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Our mission is to strengthen 
American Indian economies 
to support healthy Native 
communities. We invest in and 
create innovative institutions 
and models that strengthen 
asset control and support 
economic development for 
American Indian people and 
their communities.

Mission
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Executive Summary
With continued support from Margaret A. Cargill 
Philanthropies, First Nations Development Institute 
(First Nations) implemented a third phase of the 
Mapping Ecological Stewardship Opportunities 
(MESO) project. The project provided funding, 
technical assistance, and learning opportunities 
to several tribes and Native-led organizations to 
advance ecological stewardship in the Northern 
Great Plains. This report outlines best practices, 
strategies identified and key lessons learned 
during the third phase of the project.

The third phase covered a period between 
September 2019 and August 2021. During 
this period four sub-grantees, The Center Pole, 
Lower Brule Sioux Tribe, Chippewa Cree Tribe of 
Rocky Boy, and the Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation, were provided 
funding to either further develop projects that 
were identified through a strategic planning 
process conducted under the previous phase 
of the MESO project or begin new stewardship 
related projects. The purpose was to develop new 
strategies that are aligned with tribal values and/
or ways to improve tribal control of and access 
to land and natural resources. The third phase of 
sub-grants also provided a more substantial and 
impactful level of funding to projects to increase 
capacity and opportunities for sustainable funding. 
Technical assistance was provided for strategic 
planning, marketing, and fundraising. Also, in 
adapting to the pandemic, First Nations provided 
virtual learning opportunities through webinars to 
promote long-term planning and stewardship of 
tribally-controlled natural resources, and to share 
successes of the sub-grantees.
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Introduction
For more than 41 years, First Nations Development 
Institute, a Native-led 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization, has worked to strengthen American 
Indian economies to support healthy Native 
communities by investing in and creating 
innovative institutions and models that strengthen 
asset control and support economic development 
for American Indian people and their communities. 
First Nations began its national grantmaking 
program in 1993. Through mid-year 2021, First 
Nations has managed 2,276 grants totaling 
more than $46 million to tribal and community 
institutions across Indian Country.

The assets-based approach promulgated by First 
Nations is strengthening Native control over land, 
natural resources and physical environment. In the 
field of Native American community development, 
assets associated with land and natural resources 
are among the most critical to ensuring tribes’ 
sustainability, traditional ways of life, and 
economies. Strengthening control of natural 
resources in Native communities is essential to 
ensuring their sustainability and traditional way 
of life. To this end, the MESO project emerged in 
2014 to expand services and meet the unique 
stewardship needs of tribes in the Northern Great 
Plains. The MESO project provided support for 
tribes to regain control of their land and natural 
resources, revitalize traditional stewardship 
practices, and build sustainable stewardship 
initiatives that contribute to tribal economic and 
community development opportunities.

Between 2014 and 2018, First Nations conducted 
outreach, provided technical assistance and 
funding to tribes in the grasslands region of 
Montana and South Dakota. During this period, 
the MESO project awarded a total of $240,000 to 
six tribes for habitat and species conservation; 
research and monitoring; education; capacity 
building; and promoting entrepreneurial 
opportunities. Through these projects, tribes 
in the Northern Great Plains worked to extend 
control and increase local capacity in managing 

their natural resources. In addition, First Nations 
facilitated learning and networking opportunities 
for grantees and provided technical assistance 
including training in grant-writing and strategic 
planning. The long-term vision is for tribes to 
regain control of their natural resources in a 
sustainable manner while keeping their cultures 
and worldviews intact and strengthening 
economic development opportunities.

With continued support from Margaret A. Cargill 
Philanthropies, First Nations refined its strategy 
for the next phase of the MESO project based on 
an evaluation of previous phases. The evaluation 
emphasized the need to provide ongoing 
investments that will sustain projects through 
various stages of development, such as planning, 
research, implementation, and monitoring. 
Technical assistance services were refined to 
support marketing and data management, which 
are both necessary to build greater capacity to 
sustain conservation projects. To align with these 
recommendations, First Nations partnered with the 
following tribes and Native organizations: Lower 
Brule Sioux Tribe, Chippewa Cree Tribe of Rocky 
Boy, Nakoda Aaniiih Economic Development 
Corporation on the Fort Belknap Indian 
Reservation, and The Center Pole.

