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The Public Health Law Center (PHLC) collaborates with others to reduce and eliminate 
commercial tobacco, promote healthy food, support physical activity, pursue climate justice, 
and address other causes of chronic disease. We partner with Tribal health leaders, federal 
agencies, national health advocacy organizations, state and local governments, planners, 
researchers, attorneys, community coalitions, and individuals working on public health issues 
to create healthier communities around the country. 

The American Indian Cancer Foundation (AICAF) centers community, culture, and 
connection to land as essential to health, working alongside Tribal Nations to prevent and 
address cancer through culturally grounded approaches to care and healing. Through this 
community-based lens, AICAF recognizes that climate-resilient, tribally led housing plays 
a critical role in protecting community well-being, supporting not only safety from climate 
impacts, but also long-term health, healing, and resilience.
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Introduction

Climate change is one of the largest public health challenges facing our nation and world, 
with both global consequences and localized impacts. Tribal Nations are on the frontlines 
of the dual, overlapping crises of climate change and housing insecurity. Tribal citizens are 
disproportionately exposed to the effects of climate change, such as extreme temperatures, 
flooding, and wildfires, while also often lacking access to safe, energy efficient, and affordable 
housing. This negatively affects the health and welfare of Tribal communities across Turtle 
Island, with climate disasters exacerbating housing challenges. On the other hand, investing 
in climate resilient housing can provide a crucial infrastructural safeguard for Tribes in an 
uncertain future. Many Tribes are already taking matters into their own hands, choosing to 
reject continued dependence on fossil fuels in order to pursue projects that achieve energy 
sovereignty, protect the health and wellbeing of their members in the face of climate disasters, 
and incorporate their cultural practices and traditional ecological knowledge. This issue brief is 
intended to provide a primer for Tribal Leaders, Tribal employees, and advocates on the nexus 
of climate resilience, housing, and health in Indian Country. 

Photo: American Indian Cancer Foundation
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Background

Tribal Jurisdiction

Tribes are sovereign Nations with their own laws and governance systems.1 They have been the 
caretakers of their ancestral lands and communities since time immemorial. Tribal sovereignty 
is defined as “the inherent authority of a Tribe to govern and protect the health, safety, and 
welfare of Tribal citizens.”2 The Supreme Court has long recognized Tribes’ broad and inherent 
authority over their internal affairs and the federal government’s trust responsibility to Tribal 
Nations. Tribes govern through Tribal Constitutions,3 Tribal Codes,  Executive Orders, and some 
Nations utilize a three-branch system of government.4 Tribes may also incorporate traditional 
legal and governance structures into current legal systems, such as integrating customary law 
or utilizing Tribal Elders to resolve disputes.

While Tribes do not need specific statutory authority from the federal government to self-
govern,5 Tribes may choose to “contract for the administration and operation of certain 
federal programs which provide services to Indian Tribes and their members” through the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance 
Act (ISDEAA).6 There are two types of contracts 
under ISDEAA: Title I Contracts, also known as “Self-
Determination Contracts,” and Title IV Compacts. 
Self-Determination Contracts (or 638 Contracts) allow 
Tribes to assume the administration of programs or 
services administered by the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
or the Indian Health Service, including those governing 
education, healthcare, social services, and natural 
resource management.7 Title IV Compacts allow for 
more flexibility, and rather than simply assuming 
federal programs, Tribes may redesign or consolidate 
federal programs, services, functions or activities to 
better meet the needs of their members.8

Self Determination Contracts and Title IV Compacts 
under ISDEAA are one avenue for Tribes to implement 
programs and policies to protect the health and welfare 
of their citizens. Tribes may also seek funding offered 
through other federal or state grant programs, where 
available,9 and fund programs with their own revenue. 
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In the face of worsening impacts of climate change and the related health disparities, Tribes 
may employ a variety of governance strategies, such as:

	z Setting Tribal environmental standards and establishing permitting processes to protect air 
and water quality on the reservation;10

	z Granting legal personhood to environmental entities with cultural or spiritual significance;11 

	z Adopting a Climate Change Adaptation Plan;12

	z Incorporating environmental health programs into ISDEAA contracts with the Indian Health 
Service; 

	z Investing in renewable energy development on the reservation through a Tribal business 
charter or Tribal utility authority;13 or 

	z Establishing emissions standards for Tribal housing or other Tribally owned buildings. 

