
STEWARDING NATIVE LANDS
A Core Program of First Nations Development Institute

PROGRAM OVERVIEW

Native American communities have sustainably 
managed their lands since time immemorial — 
cultivating, adapting, and transferring traditional 
ecological knowledge over many generations. 

Through First Nations’ Stewarding Native Lands 
program, a future is envisioned where Indigenous 
communities and Native nations manage their 
homelands and resources in the ways they always 
have — by ensuring their own sustainable, 
economic, spiritual, and cultural well-being.

We believe that the cultures, values, and practices 
of Indigenous peoples represent the path toward a 
more sustainable, prosperous, and just world.

Through the Stewarding Native Lands program, 
First Nations provides technical assistance and 
financial support through grants, investing in Native 
people and communities, so that we can best 
conserve and steward lands for all people. 

FEATURED PROJECT

The grasslands of the Northern Great Plains are 
one of the most crucial and often overlooked 
ecosystems in the world. They provide clean air and 
water, and are home to some of the most iconic 
species of North America.

On the following page, you’ll read more about 
First Nations’ community partner, the Lower 
Brule Sioux Tribe, which is working to conserve 
this vital ecosystem with support from our Tribal 
Stewardship in the Northern Great Plains project.



Putting tribal values and Native conservation 
practices at the top of what they do, the Lower 
Brule Sioux Tribe’s Department of Wildlife, Fish, 
and Recreation is conducting research and leading 
projects of national significance that have societal 
benefits far beyond reservation boundaries.

Starting in the mid-2000s, the Tribe began working 
on the reintroduction of the black-footed ferret, a 
federally protected endangered species native to 
North America. 

What is the cultural significance of 
the black-footed ferret?

Historically and traditionally, ferrets 
were thought to have knowledge 
of underground medicines. In 
honor of this trait, Native peoples 
would often use ferret pelts in 
regalia or medicine bundles, or 
emulate ferrets through face 
painting.

Why is it important for this species 
to be recovered? 

Black-footed ferrets have a rightful 
place here because we're in a 
historic range. Like many wildlife 
species, they were nearly wiped out 
because of human activities. And 
so, we have a responsibility to bring 
them back and take a more holistic 

or ecosystem approach to what we 
do. We and other Tribes also feel 
we have an obligation to our wildlife 
resources to do what’s right. This 
stems from the cultural significance 
many species have to us.

How is Lower Brule’s approach 
unique? 

By defining our own research goals 
and collecting data based on tribal 
priorities, we are strengthening 
tribal sovereignty. We don’t rely 
on a state agency or federal 
government to explain to us 
what’s going on with our wildlife 
resources. We collect, analyze, and 
interpret our own data and let it 
tell a story of what's going on with 
our wildlife populations. 

What is your overall message?

We’re managing wildlife for the 
sake of wildlife. Not for politics or 
just for revenue. Conservation is 
the top priority. It’s doing what is 
best for our wildlife resources and 
our land.

Community Partner Spotlight: 
Lower Brule Sioux Tribe
Stewarding Tribal Lands with Western Science & Traditional Culture

Q&A WITH WILDLIFE BIOLOGIST SHAUN GRASSEL, PH.D. 

Department of Wildlife, Fish, 
and Recreation Fast Facts

Location: Lower Brule Sioux Reservation in 
central South Dakota on the western edge  
of the Missouri River (approx. 245,000 acres)

Tribal program established in the late 1970s

Primary focus areas:

Wildlife management and conservation

Habitat mitigation and restoration 

Hunting program and conservation code 
enforcement 

Management of recreational facilities

Research and federal legislation 
development

Learn more at lowerbrulewildlife.com.
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Lower Brule Sioux Tribal member and wildlife biologist Shaun Grassel shares more about this critical work 
from his over 25 years of conservation and management of wildlife species.