Each project respected tribal sovereignty and 
values, while pursuing innovative and diverse 
stewardship strategies emphasizing ecotourism, 
research, and data collection and storage. Each 
project also represented an opportunity to explore 
best practices for tribes to regain control of their 
land and natural resources, revitalize traditional 
stewardship practices, and build sustainable 
stewardship initiatives that contribute to tribal 
economic and community development.

Lessons learned from the MESO project are also 
shared to increase and improve support for 
ecological stewardship in Indian County.
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Overview of mESO Projects

1  https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/black-footed-ferret

LOWER BRULE SIOUX TRIBE
The Lower Brule Indian Reservation includes 132,601 acres located on 
the west bank of the Missouri River in central South Dakota. Consisting 
mostly of grasslands, the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe’s major revenue comes 
from cattle ranching and farming. The grasslands support diverse 
native wildlife, including pronghorn antelope, prairie dogs, mule deer, 
sage-grouse, bison, and elk. The Tribe’s Wildlife, Fish, and Recreation 
Department oversees a hunting program that generates significant 
revenue to support wildlife management goals. Recreational facilities 
include an interpretive center, trails, and a wildlife facility, which 
provides education and viewing opportunities for wildlife as well.

The Tribe’s Wildlife, Fish, and Recreation Department was an original 
grant recipient under the first phase of the MESO project. They focused 
on conducting a feasibility study for a grasslands carbon sequestration 
project, which required extensive review of different methodologies. 
This work also involved developing data to support the feasibility study. 
The second phase of funding focused on further developing a carbon 
sequestration project; identifying market options to support control 
of invasive red salt cedar; and assessing feasibility for a bio-control 
laboratory to investigate insect control of invasive species. The Tribe is 
progressing its grasslands carbon project, which is anticipated to be the 
first tribal grasslands project in the country.

With recent funding, the Tribe conducted research on the effectiveness 
of coyote sterilization on pronghorn recruitment, as well as 
repopulating and monitoring black-footed ferret populations. The 
project supported data sovereignty, including the ability for the Tribe 
to define research and collect data based on tribal priorities. It also 
helped to investigate and develop a new conservation model aligned 
with tribal values, including living in harmony with the natural world. 
The coyote is a revered animal in Sioux culture, and policies of the 
state of South Dakota that encourage coyote extermination go against 
traditional values. Instead, the Tribe sought to research and develop an 
alternative method to control coyote populations through sterilization. 
During the study, 33 coyotes were sterilized and 25 pronghorn kids 
were collared and monitored, which exceeded expectations. Within 
the study area, where coyotes were sterilized, there was a 71% survival 
rate of pronghorn kids compared to 32% outside the study area (non-
sterilized coyotes). While these findings represent a short time frame 
and a limited sample size, it suggests a correlation between coyote 
sterilization and pronghorn kid survival. In addition 1,500 acres of prairie 
dog colonies were surveyed for black-footed ferrets and also treated 
with fipronil gain to reduce fleas that carry plague. During the survey, 
21 ferrets were detected and vaccinated, including five litters. Following 
treatments, 35 black-footed ferrets were introduced. Black-footed ferrets 
remain one of the most endangered mammals in North America.1

Dr. Shaun Grassel, Wildlife 
Biologist for the Lower Brule 
Sioux Tribe’s Wildlife, Fish, 
and Recreation Department, 
inspects a black-footed ferret 
trap.
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CHIPPEWA CREE TRIBE 
OF ROCKY BOY
The Chippewa Crew Tribe’s Rocky Boy reservation 
is approximately 130,000 acres and is located in 
north-central Montana, 100 highway miles south 
of the US-Canadian border. The reservation has 
relatively few non-tribal inholdings. The reservation 
includes 92,000 acres of grasslands and 21,633 
acres of mountainous forested habitat. The Bear’s 
Paw Mountains, located in the southern portion of 
the reservation, include 30,000 acres designated as 
recreational area with dispersed campground and 
picnic areas. The mountains sustain cougar, elk, deer, 
and bighorn sheep. The lower elevations of the 
reservation consist of grasslands and working lands 
for grazing and farming. The grasslands also support 
an abundance of wildlife, including pronghorn 
antelope and sage grouse.

