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Report Purpose
The purpose of this report is to share outcomes resulting from the “Changing 
Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota” project conducted by First 
Nations Development Institute (First Nations) over the period of 2018 to 2020 and to 
highlight emerging models, lessons learned, and best practices observed during the 
implementation of the project. The authors’ goals in disseminating and sharing this 
information are to:

Showcase strategies 
that augment existing 
tribal efforts to increase 
economic development 
opportunities while 
regaining control of local 
food systems in a manner 
relevant to the challenges 
often observed in Native 
communities with respect 
to access to capital, 
geographic isolation, and 
limited infrastructure.

Provide “outside the 
box” methods trending 
in Native communities 
in their efforts to regain 
control of local food 
systems and generate 
economic opportunities.

Present insights and 
observations in order to 
reduce the “reinvention 
of the wheel” scenario 
and to expand the 
linkages among 
Native communities.
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Background
In Native (and many other) communities, the way foods are produced, distributed, and 
consumed has direct implications for community members’ health and the preservation and 
celebration of Native cultures. The health of the local food system has significant implications for 
Native communities’ development, economic development, culture, and health.

Native communities struggle to build linkages within their food systems. As a result, non-
Indian-owned businesses or the federal government provide the majority of food available in 
Native communities because there are little to no service and product suppliers for individuals, 
businesses, and tribes to purchase from on-reservation. This “leaks” Native dollars into the non-
Native economy and diminishes tribal purchasing power. An opportunity is seriously missed by 
Native communities by not regaining control of their local food economy. 

By purchasing the smallest amount of food goods and 
services on-reservation, Native communities can retain some 
purchasing power. Creating successful local businesses 
and more locally available services and products means 
an increased and enhanced dollar multiplier effect by 
keeping community dollars in the community. Production 
and consumption of locally produced goods and services 
also can increase economic independence, as reliance on 
externally produced goods and services is reduced.

In 2001, First Nation Development Institute (First Nations) began the Nourishing Native Foods & 
Health program to support tribes and Native communities in building sustainable food systems 
that improve health and nutrition, strengthen food security, alleviate elder hunger, and increase 
control over Native agriculture and food systems. Since that time, First Nations has become the 
recognized leader in Native American food systems work in efforts to reclaim control of Native 
food systems.

With support from the Otto Bremer Trust, First Nations continued its work in 2015 by initiating 
the Food as Economic Development in Native Communities project, with an overall goal of 
increasing tribal and urban support to American Indian communities located in Minnesota in their 
efforts to develop food systems for economic growth and participation. The project built on the 
previous First Nations’ Native Asset-Building Partnership Project (NABPP) conducted in 2012 to 
2014, which studied the tribe-to-tribe mentoring process as a viable and replicable asset-building 
strategy with the intent of using the mentorship process to help mentee tribes regain control, or 
manage tribal assets while promoting tribal sovereignty and sustainable economic development 
within their communities. The project proved that peer mentoring among Native groups 
and tribes serves as an excellent vehicle for proliferating asset-building strategies in Native 
communities with unique circumstances, tribal policies, and needs as it develops partnerships 
and best practices for communities without reinventing the wheel.
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In 2018, with continued support from the Otto Bremer Foundation, First Nations designed a new 
project entitled “Changing Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota.” The three 
participating Native tribes were:

The participating organizations were selected based on their ongoing efforts to regain control 
of local food systems, and on their existing agri-business initiatives, community and leadership 
commitment, and readiness to advance to the next level through peer networking, technical 
assistance, and guidance.

Combined, the three tribal communities hold approximately 2.5 million acres of reservation 
land. Existing local food initiatives include a greenhouse for year-round production, bison herd, 
community gardens, and a tribal crop.  

At a glance, Minnesota tribes hold an approximate combined reservation base of 2.65 million 
acres1 (5.2 percent of the state’s 50.95 million acres) and serve as home to five of Minnesota’s 
largest lakes for a combined tribal water area of approximately 612,000 acres (13 percent) of 
Minnesota’s 4.7 million acres2 of total water area. At the tribal level, the reservations combined 
have approximately 23 percent water area that serves as the richest wild rice beds in the United 
States and traditional food source of the Chippewa, Ojibwe, and Sioux Tribes of Minnesota.

North Dakota tribes hold an approximate combined reservation base of 3.7 million acres3, 8.2 
percent of the state’s 45.29 million acres. There are five federally recognized tribes located at 
least partially within the State of North Dakota. These include the Mandan, Hidatsa, & Arikara 
Nation (Three Affiliated Tribes), the Spirit Lake Nation, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, the Turtle 
Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians, and the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Nation.

In total, 31,329 American Indians are living in North Dakota, making up 4.9 percent of the total 
population. Almost 60 percent live on reservations, and over 40 percent of these American 
Indians are under the age of 20.