Tribes have many tools at their disposal to exercise their sovereignty to safeguard their 
communities from the climate crisis. 

Climate Change & Tribal Housing Challenges 

Despite contributing the least to greenhouse gas emissions, Tribes are disproportionately 
enduring the impacts of climate change.14 Due to centuries of colonial dispossession, 
reservations are largely located in areas that, on average, are more exposed to present-day 
climate change hazards and are less economically valuable.15 Coastal Tribal communities are 
particularly at risk of permanent habitat loss due to rising sea levels and erosion.16 For example, 
35 percent of Alaska Native villages are experiencing thawing permafrost, coastal erosion, and 
intensified storms due to climate change.17 As a result, Tribes are facing natural disasters such 
as flooding and wildfires – and the pollution they cause – at unprecedented rates.18

Housing plays a vital role in determining Tribal communities’ susceptibility to the impacts 
of climate change. Accessible, climate-conscious housing can provide Tribal citizens with 
safe, quality living conditions amidst the various environmental challenges they are facing. 
However, many Tribal communities face significant housing challenges due to colonization, 
and continued discrimination, which amplify the harms of climate change. One of the most 
significant housing challenges facing Tribal communities is a lack of availability. On many Tribal 
lands, there are shortages of housing stock for both buyers and renters.  As of 2015, Indian 
Country had an unmet need of approximately 68,000 housing units;19 but the opportunity for 
new construction for Tribal citizens residing on reservations is limited and expensive.20 Annual 
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funding levels have limited Tribes to building just between 1,000–1,500 new units a year.21 
Despite high demand, federal investments in affordable housing in Indian Country have been 
chronically underfunded for many years, especially in rural and remote areas that often lack 
critical infrastructure.22

Insufficient supply of affordable housing often leads to overcrowding, another challenge in 
Indian Country.23 While multigenerational living has traditional and cultural roots, the kind of 
housing available is substandard to support extended kinship networks.24 Over one-third of 
Native families living in Indian County share a home with as many as four other families in 
a one- or two-bedroom house.25 About 16 percent of homes on Tribal lands are considered 
overcrowded, compared to 2.2 percent nationally.26 Overcrowding places additional strain 
on insufficient infrastructure systems (e.g. heating/cooling, refrigeration, plumbing) thereby 
exposing residents to various health harms. For instance, crowded homes with deficient indoor 
ventilation systems can lead to compromised indoor air quality, mold growth, and elevated 
rates of respiratory issues for residents, particularly children.27 Furthermore, families living on 
Tribal lands “are 5 times more likely to live in homes that lack basic plumbing, nearly 4 times 
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more likely to live in homes without a sink, range, or refrigerator, and 1,200 times more likely to 
live in homes with heating issues.”28 

Additionally, the increase in erratic weather patterns and record-breaking temperatures 
caused by climate change necessitates structurally sound homes with appropriate temperature 
regulation systems. Unfortunately, many homes in Indian Country were not constructed 
to withstand the environmental extremes those communities are now experiencing. For 
example, houses built by the Navajo Housing Authority prior to the 1990s – which comprises 
approximately 63 percent of Navajo housing – often lacked attic insulation, severely limiting 
residents’ ability to cost-effectively keep their homes appropriately cool or warm.29 In fact, 
throughout the early- to mid-20th century, the U.S Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) and the Bureau of Indian Affairs built tens of thousands of standardized 
wood-frame homes across reservations nationwide without any regard for local climate.30 
Accordingly, “[i]f you go from reservation to reservation, you see this same house...People 
would freeze in them in Montana and overheat in them in Arizona.”31 
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Notably, many Tribal communities rely on the use of indoor stoves (primarily wood or coal-
fired) for heating,32 likely leading to indoor air contamination that can cause serious respiratory 
harm.33 Wood smoke contains particulate matter, which can cause bronchitis, pneumonia, and 
asthma, and can exacerbate chronic heart and lung diseases.34 According to a 2014 study, up 
to 89 percent of Navajo homes are estimated to be using wood as the primary heating fuel.35 
Those who use gas-fueled stoves face similar health consequences, as the pollutants given off 
by gas stoves are largely the same as those emitted by cigarettes.36 These pollutants include 
nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, benzene, particulate matter, and formaldehyde, which 
are linked to poor health outcomes at even low exposures.37 Indoor air contamination from 
heating sources is a significant issue across Native American populations, underscored by the 
prevalence of Tribal homes without electricity and proper heating infrastructure.38 Alarmingly, 
the asthma rate among people living on Tribal lands is nearly twice the national average;39 this 
health disparity is even more pronounced among Native American children.40