The Chippewa Cree Tribe’s Natural Resource 
Department received funding for three projects. In 
the first phase, the Natural Resource Department 
focused on developing a forest carbon 
sequestration project. This involved arranging 
an agreement with a carbon project developer 
to address feasibility and explore options for a 
forest carbon project. In addition, the Tribe had to 
develop baseline data and reports to support the 
feasibility analysis. In addition, funding supported 
campsites improvements and equipment and 
a vehicle for forest management. More recently 
funding supported the development of a tribal 
GIS department to map and manage natural 
resources on the reservation, including vulnerability 
of forests to catastrophic fires and vulnerability of 
soils to erosion. The goal of the project is to gather 
baseline maps to protect and restore sensitive areas 
and resources such as medicinal plants, riparian 
areas, waterways, and wildlife corridors. Such 
baseline datasets are vital to developing effective 
conservation plans based upon tribal values.
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NAKODA AANIIIH ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION 
ON THE FORT BELKNAP 
INDIAN RESERVATION
Fort Belknap Indian Reservation encompasses 
650,000 acres in north-central Montana bounded 
in the north by the Milk River and in the south 
by the Little Rocky Mountains. The reservation 
primarily consists of grasslands except for 39,000 
acres of forested land in southern area. The primary 
use of the land is agriculture, including grazing, 
dryland farming, and 16,000 acres of irrigated 
farmland. The grasslands support an abundance 
of wildlife, including pronghorn antelope, prairie 
dogs, mule deer, sage-grouse, and reintroduced 
bison. In 2014, the governing board for the 
reservation established Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation (NAEDC), a Native-
led non-profit focused on supporting business, 
entrepreneurship, and community development.

Previous MESO funding focused on restoring and 
maintaining trails to support ecotourism and 
community use. This included the conversion of an 
old RV office into a cabin to support the growing 
ecotourism sector. Several trails provide excellent 
viewpoints to the Tribe’s pure strain bison herd, 

along with 500+ bison established on a 22,000-
acre reserve. The third phase of funding supported 
the purchase of four RV trailers for rental at 
campgrounds located on and off the Fort Belknap 
Indian Reservation. The RV trailers expand options 
for overnight lodging at campgrounds on the 
reservation and the surrounding areas, and helps 
to accommodate the growing ecotourism on the 
reservation. The lodging also helps to keep tourism 
dollars in the Native community and increase local 
jobs. Ecotourism provides a sustainable source of 
revenue and builds on existing ecotourism cultural 
tours sponsored by NAEDC. There is increasing 
public interest in learning about tribal history 
and culture, and only the Tribe can provide this 
intimate and unique experience. In addition to 
funding, NAEDC received technical assistance to 
build their organizational capacity and their web 
presence to market their growing ecotourism 
offerings. NAEDC received assistance to develop a 
strategic plan for their tribal tourism department, 
an annual/impact report, and a fundraising plan. 
Their updated website now includes RV and 
campsite reservation capability, tour offerings, and 
an online store that provides consignment services 
to local artisans who can sell traditional crafts 
directly to tourists.

The rolling green hills and dramatic valleys of the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation is a major draw for tourists 
in the region, and the Nakoda Aaniiih Economic Development Corporation is working toward creating 
ecotours as a sustainable development opportunity for their community.
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THE CENTER POLE ON THE CROW 
TRIBE INDIAN RESERVATION
Founded in 1999, the Center Pole is a Native-led non-profit 
organization located on the Crow Indian Reservation at the 
foot of the Little Big Horn Battlefield National Monument 
in Montana. The organization’s name is tied to Crow beliefs 
that “the center pole gives strength, guidance and it’s where 
you go for help.” The organization is based on allotment 
lands owned by tribal elder Peggy Wellknown Buffalo 
and offers a variety of services to the Crow community, 
including a food pantry and resale shop. It also supports 
a variety of ecotourism-based enterprises that generate 
revenue to sustain programming, including a café, gift shop, 
lodging, and cultural and historical tours. Originally, the 
primary purpose of the organization was to support youth 
development, but it expanded its programming to include 
food sovereignty and ecological stewardship, which are 
instrumental for youth to develop a strong Crow identity 
and ancestral connections.