1 Tiller, V. (2005). Tiller’s Guide to Indian Country, Albuquerque, NM: BowArrow Publishing Company 
2 State of Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. www.dnr.state.mn.us.
3 www.IndianAffairs.nd.gov

Prairie Island Indian 
Community

Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe

Spirit Lake Tribe
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Project Design: First Nations Development Institute
First Nations developed a multi-pronged approach to support three Native communities in 
Minnesota and North Dakota by providing financial, technical, and peer networking support. 
The overall goal of this project is to help tribes regain control of their community food systems. 
This report captures the three project designs, outcomes, best practices, and lessons learned 
from each of these Native communities to share for the benefit of other tribes that are pursuing 
control of their Native food systems.

In turn, each of these three communities developed a customized project that is unique to their 
community circumstances. These three unique initiatives can be considered “experiments” to 
test what works, and what does not work, with the goal of identifying best practices and lessons 
learned that can be shared with other Native communities that have similar goals. In order to 
advance the goal of Changing Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota, First 
Nations applied the following logic model to this project design:

Logic Model

Provide customized 
training and technical 
assistance

Native economies are
strengthened by increasing 
tribal participation in their 

local food economies

Facilitate peer networking

Provide financial resources
to implement their projects

Social connections within
communities are improved
by elevating the awareness 

and support for tribal 
food sovereignty

Tribes’ unique food 
culture and traditions are 

preserved

Tribes reclaim control
of their community 

food system

Project Activities
(Years 1-2)

Intended Outcomes
(Years 3-5)

Intended Impact
(Years 5-7)
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First Nations project design included the following deliverables:

Select three tribes in Minnesota and North Dakota to design and implement a project in 
their own communities within two years

• Sign MOUs and provide up to $25,000 to each of the three tribal communities to
support their project

Provide customized training and technical assistance to each of the three tribal 
communities with a two-day site visit

Promote peer-learning among the three tribal communities by hosting a one-day 
facilitated convening

Furthermore, First Nations supported the tribes’ efforts to create strategic plans to strengthen 
their food sovereignty initiatives by pursuing any of the following goals:

• Move toward the elimination of hunger and food insecurity
• Build more local and regional food self-reliance for a food-centered local economy
• Take a greater role in deciding how food is produced and distributed
• Make food systems equitable and socially just
• Develop an environmentally sustainable food production & distribution system
• Teach young people about food production and preparation, and connect them with their

culture/traditions
• Preserve and celebrate culture through food

First Nations also supported tribal efforts to strengthen their internal connections within their 
communities by pursuing any of the following goals:

• Strengthen or create new community connections
• Promote tribal and institutional policy changes
• Improve access to locally grown and healthy foods

Tribal communities have at least four key components of their local food systems that they 
may be able to strengthen. This includes Food & Ag Producers, Food Policies & Codes, Tribal 
Consumer, and Food Outlets as shown below.

1

2

3

Reclaim 
Control of 

Community 
Food System

Food Outlets

Food & Ag producers

Tribal ConsumerFood Policies & Codes

Tribal Food Systems - 
Key Components that 
can potentially be 
strengthened by tribes. 
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Project Timeline
First Nations’ project design included the following key timeline milestones during 
implementation:

Grantmaking/MOUs: First Nations selected the three community organizations and
signed MOUs in March 2019. These MOUs had a 17-month duration with a start date of 
April 1, 2019, and end date of August 30, 2020.

Convening/Pre-session: The cohort of three community organizations met at the Food
Sovereignty Summit on the Oneida Reservation in Green Bay, Wisconsin, in September 
2019.

Indigenous Logic Model Webinar: Grantees attended a virtual Indigenous Logic Model
webinar on November 7, 2019. 

Training and Technical Assistance Site Visits: The site visits to each of the grantees were
as follows:

• Prairie Island Indian Community: July 2020
• Spirit Lake: October 2019
• Standing Rock Sioux Tribe: August 2019

Key Milestones
2018 2019 2020

N D Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

Project Start

Select 3 Tribes

Tribal Project Implementation

Indigenous Logic Model 
Webinar

Training and Technical 
Assistance Visits

Convening

Outcomes Report
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Project Design - Three Native Community-based Organizations 

Prairie Island Indian Community

Environmental Technician, Lars Lidahl, at Prairie Island Indian Communities’ new solar greenhouse.

Project Overview
Prairie Island Indian Community (PIIC) is located in Welch, Minnesota. The tribe has 
approximately 1,050 members with a reservation consisting of approximately 300 acres. The 
reservation includes the Treasure Island Resort & Casino, which is one of the largest employers 
in the region.

Changing Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota 6
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The tribe has a limited land base. In 1938, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built a lock and 
dam, which flooded community land, including burial mounds, and created a larger floodplain, 
leaving the tribe with only 300 livable acres. In 1973, Xcel Energy began operating a nuclear 
power plant on the island and now stores spent nuclear fuel in dry cask storage containers only 
three blocks from the community. 

PIIC has developed some local food assets, including a community garden and a bison herd that 
was started in 1991 and now includes approximately 90 bison. The community decided to launch 
a Food Sovereignty Initiative in 2019.

Prairie Island Indian Community is located 40 miles southeast of 
Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport.

