replacement for Second Morrill Act ap-

propriations. In FY1999, $1,552,000 was appropriated

for these equity grants.

E Between Fiscal Years 1996 and 2002, $1.7 million per

year has been authorized for competitive grants for

buildings, laboratories, and other capital facilities, al-

though the funds have not been appropriated.

E An annual $5 million was authorized for agricultural

extension work by the 1994 institutions in cooperation

with any 1862 or 1890 land-grant institution. These

funds are awarded on a competitive basis. In Fiscal Year

1999, approximately $2 million was appropriated for

the extension program.

E Beginning in Fiscal Year 1999 and authorized through

2002, the colleges can compete for applied research

grants in agriculture through a research program tar-

geted toward the 1994 institutions.

The 1994 institutions do not receive as much funding as

other land-grant institutions. AIHEC estimates that together,

15 See the college’s website (www.bmcc.org).
16 Initially, 29 of the colleges were designated as land-grant institutions through the Equity in Educational Land-Grant Status Act; in 1998, Little

Priest Tribal College was added after it split from Nebraska Indian Community College, which already had been a land-grant institution.
17 However, the legislation excludes them from certain types of funding: agricultural experiment stations under the 1887 Hatch Act; agricultural

extension work under the 1914 Smith-Lever Act; and college aid appropriations under the Second Morrill Act (Bigart, 1997).
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the 30 land-grant Tribal Colleges receive approximately the

same funding through land-grant-related appropriations

that one state land-grant university does (AIHEC, 1999). In

addition, several of the land-grant provisions have not been

funded at their authorized levels, or at all.

Under the land-grant legislation, two broad programs are

fundamental to the work of the Tribal Colleges: equity grants

and extension work. The purpose of the equity grants pro-

gram is to strengthen instructional programs in the food

and agricultural sciences at the 1994 land-grant institutions.

Profile of Development Activities at
Turtle Mountain Community College
Like other Tribal Colleges, the original rationale for the creation of Turtle Mountain Community College of Belcourt,

North Dakota included increasing the number of tribal members who are capable of contributing to activities that

positively impact local community and economic development (TMCC, 1999). Since 1976, the college has provided

customized training for the tribe and surrounding community through its Vocational and Technical Education

Department. The department was established to train tribal members for employment and offers 10 instructional

degree and/or certificate programs, in such fields as Early Childhood/Day Care, Construction Technology, Welding,

Medical Lab Technician, Fish/Wildlife Management, Business Office Technology, and Entrepreneurship/Marketing.

In 1997-98, 473 students were enrolled in any one of the 10 degree/certificate programs. Of those students, 77

percent have completed their programs, and 88 percent of program completers are currently employed. Organiza-

tions such as Uniband Corporation, Turtle Mountain Manufacturing Corporation, and the Belcourt School District

have taken advantage of the college’s customized training.

In addition, the Center for New Growth and Economic Development was created within the college to play an

integral role in the development activities of the surrounding communities. The center has five major goals:

E Compilation of community data and information

E Collaboration with tribal and community leaders

E Structured training opportunities for the next generation of tribal leaders

E Conducting research relevant to tribal and community needs

E Maintenance of a centralized repository of demographic data and resource materials

The center’s work strengthens Turtle Mountain Community College’s capacity to address local needs. For example, the

center recently brought together tribal and county leaders to discuss long-range planning, resulting in an application for

Empowerment Zone and Enterprise Community (EZ/EC) status. The center obtained funding from the Administration

for Native Americans to develop a data collection and management unit that will be available to all community members.

The center also manages and administers a scholarship program designed to help future tribal entrepreneurs create busi-

nesses on or near the reservation; provides access to the Internet for students; and sponsors a series of workshops pre-

sented by local professionals on business start-up issues.

The Agriculture/Natural Resource Initiative also exists within the college to develop an environmental program for

the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Reservation by focusing on the effective use of agricultural, forest, and residential

lands. Toward this end, the initiative will involve research into various reservation species, efforts to bring all rel-

evant programs of the U.S. Department of Agriculture to the reservation, and the development of agricultural

programs of study. Agricultural-related training in such areas as nutrition education, diabetes information, and

Global Positioning System/Geographic Information System (GIS/GPS) training is already being provided, and the

college will eventually offer certificates and degrees through the Initiative.
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Under the program, appropriated funds are divided equally

among the 30 land-grant colleges upon approval of each

institution’s application for a grant, which must include a

plan of work related to the institution’s long-term goals. The

equity grants may support projects related to strengthening

academic programs in one or more of the following areas:

curricula design and instructional materials development;

faculty development and preparation for teaching; instruc-

tion delivery systems; student experiential learning; equip-

ment and instrumentation for teaching; and student recruit-

ment and retention (CSREES, 1999b).