As a new grantee, the Center Pole received funding 
to develop a learning cultural landscape involving the 
restoration of Native grasslands and soil, and a food system 
based on traditional ecological knowledge. The cultural 
landscape provides opportunities for ecotourism on the 
property in addition to educating the community on 
food sovereignty, tribal history, and Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge. To establish a cultural landscape, the Center 
Pole consulted with elders about Native plants and their 
uses for food and medicine, along with understanding 
their relationships to the ecosystem. Native bushes and 
trees,including chokecherries, plum trees, prairie apples, and 
juneberries, were planted around the five-acre property. 
A walking path and a wooden bridge were constructed 
to improve property access. In addition, planning efforts 
helped inform native grass restoration, the food sovereignty 
garden, and the design of Askapkawaii, an Indigenous 
Sustainability Discovery Center. The completed Center and 
cultural landscape will “house the food sovereignty program 
and healthy foods hub that educates, trains and feeds 
the community, traditional Crow cultural healing events, 
heritage activities and education, an artists’ cooperative, as 
well as various agritourism and social enterprise activities 
whose income supplements our operations.”2 As part of 
its stewardship work, the Center Pole collaborates with 
allotment owners on the Crow Indian Reservation to 
improve stewardship on almost 1,000 acres of land. The 
Center Pole also leases an additional 280 acres of land to 
support regenerative agriculture.

2  https://www.thecenterpole.org/expansion-project
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Learning from Tribal Stewardship
One of the primary objectives of the MESO project is to support sustainable and innovative tribal models 
of stewardship that align with tribal values and also contribute to sustainable economic development. 
Through this innovation, the MESO projects present an opportunity to identify ways to support Native-
led stewardship initiatives, and to also inform funders so they can better support them. This section 
highlights the following best practices identified to sustain stewardship projects in Indian Country: 
invest in holistic stewardship approaches; respect tribal sovereignty, cultivate leadership; involve youth; 
promote community involvement; and support narrative change.

SUPPORT HOLISTIC MODELS 
OF STEWARDSHIP
Traditional models of stewardship center on 
reciprocity between nature and human beings, 
guided by traditional laws. The reciprocity calls 
for taking care of the land that in turn will take 
care of us, and by taking care of the people, they 
are able to fulfill their responsibilities to the land. 
This holistic approach integrates a variety of 
management considerations such as community 
health, youth development, language, traditions, 
and agriculture. Yet Western funding models 
tend to be linear and, directed narrowly toward 
ecological endpoints of restoration or legal 
“protections.”

The MESO projects demonstrate alignment 
with broader community goals. For example, 
NAEDC’s ecotourism goals and the Center Pole’s 
grassland restoration goals were a subset of their 
goals toward community resiliency. The mission 
of NAEDC is “to promote a thriving cultural 
and sustainable economy of the Fort Belknap 
reservation,” and their YouTube video channel 
features language lessons. The Center Pole seeks 
to “meet the expressed needs of their people for 
a stronger Crow community.”  When projects have 
goals that are aligned with community holistic 
values, they are more likely to be sustained and to 
achieve those goals over the long term.

“We cannot have healthy 
grasslands unless the 
people are healthy” 

– George Horse Capture, Jr., Tourism 
Director for Discover Fort Belknap-Aaniiih 

Nakoda Tours
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In addition, the MESO projects highlight how tribal community knowledge, or Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge (TEK), is critical to achieving holistic goals. These approaches contrast with increasing 
attempts by non-Indigenous actors to acquire and apply TEK. Misappropriation by non-Indigenous 
actors causes harm to the communities that have safeguarded those knowledges3. The MESO projects 
demonstrate how TEK is part of a complex, holistic stewardship approach that is influenced by 
traditions, traditional laws, language, community, and nature. Recognizing the integral connections 
among Indigenous people, tribal laws and sovereignty, knowledge systems, land and non-human 
relations requires investments made in holistic stewardship approaches that support intergenerational 
community involvement, traditional practices, language, and knowledge.

RESPECT FOR TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY
Tribal sovereignty is essential to upholding tribal values and regaining control of land and natural 
resources. For tribal stewardship to be successful, it is important for sovereignty to be respected. Tribes 
are sovereign nations and making decisions regarding land and resources must be rooted in their own 
tribal authority and law. This sovereign authority includes the ability to develop law and codes; establish 
and address conservation priorities; and ensure that cultural knowledge and traditions are protected. 
The MESO projects demonstrate how sovereignty is central to advancing economic development, 
data-based research, and food. The following is an overview of how tribes are exercising sovereignty to 
protect and enhance their stewardship initiatives.

