Tribal Target Update from NCAI
The National Congress of American Indians conducted the first tribal EPA Exchange Network strategy meeting on November 15 in Washington, D.C.  Representatives from twelve tribes and Exchange Network staff discussed Exchange Network program, goals, benefits, grant availability and expectations.  Tribal participants also discussed the status of tribal environmental quality, cultural impacts, and tribal sovereignty protection issues.  
Most tribal representatives acknowledge the need to apply for grants and develop capacity that will allow them to stand up tribal nodes to achieve better data management, cost savings, and compliance with future reporting requirements.  Better information is needed from EPA and other Federal Agencies, with regard to the number of tribes with delegated authority to implement environmental and health programs, and those tribes that are also required to submit information.  This information is important as NCAI and tribal representatives begin to develop feasible approaches for tribal participation in the Exchange Network.  Tribal representatives expressed concern that a participatory target for tribes was projected by the ENCL void of tribal consultation and with limited understanding of tribal infrastructure and capacity.  While a formal consultation may not be needed, it is imperative that tribes be consulted as the “requirements” for the Exchange Network are developed.  
We are at the beginning stages of understanding tribal IT capacity.  As part of the strategy meeting, EPA reviewed the results of a baseline assessment of the IT capacity of small partners who might want to participate in the Exchange Network.  Tribal IT capacity varies from non-existent to stand-alone IT departments, with a majority of tribes in the IT shortfall category. 
The impediments regarding tribal Exchange Network node implementation previously expressed to ENCL members were also reaffirmed by the tribal participants at the strategy meeting.  These impediments include availability of human and financial resources for initial program development and continued support. 
The tribal community has a variety of concerns with regard to information sharing, some of which may be resolved with security features and agreements that are part of the Exchange Network.  Tribal governments need to safeguard  information contained in selected data submission for various reasons.  Security considerations include lack of state cooperation, tribal/state litigation, and the need to protect culturally significant data.   Some tribes, as you know, will never agree to share information.  It is also clear that the tribes have some unique information that they feel would be important to share to help characterize Indian Country and the changes in the environmental conditions that have occurred over time.  
It may be possible for 50% of tribes currently receiving Exchange Network grants to be able to participate as the ENLC has proposed.  However, this should be grounded in what grantees have agreed to do in their grant.  In addition, the success rate is contingent on several other variables including the availability of future funding, increased technical assistance, progress with internal infrastructure development, education and training that is tailored to tribal needs, and confidence in a secure data network.
NCAI would suggest that measures other than the number of tribal nodes and data flows be used for at least the next year.  This will provide time for NCAI and the tribes to develop an Exchange Network Tribal Strategy that can address a variety of approaches that should be pursued.  For example, we anticipate that some tribes will establish nodes, others may choose to be part of a tribal consortium, still others may not be able to develop the capacity to fully participate on the Exchange Network, but could certainly benefit from gaining access to the data that would be available to the partners.  Further, the tribal community interacts with a variety of Federal agencies in implementing environmental and health programs in Indian Country.  For tribes to gain maximum benefit from the Exchange network, it may be necessary to collaborate with the agencies (e.g., IHS, BIA) on data flow development.