The following project summaries exemplify some of the

work Tribal Colleges are doing as a result of FY 1998 equity

grants (CSREES, 1998b):

E Fort Belknap College in Harlem, Montana has used its

equity grants over three years to develop a Global Posi-

tioning System/Geographic Information System (GPS/

GIS) program. To this end, the college has purchased

GPS/GIS equipment and software, established a work-

station, hired a coordinator, and trained students, fac-

ulty, and community members in GPS/GIS use. The

program has been used to document the location of

cultural, historical, and ethnobotanical sites on the Fort

Belknap Reservation. In the coming year, the technol-

ogy will be used in four areas of critical need: tribal

bison range inventory; monitoring of black-footed fer-

ret; spring and wetlands inventory; and tribal farm and

ranch inventory.

E Cankdeska Cikana Community College of Fort Tot-

ten, North Dakota is developing curricula and mate-

rials for a new program in Food Science and new

courses for students with an interest in Food Science

careers as part of Phase III of its Food Science and

Agricultural Services Project. The curricula and ma-

terials include state of the art methods for food prepa-

ration as well as traditional Dakota recipes and prepa-

ration methods. Students in the program complete

field experiences and seek employment in hospitals,

schools, hotels, and other institutions offering employ-

ment in the Food Science area.

E Leech Lake Tribal College of Cass Lake, Minnesota is

using the equity grant funding to improve its Environ-

mental Science program. In previous years, funds were

used to acquire instructional equipment and hire a new

full-time instructor in Biology/Chemistry. The college

also is adding a full-time faculty member with a for-

estry orientation in order to expand course offerings

in the program.

E The Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) of Sante

Fe, New Mexico is continuing to advance its resource

education program to promote American Indian food,

fiber, and natural resource systems. The project is be-

ing moved into the instructional curriculum with the

introduction of several new courses and integration

of courses and other efforts into an interdisciplinary

Arts & Material Culture program. In addition, the

program’s educational outreach infrastructure is be-

ing developed through computer and video informa-

tion technologies.

Extension programs are conducted through cooperative

agreements with other land-grant institutions. Proposals are

submitted for competitive consideration. The scope of

projects eligible for support include the following areas:

agriculture; community resource and economic develop-

ment; family development and resource management; 4-H

and youth development; leadership and volunteer develop-

ment; natural resources and environmental management;

and nutrition, diet, and health (CSREES, 1998a).

Examples of projects for FY 1998 under the extension pro-

gram include the following (CSREES, 1999a):

E Blackfeet Community College in Browning, Montana,

in cooperation with Montana State University and the

Blackfeet Tribe, is focusing its extension work efforts

on native plant horticulture on the Blackfeet Reserva-

tion. In addition, the Tribal College extension agent is

assisting in developing a training program in ecosys-

tem recovery and native plant horticulture, and is co-

ordinating the development of college facilities to sup-

port research and training.

E Fond du Lac Tribal and Community College in Cloquet,

Minnesota, along with the University of Minnesota Ex-

tension Service, is developing and distributing an envi-

ronmental analysis of the physical and biotic quality of a

major river ecosystem and monitoring the quality of

ground and surface waters, in order to promote the sus-

tainable use of water resources on the reservation.

E Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute (SIPI) in Al-

buquerque, New Mexico, in collaboration with New

Mexico State University Cooperative Extension Service, is
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developing and implementing a Family Extension and

Education Program. The program provides training in

early childhood development, family care, and youth de-

velopment in order to help families become healthy, pro-

ductive, and financially secure members of the commu-

nity. The program has established a Family Development

and Resource Center on the campus, and plans for ex-

pansion include an early childhood development center.

E The Agricultural Division at Fort Berthold Commu-

nity College in New Town, North Dakota is implement-

ing an Agricultural Marketing and Management Sys-

tem for Beef Cattle and Bison. The marketing phase

focuses on the establishment of bison production and

beef feeder cooperatives with innovative marketing

concepts, while the management phase provides tech-

nical and managerial oversight for feedlot operations.

Although the colleges currently offer many courses related

to agriculture and natural resource development, land-

grant funding will allow them to establish broader cur-

ricula in these areas. This, in turn, will help enable local

communities to develop the land and natural resources of

their reservations.





IV. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

“In the end, the issue is empowerment.”

— Paul Boyer, 1989

Sovereign Indian nations are composed of four overlap-

ping attributes: a secure land base, a functioning

economy, self-government, and cultural vitality. All at-

tributes must be maintained and developed for tribes’ con-

tinued autonomy (NCSL, 1998). Although the policy of self-

determination is making economic development on Indian

reservations possible, it does not guarantee success (Cornell

and Kalt, 1991). Tribal Colleges contribute to strengthen-

ing all four of these aspects—by encouraging land develop-

ment, economic growth, community leadership, and the

preservation of tribal traditions.