Through its MESO project, the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe conducted research on the reservation to 
identify methods to protect pronghorn populations from coyote predation. The South Dakota Game, 
Fish, and Parks has an aggressive coyote control program centered on extermination. The research 
centered on identifying new methods to control coyote populations that respect tribal values. Finding 
an alternative method to control the coyote population was necessary to address declining populations 
of pronghorn, yet effective alternatives had not yet been demonstrated prior to the project. The ability 
to develop and lead research based on tribal priorities is an essential part of sovereignty. Research is 
necessary to inform innovation and new approaches that are aligned with tribal values. Yet, research 
has often been used to study Native Americans as different cultures and societies, rather than directly 
serve their interests. The need to invest in Native-led research is critical, as today Native communities are 
tackling an unprecedented number of issues that have resulted from colonialization. Lethal predator 
control is strongly rooted in colonialization and Western expansion. For instance, these policies have 
resulted in the extermination of wolves that were central to maintaining balance and controlling 
smaller predators like the coyote. Tribal wildlife biologist Dr. Shaun Grassel has expressed his personal 
connection with protecting wildlife, including coyotes. Like many animals in the Northern Great Plains 
(for example, bison, grizzly bears, prairie dogs, wolves, and coyotes), Native communities persisted 
through similar extermination policies supported by the U.S. government, and tribes now have a 
responsibility to restore balance and health in ecosystems. Dr. Grassel notes that one day there will be 
change “and [Native Americans] will be part of that story.”

3  Dennis-McCarthy, N. (2020). Indigenous Customary Law and International Intellectual Property: Ascertaining an Effective 
Indigenous Definition for Misappropriation of Traditional Knowledge. Victoria University of Wellington Law Review, 51(4), 597–642. 
https://doi.org/10.26686/vuwlr.v51i4.6700.
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Indigenous data sovereignty is defined as “the right 
of a nation to govern the collection, ownership, 
and application of its own data.”4 Data is an 
important resource necessary to make informed 
decisions, but accurate or even relevant data 
has often not been available to tribal decision-
makers. The Chippewa Cree Tribe of Rocky 
Boy is working to develop the infrastructure to 
collect and store data to support comprehensive 
planning, management, and monitoring of land 
and resources. Governing and collecting their 
own data also provides opportunities for mutually 
beneficial partnerships with the federal, tribal, 
state, and local governments as well as NGOs, 
rather than creating dependence on well–funded 
research systems that have historically extracted 
data from communities. Investment in long-term 
data sets that can expose patterns and draw 
attention to the social, environmental, and health 
disparities in Indian Country. For instance, the 
Chippewa Cree Tribe of Rocky Boy is collecting 
data to improve management and to monitor big 
game. This data supports larger regional efforts 

4  https://nni.arizona.edu/programs-projects/policy-analysis-research/indigenous-data-sovereignty-and-governance
5  https://www.thecenterpole.org/programs
6 “Living off the land”: How subsistence promotes well-being and resilience among indigenous peoples of the Southeastern 
United States.” Social Service Review 92.3 (2018): 369-400. https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/699287

toward climate resiliency.

For the Center Pole, sovereignty means 
“strengthening the rights, autonomy and dignity 
of community members”.5 Food sovereignty is 
an important part of their work, which involves 
increasing knowledge and access to traditional 
foods and medicine. Through their MESO project, 
the Center Pole is working to restore traditional 
food systems by restoring Native grasslands and 
plants used for traditional foods and medicine. 
In addition, Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
learning opportunities for the community 
are offered. Reclaiming Native food traditions, 
including subsistence harvests, are vital to 
promoting Native well-being and resiliency. These 
traditions provide intergenerational learning 
opportunities, which strengthen family cohesion, 
physical activity, and healthy foods.6

Dr. Shaun Grassel from the Lower 
Brule Sioux Tribe describes the 
historical changes to the Missouri 
River due to the Big Bend Dam.
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ADVANCING SUSTAINABLE 
ECOTOURISM ECONOMIES
Ecotourism is a growing sector in the economy, 
and expected to generate $333.8 billion globally 
by 2027. It is one of the fastest growing sectors 
in the travel industry.7 Ecotourism provided 
by Indigenous people has also increased in 
popularity, as Indigenous communities live and 
maintain some of the most pristine areas in the 
world and offer unique learning experiences 
about Indigenous history and culture. Yet, often 
ecotourism businesses are controlled and 
operated outside Indigenous communities, 
resulting in the extraction of revenue from 
communities. Such operations are often based 
on inequitable partnerships that perpetuate 
dependency, with potential to do more harm 
than good as revenue is invested outside the 
community rather than reinvested into the 
sustainable management of resources.

