
Letty Belin 

Senior Counselor to the Deputy Secretary 
U.S. Department of the Interior 

NCAI National Tribal Water Summit 

October 9, 2016 



Climate Change Effects on Tribes 

  

• Climate change impacts are projected to be 

especially severe for many tribes in the United 

States that depend on traditional places, foods, 

and lifestyles. 

 

 Decreases in water quality and quantity are 
already affecting Native Americans' drinking 
water supplies, food, cultures, ceremonies, and 
traditional ways of life.  
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From U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit: 



Climate Change and Water 
  

• Increased Temperatures 

• Decreased Snowpack – reduced natural water 

storage leading to flashier river flows & 

increased river drying 

• Increased Evapotranspiration  
 

• Increased Variability in Precipitation 

• Increase in length and severity of droughts 

• Increased flooding during the wet season  
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Impacts on Indian Country 

Water supply and management 

Aquatic species important for culture and 
subsistence 

Ranching and agriculture 

 Tribal sovereignty and rights associated with 
water, fish, hunting and gathering 

 Soil quality 
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Challenges Facing Tribes 
  

 

 

 

Some examples 
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Drought Effects on California Tribes’ Water 
  

 

 

• In California 20 tribal water systems found “high risk” or 
“moderate risk” due to drought 

 

• In response to the drought, state and federal agencies 
conducted numerous coordination activities for planning 
and response to drinking water supply issues affecting 
Tribes  

 

• Created the “Drought Planning Handbook:  Emergency 
Drinking Water Supply For California Indian Tribes” listing 
range of available resources 
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surface water disappeared and wells failed in recent drought 

Tule River Tribe 

Depleted 
reservoir 
above 
Painted 
Rock dam 
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Tule River Flows - -July 2014 

Tribal members report Tule River had not dried entirely before 2013 



Tule River (cont’d) 

 In FY16, Reclamation provided $375,000 for drilling 
and construction of facilities to connect five new 
wells to the existing municipal water system. 

 

 Painted Rock Dam Improvement Project: Through a 
WaterSmart Drought Resiliency Grant Reclamation is 
working with the Tribe exploring expanding the 
capacity of the dam from 1.3 Acre-Feet (AF) to 3AF. 
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Rio Grande Pueblos 

• Reclamation provided $1.3M for design and 
construction of irrigation and efficiency projects 
for 19 Native American tribes and pueblos in 
New Mexico 

 
• Funding provides for assessment, quantification, 

and prioritization of infrastructure needed to 
improve irrigation efficiencies resulting in 
substantial water savings 
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This photo shows the range and movement 
of Great Falls Dune Field on the Navajo 
Nation from 1953 to 2010 

NAVAJO NATION  

http://toolkit.climate.gov/image/909
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Navajo girl on sand dune that buried her toys when she 
left them on a windy day- the sand comes from the dry 
wash behind her that used to have water flowing in it 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USGS and the Navajo Nation perform a “channel 
geometry” survey near Lukachukai, Arizona, to help 
the Tribe improve indirect measurements of stream  



U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs 
Tribal Climate Resilience Program 
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U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 
 

 Native American Affairs technical assistance program 
provides financial and in-kind support to tribes 
in the 17 western states for development, management 
and protection of water and related resources. 
 

 Annual program funding is about $3M 
 

 Funding Opportunity Announcement published last week  
 

 Funding can be provided as a grant or cooperative 
agreement, or under Public Law 93-638 
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U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 
Supplemental Drought Funding: 
 In FY 2015 and 2016 Congress provided 

additional drought $$ 
 

 Reclamation provided an additional $4M in FY 
2015 and $6M in FY 2016 to Indian Tribes to 
address drought 
 

 If Congress provides more drought funding in 
future, Reclamation will continue this funding 
program for tribes 
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U.S. Geological Survey 

 Tribal lands are home to an extensive network of 
USGS streamflow gages and groundwater monitoring 
stations. 

 

 USGS coordinated efforts with Tribes include: 
monitoring, training, data management, geographic 
information systems (GIS), quality control, 
development of models, and scientific research on 
ecology, water quantity, and quality. 
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U.S. Geological Survey – NCAI 
Agreement  

 To receive assistance through USGS from the Interior 
Department’s Climate Science Centers. 

 To ensure best practices in tribal outreach, consultation, 
and involvement regarding Climate Science Center 
activities.  

 To help USGS foster communication with tribal leaders in 
soliciting tribal representatives for the Federal Advisory 
Committee and the various Climate Science Center 
Stakeholder Advisory Committees.  

 To advise on best practices for planning and conducting of 
government-to-government consultation  
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U.S. Geological Survey -Arizona 

works with 10 of the 19 federally recognized AZ 
Tribal governments to investigate water rights, 
water use, hydrologic conditions, and water-
quality issues 

provides training and materials to Tribal 
personnel in the collection of hydrologic data 
(including surface water, groundwater, and 
water quality), analysis of surface-water 
records, and other field techniques  
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U.S. Geological Survey -Oklahoma 

works with many Tribal Nations, including 
Citizen Potawatomi Nation, the Caddo Nation, 
and the Osage Nation.  

 These efforts serve water resource needs 
within Tribal Nation jurisdictional boundaries 
and help to support the information needs 
identified in the Oklahoma Water Resources 
Board’s recently completed State Water Plan  
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U.S. Geological Survey 
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 USGS scientists working with students and members of tribal nations 
to plant seeds on the sand dunes in the southwest as a means to help 
facilitate plant growth and dune stabilization. 



26 

Northern Arizona University Institute 
for Tribal Environmental Professionals 
Climate Change Program 
 

• provides support and assistance for tribes that are 
preparing for and currently contending with climate 
change impacts 

 
• offers training, technical assistance, informational 

resources, and tools to build capacity of tribes to 
address climate change impacts. 

 
• http://www7.nau.edu/itep/main/ClimateChange/ 
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Federal Resources 
https://toolkit.climate.gov/topics/tribal-nations OR  
http://toolkit.climate.gov/trib 
 
http://www.bia.gov 
 
http://www.usbr.gov/native/ 
 
https://www.epa.gov/tribal/introducing-drought-
planning-handbook-California-indian-tribes 
 
https://www.epa.gov/cre/being-prepared-climate-
change-workbook-developing-risk-based-adaptation-
plans 