In addition to the physical hazards of climate change and vulnerable housing, Tribes face 
several economic burdens that further limit their climate resilience. These burdens build on a 
centuries-old bedrock of colonial oppression, labor exploitation, and economic exclusion.41 As a 
threshold barrier, many residents on Tribal lands live at or below the federal poverty level and 
have low median incomes.42 This economic reality leaves many Tribal communities unable to 
upgrade their housing stock, which is typically older and in need of retrofits.43 Destruction of 
property, loss of natural resources, and rising energy costs affiliated with climate change place 
additional financial strain on Tribal communities.44 Furthermore, limited infrastructure and 
discriminatory lending practices contribute to high development costs that constrain efforts to 
build safe, affordable homes.45

Bureaucratic and structural inequities place additional barriers in the way of Tribal 
communities’ well-being and self-determination with respect to climate-resilient housing. 
For example, Tribes are required to participate in a cost-prohibitive national flood insurance 
program in order to access any federal funds, including the Indian Housing Block Grant 
(IHBG) and the Indian Community Development Block Grant (ICDBG), for use on flood plain 
sites.46 Additionally, Tribes are systematically limited in the disaster risk reduction funds they 
are eligible to receive due to their relatively low populations and therefore low cost-benefit 
scores.47 This systematic bias could have serious repercussions for communities’ climate 
disaster readiness. 

Federal control of Tribal property and funding poses another structural challenge. The 
IHGB, administered by HUD, provides Tribes with funding for affordable housing assistance, 
supportive services, and crime prevention. Historically, this fund has not kept pace with 
inflation48 or evolving needs, leading to system deficiencies involving plumbing, heating, 
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and electrical, as well as structural deficiencies in foundations, walls, and roofs.49 In fact, an estimated 
17,000 Tribal homes do not have access to electricity, impacting about 54,000 residents.50 However, 
improvements are being made to increase access to electrification efforts on Tribal land. Between 2010 
and 2022, the Department of Energy Office of Indian Energy invested over $120 million dollars to over 
210 Tribal energy projects across the United States, resulting in more than 2250 megawatts of large-scale 
renewable energy generation.51   

Tribal housing programs, especially those smaller in size, also 
face several administrative challenges such as limited staff, high 
turnover, and changes to federal rules and regulations. These 
programs also receive a notable lack of administrative support 
from the federal government.52 These administrative barriers, 
along with financial constraints such as lack of resources for 
upfront cost-share requirements and matching funds and 
limited infrastructure (such as a lack of broadband availability) 
impede Tribes‘ access to valuable federal housing assistance.53 
As a result, residents looking for housing resources may have a 
difficult time navigating and receiving the support they need.

Ultimately, these compounding systemic challenges decrease 
the capacity of Tribes to upgrade Tribal homes, take advantage 
of energy cost savings, and fortify against future environmental 
challenges.54 The upside to this reality is that the converse is 
also true—robust economic ownership and self-determination 
can enable Tribal Nations to meaningfully advance their climate 

resiliency.55

Case Studies & Solutions 

Lac du Flambeau Tribal Housing Retrofit 

For the Lac du Flambeau Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians (“Lac du Flambeau Band” or “The 
Band”), and the entirety of Indian Country, housing and climate change is more than just building 
weather-tight buildings. It’s about cultural resurgence, self-determination, and building resilience for 
an uncertain future. The Lac du Flambeau Band is located in the Northwoods of Wisconsin. Their Tribal 
community has faced a unique set of challenges when it comes to housing that may differ from non-
Native communities in the region. During the long and cold winters in Wisconsin, propane prices are 
often very high,56 making basic heating and electricity less accessible for Tribal members. In the summers, 
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Tribal members face extreme heat with aging Tribal infrastructure.57 This has a severe toll on 
the elderly and families with children, in particular. 