Exerting tribal sovereignty over economic 
development progresses the livelihoods and well-
being of tribal members. Ecotourism represents 
an opportunity for sustainable economic 
development if done correctly, which requires 
tribes to retain decision-making authority over 
their land and natural and cultural resources. As 
reported by Cultural Survival, Inc., “ecotourism has 

7  https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/ecotourism-market-to-reach-333-8-bn-globally-by-2027-at-14-3-cagr-allied-
market-research-301214742.html
8  https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/ecotourism-boon-indigenous-people

the best chance of being a boon to indigenous 
peoples where they have control over their lands, 
and tourist developments are in accord with their 
own visions of their future.”8

A main goal of the MESO projects is to support 
sustainable stewardship initiatives that contribute 
to tribal economic or community development. 
Having consistent sources of revenue that can 
be reinvested into stewardship can help to 
sustain projects over the long term and reduce 
dependency. Otherwise, projects are reliant on 
underfunded federal programs, or philanthropic 
funding that may not align with tribal values or 
priorities.

Aligned with its mission to promote a thriving 
cultural and sustainable economy on the Fort 
Belknap reservation, NAEDC is leading its own 
ecotourism enterprises. Offering a full suite of 
services, from cultural tours on tribal lands to 
lodging and traditional foods, NAEDC is providing 
all-inclusive experiences to create jobs and keep 
revenue local. By furthering the development of its 
ecotourism operation, the Tribe does not have to 
rely on outside enterprises to create jobs for tribal 
members. In addition, the tours offered by NAEDC 
provides a unique experience that cannot be 
matched in the region.

Buffalo herd on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation.
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INVESTING IN LEADERSHIP
Initiating, growing, and sustaining a conservation 
project requires strong leadership. It is important 
for the project leaders to be part of the community 
they serve, as they hold strong connections 
and knowledge that are assets. In addition, the 
experience and knowledge they gain through the 
project will remain in the community. The MESO 
projects demonstrate how leadership is being 
defined and cultivated.

The Lower Brule Sioux Tribe’s Department of 
Fish, Wildlife, and Recreation was established 
over 30 years, and has retained some staff 
members for over 20 years. The consistency in 
staff has provided the department with a lot 
of institutional knowledge, experience, and 
relationships to sustain and expand its stewardship 
initiatives. To retain staff, investment in staff is 
necessary. This includes providing opportunities 
for education, professional development, and 
networking. In addition, the Tribe’s MESO project 
capitalized on the research strengths of its staff, 
which affords a greater opportunity to influence 
practice in the field of wildlife conservation.

It is important for leadership roles to be defined 
by Native communities and to leverage the 
strength of these community roles. The Center 
Pole was founded by and continues to be led 
by elder Peggy Wellknown Buffalo. As such, the 
organization remains steadfast in upholding the 
traditional leadership role of elders, seeking their 
involvement in project design and community 
education. Elders are central to intergenerational 
transfer of knowledge, ensuring traditional 
knowledge is transferred to the younger 
generation. As part of the project, elders are 
teaching youth about traditional stewardship 
practices, gathering, and food processing.

As the executive director of NAEDC, Josie Cliff 
serves as the project lead for the MESO project. 
She is a member of the Nakoda (Assiniboine) tribe 
from the Fort Belknap Reservation. As a member of 
the Tribe, she has strong community connections 
and knowledge that contribute to her leadership 
role. In addition, George Horse Capture, Jr., brings 
decades-long experience and wisdom to his 

9  https://www.rootsofaction.com/author/marilyn-price-mitchell/”Marilyn Price-Mitchell, PhD

position as the Tourism Director for Discover Fort 
Belknap- Aaniiih Nakoda Tours. Together they 
have a strong vision for an ecotourism enterprise 
that includes improving the well-being of their 
community, both economically and socially, 
through bison restoration. George Horse Capture, 
Jr., brings strong commitment and enthusiasm to 
his work, noting that “tourism is only limited by our 
imaginations.”

Both leaders were actively engaged in and 
directed NAEDC’s MESO project, which greatly 
benefited from the strengths each one brought to 
the project. Both directors supported each other 
in their roles through knowledge-sharing and 
problem-solving. Recognizing both leaders, the 
MESO project provided technical assistance for 
NAEDC to update their strategic plan to capture 
their shared vision.