Prairie Island Indian Community includes a 300-acre main reservation 
adjacent to the Prairie Island Nuclear Plant.
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Managing Organization
This project was coordinated by the PIIC, a federally recognized Indian Tribe. The project team 
included Nicole Staudt, Health Improvement Coordinator; Lars Lidahl, Environmental Technician; 
Esther Liu, Native Food Sovereignty Fellow; and Danny Harjo,Grant Compliance Coordinator.

Project Design
The intent of the PIIC project was to strengthen their local food system by expanding the 
production capacity of their existing community garden by installing a greenhouse, and adopting 
new tribal food codes and supportive policies. Specifically, their project design included the 
following objectives:

Expand the community 
garden to increase production 
efficiencies by leveraging 
funds for a greenhouse to 
support food production and 
distribution

Develop food ordinances 
and food business policies to 
strengthen tribal sovereignty

Perform market analysis and 
develop a business plan to 
cultivate opportunities to 
begin selling PIIC products 
locally to strengthen tribal 
sovereignty

Expand the greenhouse to 
increase food production 
efficiencies, food production 
and distribution, and 
community engagement

Train two staff to achieve the above objectives

1

2

3

4

5

A Ground to Air Heat Transfer (GAHT) greenhouse system is installed at 
the Prairie Island Indian Community to harvest sunlight. This system is 
designed to cool the greenhouse during the hot summer and warm it 
during the cold winter.
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Training & Technical Assistance Request
PIIC originally intended to adopt a Tribal Food Code and other supportive policies. However, 
while implementing this project they decided they first needed to pursue an Integrated Resource 
Management Plan (IRMP) that would provide a more comprehensive framework for the food 
code. Therefore, PIIC received customized training and technical assistance in the form of online 
training on the fundamentals of a tribal IRMP. This training was provided in July 2020. 

Key Outcomes
1. Increased local agriculture production:

• PIIC installed a new passive solar greenhouse. This need was driven by their short growing
season. The project team did extensive research in selecting the best greenhouse system
that would minimize the need to purchase energy and has a “net zero impact.” Their
staff also received training on greenhouse installation and growing practices. The team
considered this project “wildly successful.”

• PIIC has maintained a community garden to allow for local food production. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic and the social distancing requirements led to a significant increase
in the demand for backyard gardens. In response, PIIC installed 30 raised bed gardens at
individual homes, which further increased the local food production potential.

Prairie Island Indian Community Members received online training on Integrated Resource Management 
Planning (IRMP).
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2. Elevated awareness and support for the benefits of a strong local food system:

• The COVID-19 pandemic elevated the awareness of the need for a strong local
food system.

• The construction of the greenhouse created more awareness. The project team was able
to recruit 10 community members to be volunteers to support their local food efforts.

• This led to the development of plans to launch a Community Supported
Agriculture (CSA) initiative in 2021 to build stronger connections between their local
farmers and community members.

3. Strengthened internal capacity:

• The community received formal
training on the development of
an IRMP.

• Staff also received training
in Colorado on passive solar
greenhouse design and best
practices for food production.

• Staff attended the Certifying
Produce Safety Alliance Grower
Training on the Food Safety
Moderation Act Produce
Safety Rule conducted by the
Indigenous Food and Agriculture
Initiative at the University
of Arkansas.

Best Practices
The project team reported the following project highlights they consider to be best practices:

Passive solar greenhouse with net zero footprint.

No-till practices in the community garden in order to strengthen soil health.

Expanded concept of “community gardening” to promote “backyard gardening,” which 
resulted in 30 new gardens in the community.

Lessons Learned
The project team stated that their main lesson learned was the inordinate amount of strategic 
thinking required to develop a comprehensive approach to a strong local food system. This 
realization came as a result of the training on developing an IRMP. 

Prairie Island Indian Community bison herd. 
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Spirit Lake Tribe

Project Overview
Spirit Lake Tribe is headquartered in Fort Totten, North Dakota. The tribe has approximately 
7,500 members with 2,100 living on the reservation. The reservation consists of approximately 
245,000 acres, which includes both fee lands and trust lands. The reservation includes several 
tribal entities such as Sioux Manufacturing Corporation, Spirit Lake Housing Corporation, 
Cankdeska Cikana Community College, Four Winds Community School, Tate Topa Elementary & 
Middle school, Spirit Lake Casino & Resort, Tokio General Store, Paul’s Grocery, and Luis Café. 

Spirit Lake has developed some local food assets, including a bison herd and a tribal crop. 
They also have a strong Food Distribution Program for Indian Reservations (FDPIR) – Spirit Lake 
Food Distribution Program (SLFDP). SLFDP coordinated this project on behalf of the Spirit Lake 
Community. 

The beautiful educational kitchen located at Spirt Lake Food Distribution Program in Fort Totten, ND.
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Managing Organization
The Spirit Lake Tribal project was coordinated by Mary Greene Trottier, SLFDP Director. The 
project involves the creation of the Spirit Lake Farm-to-Table Committee, which includes a 
diverse group of key stakeholders who are interested in strengthening the tribe’s local food 
system. 