In 2020, First Nations teamed up with 
Nonprofit Quarterly to publish a series of 
articles on environmental justice and Native 
communities in the United States. The key 
points highlighted here are adapted from 
the series’ first article by First Nations’ own 
Raymond Foxworth.

1. Environmental justice is not a new idea 
in Native communities.

Native communities have long had a different 
relationship with the environment compared 
to that of Western society. Although there are 
differences among Native communities, the 
worldview of Native people generally sees the 
land and environment as intrinsically intertwined 
with human development and well-being. Thus, 
we have a responsibility to act as accountable 
stewards of the land and environment for  
future generations.

2. Native communities have long been on the front lines fighting against environmental racism.

Recent events, such as the 2016 fight against the Dakota Access Pipeline and mobilization of Water 
Protectors on the Standing Rock Reservation in North Dakota, have forced Indigenous movements for 
environmental justice into mainstream consciousness. However, these movements exist on a long continuum 
of Indigenous resistance to the disruptions of Native existence.

3. Environmental and climate justice cannot happen without including Native voices.

The environmental justice movement in the U.S. has a problem with diversity. Funding institutions and 
environmentally focused non-governmental organizations (NGOs) remain overwhelmingly white. This has a 
direct impact on the voices that are heard (or not), and the approaches that are taken (or not) to advance 
environmental justice and combat climate change. Native voices are simply imperative. 

      Read the full article series at firstnations.org/environmentaljustice.

Environmental Justice and 
Indian Country

Raymond Foxworth, Ph.D.  
Navajo 
Vice President — Grantmaking, Development & Communications

Raymond oversees First Nations’ fundraising, grantmaking, and external 
communications. He also leads the organization’s research and policy  
efforts surrounding strengthening Native American philanthropy and 
advancing racial and economic equity and environmental justice.

Raymond holds a Ph.D. in political science from the University of Colorado 
at Boulder.
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Development Officer
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For more information on Stewarding Native Lands grantees, projects,  
reports, and other resources, visit firstnations.org/our-programs/.

2432 Main Street, 2nd Floor
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Jackie Francke
Navajo
Vice President —  
Programs & Administration

Q.   This is a new program area. Can you share why you 
launched this program now?

A.  First Nations has worked with Native communities on land 
stewardship-related initiatives since 2013. We decided to formalize 
and launch a new program now because the time is right. There is a 
recent awakening around the imminent threat of climate change and 
growing attention to the vital role of Indigenous peoples in sharing the 
regenerative practices needed to protect lands and biodiversity. 

Q.    What is most critical for supporters to know about 
Native land stewardship?

A. Indigenous peoples, despite representing only 5% of the world’s 
population, protect approximately 80% of the Earth’s remaining 
biodiversity on their traditional homelands. This is no accident. 
Indigenous communities have actively and sustainably stewarded their 
lands for millennia, and there is a lot we can learn from Native people as 
we combat the climate crisis. 

Q.    What challenges do Native communities face related to 
getting projects off the ground?

A. Native people and organizations working on the front line of 
environmental justice issues receive minimal support from philanthropic 
foundations. In fact, data shows that only 0.5% (five-tenths of 1%) of 
the $2 billion given to environmental causes between 2014 and 2019 
was awarded to environmental organizations and causes in Native 
communities. That is shameful.

It’s frustrating for many Native communities because they have been 
doing this work forever and are the experts. Centering and investing 
in Indigenous communities and their ways of knowing will go far in 
developing a more just society for all. We need to support Native-led 
environmental justice efforts, and that's why we are launching this new 
program area — to get more grassroots projects off the ground. 

Reflections by Jackie Francke

As First Nations’ Vice President 
of Programs & Administration, 
Jackie is responsible for 
oversight and management of 
all program initiatives as well 
as the organization’s long-term 
and day-to-day administrative 
functions. 

Jackie also plays an integral 
role in the strategy and 
implementation of First 
Nations’ Stewarding Native 
Lands program. 
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