Finally, for each of the MESO projects it was 
important to increase visibility for the tribal 
leadership that is growing innovation in the 
Northern Great Plains. Their projects culminated 
with a presentation by the project leaders to 
increase visibility of their work, and also promote 
knowledge exchanges. Increased visibility can 
help to generate project funding, and also inspire 
others to pursue similar goals.

INVESTING IN YOUTH

“Positive youth development is the practice 
of nurturing core internal strengths and 
abilities in children and teens. It is about 
providing opportunities for youth to 
believe in themselves and their abilities to 
influence their lives and the world around 
them.” 9

Involving youth in stewardship initiatives is vital 
to achieving long-term project goals. Successful 
stewardship is only possible if it is carried on 
by the next generation. As such, it is necessary 
for tribal youth to be involved at an early age, 
and have continued opportunities to learn and 
engage in stewardship. Youth development is one 
important practice that often gets overlooked 
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when considering how projects will be sustained. 
Two MESO projects underscored opportunities 
to engage and empower Native youth.

The Center Pole started as a youth development 
organization and recently expanded its 
programming to include intergenerational 
learning of traditional ecological knowledge 
and food sovereignty. The organization 
cultivates community, language, and rich 
ancestral connections to land and foods. Each 
of these elements connects to the others and 
helps to instill a strong cultural identity among 
youth. Youth have opportunities to learn from 
elders about traditional ecological knowledge, 
including traditional foods and medicines. The 
goal is to build a strong cultural foundation, so 
youth can be “agents for change.”

NAEDC also developed youth programing 
to connect Native youth to culture and land. 
Tourism Director George Horse Capture, Jr., wants 
to ensure that youth have “the courage to find 
out who they are.” A transformative moment for 
Horse Capture was when the genetically pure 
wild bison were restored to the reservation in 
2013, and he saw the youth witness this historical 
event, which included a pipe ceremony to 
welcome back their relatives.10 Having youth 
experience positive events instills hope and 
desire to contribute to those positive changes. 
Today, NAEDC continues to build opportunities 
for youth to “witness history” in a way that is 
empowering, including the recent release of kit 
foxes as part of the Tribe’s initiative to bring their 
once extirpated relatives back home to their 
lands.11 Language is also centered in their work. 
As Executive Director Leslie “Josie” Cliff explains, 
“language is the missing piece to becoming 
whole again”, by helping people to heal from 
the trauma that has been passed on through 
generations. Most importantly the MESO projects 
provided an opportunity for youth to be involved 
in Native-led initiatives, centered on their cultural 
values and traditions. As youth see Native 
leadership in action, they aspire and can imagine 
a path to be in these positions.

10  https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/genetically-pure-bison-returned-to-fort-belknap-after-a-century-away
11  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/tribes-reintroduce-swift-fox-northern-montanas-fort-belknap-
reservation-180976001/

Leslie “Josie” Cliff, Executive Director 
of the Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation, discusses 
local plants with a Native youth.
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TRANSFORMING THE NARRATIVE
The MESO projects are crafting new narratives based upon the strengths of their communities. These 
chronicles demonstrate the ingenuity of Native nations and people in the Northern Great Plains 
and their history of stewarding grassland regions over many thousands of years. These interactions 
have shaped the landscape and supported bountiful food systems that are holistically managed as 
an integrated social-ecological system. Acknowledging and increasing the visibility of Native-led 
stewardship is necessary to improving access to resources and traditional homelands. Increasing the 
visibility of Indigenous stewardship can disrupt the still-common Western narrative that asserts authority 
and expertise over land and resources. That narrative often emphasizes vulnerability and deficits in 
touting the need for intervention. This negative emphasis, combined with the lack of awareness about 
Indigenous stewardship efforts, contributes to underinvestment in Indian Country. To address this 
disparity, First Nations aligned the MESO projects with the First Nations’ Reclaiming Native Truth initiative.

Reclaiming Native Truth is a national effort to foster cultural, social and policy 
change by empowering Native Americans to counter discrimination, invisibility 
and the dominant narratives that limit Native opportunity, access to justice, 
health and self-determination. Reclaiming Native Truth’s goal is to move 
hearts and minds toward greater respect, inclusion and social justice for Native 
Americans.