Project Design
The intent of the Spirit Lake project was to “create a community-wide and multifaceted approach 
to leverage and fortify local food system and to increase market opportunities by creating a 
community farmers market on the Spirit Lake Indian Reservation.” The project included the 
following objectives:

By July 1, 2019, recruit multiple existing agencies and at least 10 Spirit Lake community 
members

By October 1, 2019, establish the Spirit Lake Farm-to-Table Committee to aid in the 
leveraging of local food systems resources and market opportunities

By July 1, 2020, develop the Spirit Lake Community Farmers Market and implement 
weekly meetings at the Spirit Lake Food Distribution Center

By September 1, 2019, conduct a cost-benefit analysis of an indoor gardening/
aquaponics/hydroponics system to guide in the cost-effective use of available SLFDP 
space

Training & Technical Assistance Request
Spirit Lake requested customized training and technical assistance to create a Strategic Plan for 
their newly formed Farm-to-Table Committee. A First Nations consultant facilitated this strategic 
planning session in October 2019. 

Spirit Lake is located 100 
miles east of Grand Forks, 
ND, and 90 miles south of 
the Canadian border.

1

2

3

4
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Key Outcomes
1. Expanded community connections:

• Spirit Lake made connections with 22 local farmers.
• Spirit Lake recruited 10 community stakeholders with representatives from the FDPIR

Program, Tribal Council, College Extension Program, USDA-NRCS, and Environmental
Program to join a Farm-to-Table Committee. This committee is intended to become the
driving force for their Food Sovereignty Initiative.

2. Creation of a local food outlet:

• The project originally was designed to create a Farmers Market on the Spirit Lake
Reservation. Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, they were not able to move
forward with that project. However, the project team was able to innovate and create a
“Virtual Farmers Market” by coordinating with local community members for telephone-
based ordering and drive-through pick-up services.

3. Creation of a local food production system:

• SLFDP installed the equipment for both aquaponics and hydroponics production that
will allow them to grow and supply fresh produce year-round despite their short growing
season.

Best Practices
The project team identified the Virtual Farmers Market as a best practice that could be deployed 
in other tribal communities. The key components to establish the market include: 

Identifying and establishing a relationship with local farmers or food producers.

Setting up systems and procedures to match the available supply with the customer 
demand.

Setting up a system for drive-through pick up as well as delivery services for community 
members who are not able to travel. 
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Lessons Learned
The project team stated that their two lessons learned included the following:

There is a need to be innovative. The project team described that the COVID-19 
pandemic prevented them from developing a farmers market on tribal lands as originally 
intended. However, they focused on their main objective, which was to provide an on-
reservation outlet for local foods. This led to the innovative approach to create a Virtual 
Farmers Market. 

Empowering staff is motivating. The COVID-19 pandemic severely limited the project 
team’s options for meetings and communications. However, the staff was empowered by 
the project director to be innovative and solve problems. This management style proved 
to be essential to keep the project moving forward even when the community services 
largely had to cease.

The Spirit Lake Reservation includes approximately 245,000 acres of land.

Changing Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota 14



Changing Native Food Economies in Minnesota and North Dakota

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe

Project Overview
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe (SRST) is headquartered in Fort Yates, North Dakota. The tribe has 
approximately 15,500 members with 8,200 living on the reservation. The reservation consists 
of approximately 2.3 million acres. The local economy is based on agriculture, gaming, and the 
government. The tribe has an excellent communications infrastructure and owns several tribal 
businesses, including two highly successful casinos that provide valuable business experience 
and a source of tribal funding.

Standing Rock Indian Reservation 
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In 2016, members of the SRST protested the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline that was 
planned to run under Lake Oahu and the Missouri River, the tribe’s water source. This protest 
gained national attention and attracted thousands of others to support this effort. The pipeline 
construction was completed in 2018 but continues to be challenged in court.

On Standing Rock tribal lands, there is a large disparity between the productivity of Native-
owned and non-Native-owned farms, which presents an opportunity to increase productivity and 
output. The SRST recently completed a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategic Plan 
(CEDS) that identifies the development of a Farmers Market and community gardens as “vital” 
community projects. 

Managing Organization
The SRST project was managed by 
Petra Harmon One Hawk, Director 
of Nutrition for the Elderly/
Caregiver Support Program. 
This program is funded through 
Title VI of Older Indians Act, and 
can be compared to the federal 
“Meals on Wheels” program. The 
federal government allows tribes 
to develop their own approach to 
the program to provide nutrition 
and supportive services. The 
program is required to serve 
traditional/ethnic foods, but this is 
a significant challenge because it is 
difficult to secure a reliable supply 
of these items. This challenge was 
the driving force for the SRST project. 

Project Design
The primary intent of the SRST project was to increase access to traditional foods and to elevate 
community knowledge and awareness of traditional food practices. Specifically, the project 
included the following objectives:

Host three community meetings to build awareness about food sovereignty.

Develop a Standing Rock Food Charter.

Interview four families that have traditional knowledge of growing, gathering, or hunting 
food and share key information and insights.