In the Ojibwe language, the Earth is called Aki, and the Ojibwe relationship to Aki is one of 
reciprocity; they take only what they need and give back.58 Originally built in 1980, the ten-unit 
Elks Point West Apartments (“Apartments”) were a textbook example of a colonial era building: 
a master metered building that relied on fossil fuel.59 In 2025, the Lac du Flambeau Band’s 
Tribal Housing Authority completed retrofits of the Apartments in partnership with Elevate.60 
Through this project, the Band has established a new standard for energy sovereignty and 
resilience in the face of climate change.61 

The retrofit project was guided by three core values:

	z Seventh Generation Stewardship - the Band will consider what will be in the best interest of 
the next seven generations. With this idea in mind, the Band installed a 36 kW solar array 
with 132 kWh of battery storage, allowing them to transition from an extractive economy to 
a regenerative one.62 

	z Sovereignty Over Energy - propane and master metering are colonialism legacies; instead, 
the Band can now generate renewable electricity onsite and convert propane heating 
to electric, exercising self-determination over its resources and investing in sustainable 
housing.63 

	z Health First - poor air quality inside the homes contributed to higher rates of respiratory 
illnesses; by improving the ventilation, the health and wellbeing of current and future 
generations will also improve.64 

The old building, which relied on propane delivered by truck from off the reservation, was not 
in line with this relationship. It created dependency and environmental risk.

The building, as it existed in 1980, was not designed with climate change in mind for the Great 
Lakes region. Because the original heating systems utilized propane, harsh winters imposed a 
significant energy burden. The price of propane is known to be very unpredictable in northern 
Wisconsin, often skewing towards higher costs.65 As the seasons change, the summer also 
posed challenges with the heat and limited cooling availability,66 creating health risks for the 
community, especially for Elders.   

This project focused on using traditional ecological knowledge (“TEK”)67 and balancing cultural 
practices with technological innovations. Two of the most culturally important changes to the 
building that incorporated TEK were the removal of the propane furnaces and installation of Air 
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Sourced Heat Pumps (ASHP).68 Fire is one of the most sacred and revered elements in Ojibwe 
culture;69 relying on fossil fuels was therefore inconsistent with the Band’s TEK. By using ASHPs, 
the cooling and heating is generated from the sun, rather than oil, and the community is able 
to keep their fires burning in a culturally aligned way.70  Keeping the fires burning transcends 
the definition of combustion to mark cultural continuity and the resilience of the home.  
Transitioning from propane to solar powered ASHP’s reconnects the relationship powered by 
the Giizis (sun) as fuel for their community.71

In order to provide power to the new ASHP system, the engineers designed and installed a 
36kW solar array with a 132 kWh battery storage to transform the Apartments into a micro 
resilient energy hub that will provide consistent power even during power outages or major 
storms.72 Air quality testing and a ventilation system were also included in the design.73 
The design also incorporated TEK by recognizing the housing structure as a living and 
breathing entity. The economic and social benefits from this project center Tribal sovereignty, 
sustainability, and transitions from a colonial economic model to one of collective abundance 
and culture that focuses on the wellbeing of the community and stewardship of their ancestral 
lands. With the replacement of the residential heating systems with heat pumps for Tribal 
members, the net energy cost to the Tribe is expected to be reduced by about $3,400 a year.74 
Electrification is projected to decrease the annual propane cost for a building by around $3,800 
– a stunning 72 percent reduction – and add approximately $1,900 in annual electricity costs 
for space heating and water heating as well as for an Energy Recovery Ventilation system.75 
Therefore, it will be at least a $1,900 annual savings.76 The elimination of propane for heating 
and hot water also results in significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.77 The emission 
mitigation is in line with the Tribe’s climate change goals78 and will have lasting effects for the 
generations to come. 

The Elks Point West Apartments retrofit is more than a simple building upgrade. It is a 
testament to Tribal resilience. With support from Elevate, the Lac du Flambeau Band was able 
to divest from the master metered, propane dependent paradigm that has burdened the 
community far too long. This project is a shining example and model for the implementation of 
climate resilient housing in Indian Country.  

Navajo Sun Power!