Several MESO grantees received technical assistance to create professionally-produced videos. The 
videos showcased the resilience and innovation of Native communities based on their strong cultural 
connections and commitment to land, water, plants, and animals. These videos emphasized the 
strengths of and opportunities for Native-led stewardship. For example, NAEDC, emphasized the strong 
community connection to the bison and their responsibilities to each other noting “We share a past, 
present and future” with the bison herd and the health of the bison is directly correlated with the health 
of the community. 

Katelyn Goes Ahead Pretty-King, 
Nakoda Language Instructor with 
the Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation, shares 
some of the resources they use at 
their newly opened language nest.
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CENTERING COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT
Stewardship is an essential part of cultural 
knowledge, ceremony and traditions, which all 
center on community. Stewardship relies on 
community knowledge and traditions that have 
been transferred through generations, thus 
making community involvement an important 
and integral element of any stewardship project. 
Through its project, the Center Pole demonstrated 
how a non-profit can be effective at engaging 
and leveraging community power. Their project 
involved traditional roles for both elders and 
youth. Moreover, stewardship has always been a 
community activity, with the transfer of knowledge 
from elders to youth. This community engagement 
is invaluable to maintaining community cohesion, 
connections, and continuity. In addition, 
community-led stewardship is essential to 

sustaining and restoring biodiversity. To protect 
biodiversity, we need active efforts rooted in local 
place-based knowledge. Indigenous stewardship 
is necessary to scale stewardship up to promote 
resilience to climate change and sustain 
biodiversity.

Western pedagogies of stewardship, typically 
channeled through agencies and universities, 
often laud individuals as experts and knowledge 
holders, while greatly downplaying the importance 
and traditional roles of communities. Non-profits 
are often well-positioned to engage community 
in stewardship work, as demonstrated by the 
Center Pole. Upholding community involvement 
in developing program goals and activities is 
important to ensure programming is aligned with 
community values and traditions.

Nakoda Aaniiih Economic Development Corporation staff 
visit one of the Fort Belknap Indian Tribe’s bison herds.
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Conclusion and Next Steps
First Nations continues to learn from the MESO 
project to improve future programming and 
services. As one of the original projects under 
First Nations’ emerging Stewarding Native Lands 
program, the MESO project offered insights that 
inform and improve strategies for grant-making 
in the Northern Great Plains and elsewhere. The 
MESO project also helped to shape First Nations’ 
response to pandemic challenges, resulting 
in First Nations and the MESO grantees being 
able to reassess and adapt strategies. This shift 
mostly involved moving to online platforms for 
networking and information sharing, and offering 
flexibility to adjust grant terms and project 
timelines, in some cases.

We acknowledge and thank the Lower Brule 
Sioux Tribe, Chippewa Cree Tribe of Rocky Boy, 
Center Pole, and Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation for the commitment, 
leadership, innovation, and inspiration offered 
by their MESO projects. Tribes and Native-led 
organizations continue to steward their traditional 
homelands in ways that honor tribal values, as 
demonstrated by the best practices outlined in 
this report. Facing unprecedented impacts of 
contemporary issues, such as climate change and 
the COVID-19 pandemic, they remain steadfast 
in their work. Tribes and Native-led organizations 
have demonstrated that they have the knowledge, 
commitment, and ingenuity to lead innovative 

and effective stewardship initiatives, but they lack 
adequate funding to fully realize the potential 
of these efforts. The MESO project demonstrates 
avenues to invest in and encourages these 
strengths for greater impact. First Nations believes 
their work will serve as a model for other tribes 
and Native organizations in the Northern Great 
Plains and other regions. First Nations also hopes 
this work will inform and expand philanthropic 
investment in Indian Country.

Based on lessons learned from the MESO projects, 
the Stewarding Native Lands program is launching 
the 2021 Tribal Stewardship in the Northern Great 
Plains grant opportunity with generous support 
from Margaret A. Cargill Philanthropies and The 
Chicago Community Foundation. This funding 
opportunity has grown to increase the number 
of grants and include projects located in North 
Dakota. The eligibility criteria has also been 
broadened to include emerging organizations, 
in addition to tribes and Native-led nonprofit 
organizations. First Nations expects to award 10 
grants, averaging $25,000 to $30,000 each, to 
organizations in Native communities that are 
initiating and/or expanding programs that support 
sustainable economic opportunities and native 
grasslands preservation in North Dakota, South 
Dakota, and Montana.
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Next Steps
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