Standing Rock consists of 2.3 million acres of land in North and 
South Dakota.

1

2

3
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Provide three families or businesses financial resources to increase their financial literacy.

Contract with at least three families to harvest and process traditional foods to strengthen 
the SRST food system.

Create an outdoor gathering space by constructing a tipi that allows for social distancing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Training & Technical Assistance Request 
The SRST project identified several areas for customized 
training. Ultimately, they determined that a Food Sovereignty 
Assessment Tool (FSAT) training would be the most beneficial 
to the community. This training took place in August 2019. 
The one-and-a-half-day workshop was designed to assist 
the Nutrition for the Elderly/Caregiver Support Program, 
a group of tribal college and tribal employees, as well as 
interested tribal citizens of SRST in planning a community 
food sovereignty assessment. Since the group was a mix 
of people from various professions and positions within 
the tribe the workshop was designed to provide a general 
overview of food sovereignty and what it means in the 
context of the SRST, the importance and benefits of a food 
sovereignty assessment, and how to work directly with the 
people present to organize a new food sovereignty initiative. 
The workshop included numerous interactive, hands-on 
activities to assist in planning and developing the SRST food 
sovereignty assessment.

Key Outcomes

4

5

6

1. Elevated awareness:

• The FSAT training provided an opportunity for 13 key
stakeholders representing six separate tribal programs Prairie Island Indian Community
to participate in a training session to learn about the
benefits of a Food Sovereignty Assessment. According
to the training and technical assistance provider, “All the attendees were contributing to 
the conversations and seemed to be getting more and more excited about getting a food 
sovereignty initiative going.”

• The traditional foods initiative connected four tribal families that provided traditional 
foods, such as wild turnips, dried corn, and bapa, with three tribal families that prepared 
the foods using traditional methods and recipes. The project also included taste tests, 
which increased the awareness and support of traditional foods.
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2. Strengthened local food system:

• Under the Title VI Program, the SRST is allowed to purchase traditional foods. However, in
the past, they had a challenge sourcing and preparing these foods. This project enabled
community members to identify families that could source the traditional foods and the
families that could prepare them. Essentially, they were able to launch this project and
build the foundation for it to gain traction.

3. Peer networking:

• The SRST has been successfully administering the USDA Farmers Market Nutrition
Program for several years. This program requires a lot of paperwork and documentation
and can be challenging to implement. As part of First Nations’ efforts, the SRST was able
to connect with SLFDP to mentor them on a Farmers Market program.

4. Adoption of a Tribal Food Charter:

• When the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the community, they faced a shortage of meat,
and there was a desire to process livestock locally in order to address this shortage.
This is now allowed based on the Traditional Foods Pathway Program Food Charter that
was adopted in August 2020. The code provides a significant long-term benefit for the
community.

Best Practices
The project team identified the following 
best practices:

A diverse group of community 
stakeholders is helpful when 
conducting a Food Sovereignty 
Assessment.  

Conducting taste tests increases 
buy-in and adoption of traditional 
foods and recipes.

Lessons Learned
The project team shared these lessons 
learned. It is helpful to document 
efforts early on. Use photo and video 
and possibly hire an intern to focus on 
this documentation. Also, understand 
the crucial differences between soil 
and dirt.

Donnette Medicine Horse’s community garden at the NDSU 
Sioux County Extension Office.
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Project Summary Matrix
Community Prairie Island Spirit Lake Standing Rock

Managing 
Organization

Tribal government with 
staff from Health 
Improvement and 
Environmental programs

Spirit Lake Food 
Distribution Program

Tribal government with 
staff from Elder 
Nutrition Program

Intended 
Outcomes

• Expand production capacity
• Support local food

production by
strengthening tribal codes
and policies

• Increase community
engagement to fortify local
food system

• Increase market
opportunities for local
farmers

• Increase access to
traditional foods

• Increase knowledge and
acceptance of traditional
foods

Project Design

• Expand community garden
• Install greenhouse
• Adopt food ordinance
• Conduct Business planning
• Train 2 new staff

• Create a Farm-to-Table
Committee

• Develop a Farmers Market
on tribal lands

• Determine feasibility of
indoor aquaponics and
hydroponics

• Host community meetings
• Create Food Charter
• Identify and gather

traditional food knowledge
from families

• Provide support for
traditional foods

• Create an outdoor,
community gathering space

TTA Requested
• How to develop an

Integrated Resource
Management Plan (IRMP)

• Strategic planning for newly
formed Farm-to-Table
Committee

• Community training
on Food Sovereignty
Assessment Tool (FSAT)

Project 
Outcomes

• Increased local ag
production

• Elevated awareness and
support

• Strengthened internal
capacity

• Expanded community
connections

• Creation of a new local
food outlet

• Expansion of local food
production

• Elevated community
awareness of traditional
foods

• Strengthened market for
traditional foods

• Strengthened peer network
with other tribes

• Adopted Tribal Food
Charter

Best Practices

• Passive solar greenhouse
with net zero footprint

• No-till gardening practices
• Backyard gardening

• Virtual Farmers Market (as a
response to COVID-19)