The Diné Bikéyah (Navajo Nation)79 represents one of the most glaring examples of the complex 
impacts of climate change in Indian Country. The Navajo Nation is located close to some of 
the largest energy producing industries in the country, including the recently decommissioned 
Navajo Generating Station.80  Nearly a third of homes on the 27,000 square mile reservation do 
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not have electricity,81 some 13,000 households.82 Congress passed the Rural Electrification Act 
of 1936 that provided electrification to vast areas of rural American, but intentionally left out 
Tribal Nations.83 The Bennett Freeze was enacted in 1966,84 which banned all development on 
approximately 1.5 million acres of Navajo and Hopi lands for over forty years.85 

Energy poverty continues to impact Tribal Members throughout the Navajo Nation. Many 
families reside in rural, remote locations where the nearest utility pole is beyond walking 
distance.86 Regulations in certain areas such as Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park do not 
allow overhead transmission lines, which can create even more barriers to electricity.87   

Navajo Sun Power! was developed to address this issue. Developed by Navajo Transitional 
Energy Company (NTEC) using its expertise in the energy field and relationships with federal 
entities, they received funding through the Department of Energy’s Office of Clean Energy 
Demonstrations (OCED) for $2.6 million for 75 off grid solar and storage systems. NTEC 
contributed an additional $1.3 million for 50 additional systems.88 The target beneficiaries are 
Tribal Members who are off-grid and therefore unlikely to receive service within the next three 
to five years.89 Each system installed includes a solar photovoltaic system that is connected 
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to batteries, minor electrical upgrades to ensure compliance and safety, and training for 
residents.90

Installation of the first solar system was completed in summer of 2025 on a remote hogan in 
the Oljato Chapter.91 Since then, the program has completed the first 15 systems all within the 
Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park, with completion of all 125 systems expected by 2029.92 
President Buu Nygren of the Navajo Nation has additionally signed an intergovernmental grant 
agreement to install 50 grid tied solar systems in the Ojo Encino Chapter, further working 
towards energy independence for the Navajo Nation.93 Programs such as Navajo Sun Power! 
offer a means for providing solar energy systems to non-grid tied residences and assist with 
electrifying households which could otherwise have limited or no ability to receive essential 
services such as refrigeration, electricity and internet connection.94 Solar installations in 
remote communities can provide residents with safe, reliable, and immediate access to power, 
improving the health and quality of life of Tribal Members. 

Hoopa Valley’s Climate Adaptation Plan

Years before the State of California prohibited prescribed burns, the ancestors of Hoopa 
Valley Tribal members used fire to maintain healthy forests and prevent wildfires.95 Prescribed 
burns help mitigate catastrophic wildfires and promote ecological diversity by increasing or 
changing the frequency, seasonality, location, extent, intensity, and severity of fires.96 The 
Hoopa Fire Safe Council established a strategic planning project from 2023-2025 with the 
goals of strengthening their community’s knowledge by engaging more community members 
and residents, empowering local Tribal fire agencies to create more defensible spaces, and 
expanding cultural burning as a continued strategy to protect their communities.97 This 
application of TEK and the reclamation of traditional fire knowledge positively impacts the 
health and safety of the community and builds climate resilience for the future.98

In addition, in 2023, the Hoopa Valley Tribe received an Adaptation Planning Grants awarded by 
the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research in an amount of $338,448 to develop a climate 
adaptation plan.99 The grant supported the development of integrated climate adaptation 
projects and plans throughout California.100 As a part of this award, the Tribe is developing 
a system for climate-ready housing. For example, the Tribe is implementing flood mitigation 
plans with the assistance of FEMA so that homes located near rivers can be raised or made 
more structurally sound, preventing the displacement of Tribal members.101 They did this by 
utilizing the data gathered from their Climate Adaptation Plan.  The Adaptation Planning Grant 
Program (APGP) is an example of funding for Tribes that emphasizes community-led planning 
and planning that reflects the knowledge and priorities of the Tribe’s culture.102
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Canadian First Nations Model Resilience

Historically, First Nations people have been relegated to land bases that were deemed 
inhospitable or lacking in value to colonial governments. Today, 91.4 percent  of all reserves in 
Canada are expected to experience to experience a 100-year flood event, while 18.9 percent  
face extreme wildfire risk.103 In Northern Canada, the permafrost is thawing quickly, leading 
to damage such as collapsing roads, unstable home foundations, and shrinking the season 
available for building supply delivery on the winter roads.104 