The success of recent initiatives, particularly the encourage-

ment of entrepreneurs and small businesses, help disprove

the long-held assumption that economic development is in-

compatible with tribal cultures (Boyer, 1997). In fact, the

integration of cultural values is essential for the success of

economic development efforts. The Rural Community Col-

lege Initiative found that Tribal Colleges are good examples

of the kind of community development that is needed:

Giving close attention to the incorporation of Indian

values and local traditions . . . in entrepreneurial train-

ing, they are building economic capacity from commu-

nity strengths rather than deficiencies. They promote

economic self-determination without destroying tradi-

tional culture (Eller et al., 1998, p. 14).

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that the early signs

of economic progress and the movement toward self-deter-

mination should not mean an end to outside support. Sig-

nificant barriers remain to economic development on res-

ervations, and building skills and technical expertise and

encouraging entrepreneurship will not be enough if more

jobs do not become available. A broad-based, diversified

economy—including small business, manufacturing, agri-

culture, and more—is necessary to ensure long-term suc-

cess (Boyer, 1997).

Given these considerations, there are several steps

policymakers and other leaders can take to support and

advance Tribal Colleges’ efforts in community development:

E Land continues to be one of the greatest resources of

reservation communities. Through targeted education

and training and information dissemination, Tribal

Colleges can help tribes become self-sufficient in the

management of their land and natural resources. To

bolster these endeavors, federal policymakers must ap-

propriate funds under the land-grant legislation at the

authorized levels. At the same time, the authorized lev-

els should be reexamined to ensure that they allow for

an equitable distribution of resources.

E The integration of Tribal Colleges’ development efforts

with broader initiatives, such as the Tribal Business In-

formation Centers, are essential to building a founda-

tion for small business growth and entrepreneurship

on reservations. Policymakers must continue to fund

such initiatives, recognizing the success they have had

thus far with only limited resources.

E To assist in creating sustainable reservation communi-

ties, the Tribal Colleges must collaborate with a range

of partners in regional development. The colleges al-

ready have created ties to each other through such av-

enues as the Montana Tribal Business Information Net-

work, which links business centers at the Tribal Col-

leges in Montana. Cooperative relationships with other

land-grant institutions and institutions that serve large
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numbers of students from disadvantaged backgrounds

will be especially important in the future.

E Similarly, healthy tribal economies mean substantial

benefits for the economies of the states in which they

are located. Thus, state policymakers must look to

the Tribal Colleges as partners in economic devel-

opment, with broad benefits to the state as a whole.

Welfare reform is just one example of cooperation

in this area.

E In building upon all of these partnerships, reservation

communities will require the resources to develop in-

frastructure capacities at the most basic levels, includ-

ing financial institutions, transportation networks, and

communications technology.

E Ultimately, leaders and policymakers must be aware of

Tribal Colleges as a community development resource.

Past government economic development initiatives on

reservations frequently failed because they did not rec-

ognize the underlying structures of the local economy,

including the dire need for infrastructure and the im-

portance of microenterprise. Tribal Colleges, as com-

munity institutions, can help the sponsors of future

development efforts understand such characteristics in

order to provide a better chance of success.

Gaps in our knowledge of the role of Tribal Colleges in eco-

nomic development still exist, and more research into this area

is warranted. It is evident that the Tribal Colleges are at different

stages in the process of assisting and sustaining local commu-

nity development. Some are more advanced, have more re-

sources, or have a broader range of efforts in these areas than

others. Yet the colleges learn from each other, and frequently

form strategic partnerships that cross reservations and tribal

cultures. Clearly they will all play important roles in the future

development of American Indian reservation communities, es-

pecially in establishing the foundation for future growth through

skills development, technical assistance, and other efforts.
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Addendum

F igure Seven on page 16 of this report seeks to match

Tribal College curricula with local needs. Tobacco sales

do not represent a major industry in the Bay Mills

community in Michigan. A more accurate match for Bay

Mills Community College is reflected below.

The participation rates included in Figure Eight on page

17 of this report are based on reservation population fig-

ures for the chartering tribes of the Tribal Colleges in those

states. While the Bay Mills Tribe of Michigan and the Lummi

Tribe of Washington founded the only Tribal Colleges in

their respective states, these schools directly serve and are

responsible to multiple reservation populations in their ar-

eas. Therefore, it is important to consider the total reserva-

tion population for each state and/or service area when cal-

culating participation rates, as the following table illustrates

for 1995.

Name of College Selected Major Industries Examples of Programs Offered (1998)

Bay Mills Community College (MI) Local government; tribal businesses Tribal Business Management;

Natural Resources Management

Source:  Tiller, 1996; AIHEC, 1998; Bay Mills Community College, 1999

State Total reservation population ages Fall enrollment Enrollment as %

16 to 64, American Indian residents American Indian students  of population

Michigan 14,154 261 2%

Idaho
Oregon
Washington 54,284 1,189 2%

Source:  BIA, 1995 (population figures); NCES 1995b (enrollment figures)