• Diversity of stakeholders in
food sovereignty planning

• Taste tests can be effective

Lessons 
Learned

• Comprehensive planning
for food sovereignty and
resource management
requires significant, deep,
strategic thinking

• There is a need to be
innovative and adaptive to
change

• Empowering staff is very
motivating

• There should be a plan to 
photograph efforts early on

• It is important to know the 
difference between soil and 
dirt

Identified 
Economic 

Opportunity
• Tribal CSA Program

• Annual harvest event built
around unused crop of corn

• Indoor growing system

• Invest in tribal food
producers, educators, and
service providers

19



Tribal Convening 

1. Business Planning – A presentation by a business planning consultant on how to turn
food business ideas into a solid plan for financing and long-term success

2. Indigenous Food System Models – A presentation from three successful tribal
communities showcasing Indigenous food models and highlighting challenges and
successes

2019 Food Sovereignty Summit – Oneida Community Social

The 2019 Food Sovereignty Summit held at the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, September 23-26, 
brought together Native food practitioners to share, collaborate, and build healthy food systems 
within Native American communities. First Nations and the Oneida Nation have partnered to 
create the national forum for food sovereignty since 2013.   

Over three days, the Food Sovereignty Summit provided multiple presentations, sessions, 
and workshops that advanced understanding and propelled learning. In total, 350 attendees 
explored expansive and time-sensitive topics from Thriving Tribal Food Systems to Tribal 
Sovereignty and Land Rights, The Farm Bill, Food Systems Funders, Strengthening Climate 
Resiliency on Tribal Lands, and Future Generations, a session filled with passion and insights from 
young food systems leaders. 

The agenda covered a wide range of topics by several subject matter experts, including 
attorneys, non-profit directors, finance experts, cultural preservation groups, and tribal elected 
officials. Several tribal executives also shared case studies of the local food initiatives in their 
communities. The following subjects were covered:
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3. First Foods – A look at the connection between tribal food sovereignty and individual
rights to healthy infants and families

4. Hemp – Up-to-date information and opportunities related to hemp production on tribal
lands

5. Rural Broadband – A presentation on the benefits and opportunities of how technology
can shape the agricultural landscape

6. Conservation Tools & Mapping – An overview of various conservation tools to improve
control of tribal lands, conservation practices, agricultural production, and food security

7. Grants & Funding – How to prepare and pursue grant funding opportunities for food
sovereignty initiatives

8. Land Rights – A discussion of some of the legal cases in which tribal communities are
asserting sovereignty using old and new legal, social and economic tools.

9. 2018 Farm Bill – An overview of the 63 provisions related to Native American tribes and
tribal food producers

10. Food Codes – A presentation on the importance of adopting food codes to support food
sovereignty initiatives

11. Climate Resilience – A discussion on how tribes are adapting agriculture to climate
change and ensuring a climate-resilient future

Pre-session Convening of Three Grantees
The three Otto Bremer grant recipients convened in Oneida, Wisconsin, on September 25, 2019, 
the day before the summit. The three goals of the convening were: 1) strengthen the personal 
connections between the three grantees, 2) discuss concepts of food economies and economic 
leakage, and 3) clarify grantees’ targeted impact and provide a logic model framework for 
achieving the desired results.

The agenda was structured as follows:

• Tribal Food Economies – This session explored the concept of “Tribal Food Economies”
and allowed grantees to add to the current body of knowledge. It allowed grantees to
connect the concept of Tribal Food Economy to their projects. This session also looked at
how the terms economic leakage, food sovereignty, and food system intersect in the field
and how that may look on the ground with grantee projects.

• Economic Leakage - This portion of the program looked at grantee projects and how they
fit into the Tribal Food Economy model developed, specifically how economic leakage
can be defined and measured. Grantees discussed how the different program areas within
a Tribal Food Economy are changing or not changing in relation to the grantee projects.
The questions explored were: 1) What do you hope your project changes within the Tribal
Food Economy? 2) What is economic leakage in your community? 3) How would you know
if the Tribal Food Economy is changing? (What does that look like?)
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• Strategies for Defining Impact - This session introduced methods for connecting project
intent to impact. First Nations staff shared anticipated impact of projects and engaged
participants in dialogue around best practices for creating impact.

• Logic Model: Mapping Out Impact - This session introduced methods for creating logic
models that are ideal for mapping and planning program impact for specific projects.
Grantees explored how to create logic models and how those logic models inform project
and program success.

• Conveying Impact in Changing Tribal Food Economies - This session helped grantees
define the impact they intended to make and explore strategies to measure the impact.
Participants documented measurement strategies as well as strategies for assisting First
Nations in achieving project outcomes and impact.

Attendee feedback regarding the regional convening included:

• “I absolutely loved the conference. I’m glad I was able to attend. The dinner social
gathering was a lot of fun.”

• “Thoughtful structure assembling the ag community to strengthen our work. Extremely
well organized, good job.”

• “The range of topics covered how we can work together to bridge camps in our
communities. The I-Collective was amazing.”