Many First Nation communities are facing dual housing and climate crises. For example, 44.2 
percent  of homes on the reserve require significant repair, and overcrowding is widespread.105 
Given this urgency, most approaches to addressing the housing crisis have been reactive versus 
proactive with lack of adequate preparation for climate disasters, which can further exacerbate 
housing instability.  Existing funding models contribute to the issue where funding is typically 
provided for short-term solutions.106 Communities are often required to develop “trojan horse 
projects” that disguise their true needs.107

Despite these challenges, there are many examples of Indigenous led solutions. For example, 
Westbank First Nation, in collaboration with the British Columbia Wildfire Service, performed a 
cultural burn in 2024, renewing  a traditional practice that had been banned for over a hundred 
years.108 Other First Nations are developing local capacity through “train the trainer” models, 
allowing housing managers and volunteer firefighters to train members of their communities 
on climate resilient construction techniques. Coastal communities are building new homes on 
slabs instead of basements, using metal roofing and building away from flood prone areas. 
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Doig River First Nation is combining TEK with watershed resilience by reintroducing beavers, a 
culturally significant species that create the wetlands that provide for the natural retention of 
water, thereby reducing flood damage.109

Conclusion and Best Practices

Tribal Nations are creating innovative and culturally responsive models to address climate 
change and safeguard healthy housing, as demonstrated throughout the case studies.  These 
projects share the following values: 

	z The most effective solutions come from within the affected community. Meaningful Tribal 
leadership and consultation110 from the planning phase to completion is vital to ensure the 
process prioritizes the inherent values of the Tribal communities and their ancestral lands. 

	z Tribal sovereignty is centered throughout the project. When Tribes exercise sovereign 
authority over housing and climate change resilient decision-making, they develop models 
that are reflective of their teachings, traditions, and the seasonality of where they live.   

	z When traditional ecological knowledge is incorporated in modern science and technology, 
sustainable housing models thrive. This knowledge represents the history of lived 
experiences of the lands, waters and climate conditions where Native people have lived 
since time immemorial. Merging modern technology like solar energy and energy efficient 
designs with ancestral knowledge allows homes to provide long term sustainability for the 
next seven generations. 

	z Tribes are relying on diverse funding streams and partners to support these projects, 
allowing for the development of new ideas and planning based on the needs of their 
communities.   

	z In addition to providing climate resilient housing, the development of decarbonized 
housing provides tangible economic benefits such as jobs, stimulating local economies, 
and decreasing the costs of responding to climate disasters, in addition to safeguarding the 
health and welfare of Tribal members. 

This publication was prepared by the Public Health Law Center at Mitchell Hamline School of Law in partnership 
with the American Indian Cancer Foundation. It was made possible with funding provided by the McKnight 
Foundation.

The Public Health Law Center provides information and legal technical assistance on issues related to public health. 
The Center does not provide legal representation or advice. This document should not be considered legal advice.
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64	See Kate Brown & Robert Nemeth, Lac du Flambeau Chippewa Housing Authority Trip Report: Assessment of Mold and 
Moisture Conditions (2004), https://hdl.handle.net/2142/54824.
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70	See Turner et al., supra note 43 at 9-10.
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72	See Turner et al., supra note 43 at 1.

73	 Id. at 6.
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77	 Id. at 6-9.
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The Public Health Law Center (PHLC) collaborates with others to reduce 
and eliminate commercial tobacco, promote healthy food, support physical 
activity, pursue climate justice, and address other causes of chronic disease. 
We partner with Tribal health leaders, federal agencies, national health 
advocacy organizations, state and local governments, planners, researchers, 
attorneys, community coalitions, and individuals working on public health 
issues to create healthier communities around the country.
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The American Indian Cancer Foundation (AICAF) centers community, 
culture, and connection to land as essential to health, working alongside 
Tribal Nations to prevent and address cancer through culturally grounded 
approaches to care and healing. Through this community-based lens, AICAF 
recognizes that climate-resilient, tribally led housing plays a critical role in 
protecting community well-being, supporting not only safety from climate 
impacts, but also long-term health, healing, and resilience.
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