• “It’s always nice to see reawakening of ancient methods being used.”

As part of Spirit Lake’s economic leakage exploration, 
they identified a crop of corn without a clear community 
food outlet.  

White Buffalo Foods on the Standing Rock Indian Reservation 
is an outlet for fresh and local foods.
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Summary and Interpretation
Best Practices
The work of the three tribes led to the identification of several best practices.

Involve a diverse set of stakeholders in your strategic planning efforts. A tribe’s local food 
system is very complex and involves many participants: food outlets, agricultural producers, 
food producers, tribal administrators, elected officials, land-use policy managers, food policy 
administrators, tribal purchasing officers, tribal members (as food consumers), and outside 
vendors. It is considered a best practice to identify key stakeholders in the local food system 
early in the strategic planning process in order to elevate awareness, build collaboration, 
increase buy-in, and promote long-term success.

• Example: Spirit Lake Farm-to-Table Committee
Increase access to traditional food to 
strengthen tribal food sovereignty. 
Traditional foods are indigenous to 
a region and have adapted to local 
climate and other conditions. They do 
not require significant environmental 
manipulation and disruption in 
order to thrive. Further, traditional 
foods are often nutritionally dense 
and comparable to modern-day 
“superfoods.” Tribes that are able to 
identify traditional foods and expand 
access to them create a stronger 
and more resilient local food system 
that can improve community health 
outcomes.

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Traditional Foods Integration into Elder Feeding
Program

Conduct several small ”experiments” and use them as learning opportunities - fail fast, fail 
cheap, fail often. This is becoming a common approach to starting new businesses. The only 
way to know what ideas will ”sell” is to try them out in a live situation and see what feedback 
comes from the ”customers.” The same approach can be very useful in selecting the best 
approach to strengthening local food systems. Should one build a large Farmers Market? Start 
with a small-scale and inexpensive test and see how it goes. Should one add traditional food 
recipes to a school menu? Start with a taste test and assess the feedback. Should one build a 
Food Hub? Try a CSA program using local farmers and local customers for a season and see 
how it goes. Fail fast, fail cheap, fail often until enough feedback is obtained to find out what 
works.

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Buffalo Tongue Soup Taste Test

Produce harvested from Standing Rock community gardens

1

2

3
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Explore peer networking. Connect with another tribe with similar program goals. Each 
tribal community is unique in terms of location, population, community dynamics, and 
economic opportunities. However, there are many situations in which it is helpful to 
learn from someone who has ”been there and done that.” Examples include selecting a 
greenhouse kit, starting a tribal bison operation, or pursuing a farmers market voucher 
program.  

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Senior Farmers Market Vouchers
Create supportive policies. As stated, local food systems are complex. They potentially 
involve land-use policies, procurement policies, and food safety codes. It is worth a review 
of existing policies to see if they might hamper Food Sovereignty Initiatives. Examples 
include: Does the school food program require farmers to be certified in GAP Food 
Safety?  Do your procurement policies require you to buy fresh produce from the lowest 
bidder without regard to freshness or quality? Do your land lease policies allow land to be 
leased for a long enough period of time to encourage investment in infrastructure such as 
fences or irrigation? Alternatively, supportive policies can be key to strengthening a local 
food system, such as providing bid preference to farmers located on the reservation (or 
otherwise considered local).

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Food Charter
Incorporate taste tests. If trying to introduce new foods to the community, such as 
traditional recipes or more healthy recipes, taste tests can be very effective.   

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Buffalo Tongue Soup
Have a local champion who is passionate about the cause. For most tribal 
communities, strengthening the local food system is a long-term effort. It will likely be 
complex and involve frustration and set-backs. To be successful, tribes can benefit 
from having someone dedicated to the cause who is passionate about seeing it 
through the challenges.  

• Example: Spirit Lake Food Distribution Program
Identify and leverage existing tribal resources, such as livestock, fresh produce, or honey. 
Help them grow first rather than trying to force something else. Many tribal communities 
want to increase the agricultural production on their tribal lands so they write a grant, 
install a hoop house, and have some limited production. Then the grant ends, the staff 
have to leave, and the hoop house sits dormant. Alternatively, it is easier to identify 
existing activities that are ”working” in the local food system and help them to grow 
and expand. For example, a community that has an excellent fresh produce farmer who 
currently farms as a hobby may see if they can help the farmer scale and farm full-time.  
Leverage existing assets and operations that have a successful track record. This is almost 
always easier than starting from scratch.

• Example: Prairie Island Community Garden Expansion

4

5

6

7
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Get consensus on the problem before 
developing solutions or projects. It is natural to 
get into”idea mode” and think of all the projects 
one wants to get started to strengthen the local 
food system. There are numerous examples of 
community gardens, livestock operations, and 
food hubs that quickly gain support and sound 
like great ideas. However, a best practice is to 
start by identifying a major problem with local 
food efforts before selecting solutions. Perhaps 
a tribe has excellent ranchers but no ranchland, 
or there is a demand for organic produce but no 
supply, or a casino restaurant wants to purchase 
from local farmers but has no contacts. Try to 
identify the root problem before selecting a 
food sovereignty project.

Lessons Learned
The work of the three tribes led to the identification of 
several lessons learned.

It is helpful to plan to document the journey 
early in the process. It is common to jump right 
into the work without thinking about capturing 
photos or video footage of the key moments along the way. Many events, such as 
community meetings, food tastings, and farm tours, only occur once in a project. Plan to 
capture photos or video footage of these important events to help better document and 
re-tell the story of the community’s journey. Also, be sure to have an organized way to 
store/archive this digital footage so that it can easily found and shared when needed. 

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe assigning intern for more support
Identifying economic leaks can help in determining local opportunities. By definition, 
economic leakage is food that is being consumed in the community but is not grown 
or sourced within the community. By identifying food items that can be “reasonably” 
produced within the community tribes are more likely to be successful in expanding local 
food production. In contrast, if tribes increase production of a food item but there is no 
local demand, it will be difficult to be successful long-term. Matching existing, natural 
local demand with food items that can be produced locally can help create success.

• Example: Standing Rock Sioux Tribe expanding their community garden and
creating opportunities for community members with traditional knowledge

8

1

2

Wildflower garden bed at Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe’s Nutrition for the Elderly/Caregiver 
Support Program 
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An Integrated Resource Management Plan can be a helpful compliment to a food 
sovereignty strategic plan. Once a community has decided to pursue a Food Sovereignty 
Initiative, it is common to want to include increasing agricultural production as part of the 
overall goal. This may require the use of the tribe’s natural resources, such as livestock, fresh 
produce, maple syrup, or fish. An IRMP is a comprehensive plan that states how a tribe will 
manage and leverage its natural resources. Having an IRMP in place can remove potential 
barriers when trying to implement a food sovereignty initiative that uses natural resources.

• Example: Prairie Island Indian Community IRMP training
The COVID-19 pandemic increased awareness of the need for a strong, resilient local food 
system. All the project participants reported a significant impact on their projects due to 
COVID-19. However, they also reported that the pandemic elevated the awareness within 
each community for the need to have a healthy, reliable local food system. This may be a 
great time for communities to begin to discuss such topics as increasing local food supply, 
creating a stockpile, or improving the health of tribal members. 

Strategic planning is complicated and should be approached methodically. Tribal food 
systems are complex systems that include a variety of components such as agricultural 
production, land-use policies, food outlets, procurement policies, environmental issues, and 
skills training. Creating a comprehensive strategic plan should be approached methodically 
and allow time to properly engage stakeholders and gain consensus.

Tribal internal processes for activities like decision making and contracting can be 
bureaucratic and time-consuming. Project managers need to understand their tribe’s 
procedures and plan accordingly when putting together a project schedule.

Motivated and empowered staff can increase chances of success and overcome unexpected 
challenges. Almost all projects will face unexpected challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
an extreme example. An organization that has a clear goal that is commonly held by team 
members and that empowers team members to adapt to the situation will have a higher 
chance of overcoming unexpected challenges.

• Example: Spirit Lake Food Distribution Program staff revised program quickly to
provide food with new safety protocols.

Ideas are easy. Successful execution is hard. Many tribal communities are filled with great 
ideas about how to strengthen their local food systems: “We should create a bison ranch,” 
“We should start an organic vegetable farm,” “We should open a Food Hub.” In reality, the 
idea generation is the easy part. Successful execution requires a complicated orchestration 
of planning, feasibility, operations, management, and policies to be successful. It requires 
tenacity and innovation. Accordingly, a community should strongly consider staying hyper-
focused on successfully implementing a single idea before moving on to the next idea. 
In other words, don’t write a grant to build a high tunnel, then move right on to livestock 
ranching. Make sure the high tunnel is a success first.
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Conclusion
First Nations designed a multi-pronged approach to support rebuilding Native food economies 
in the Upper Midwest. The approach involved providing direct financial support, technical 
support, and peer networking support to three Native communities. In turn, these communities 
designed custom projects to advance their efforts to rebuild their local food economies.

As with most projects, things do not always go as planned. The COVID-19 pandemic was 
unexpected and prevented all the project participants from executing their original projects as 
intended. However, all the project participants were able to adapt and be innovative in order to 
accomplish positive outcomes. The following are key takeaways from each of the three Native 
communities that can advance the goal of rebuilding resilient and sustainable Native food 
economies:

Prairie Island - Having an overarching plan for the use of a tribe’s limited natural resources
significantly helps when making decisions about a food sovereignty plan. Developing an 
Integrated Resource Management Plan is a very helpful guide when selecting goals and 
activities to rebuild local food economies.

Spirit Lake - Empowering staff to be innovative and adaptive to change is essential.
Having to pivot from a physical farmers market to a virtual farmers market would not have 
happened without this management style.

Standing Rock - Traditional food sources should be identified, preserved, and celebrated.
These sources often provide superior health benefits and strengthen a community’s 
resilience and self-reliance.
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