Stanford SOCIAL
INNOVATIONReview

Sponsored Supplement

Partnering with Philanthropy in Native America
By Nick Tilsen

Stanford Social Innovation Review
Spring 2016

Copyright © 2016 by Leland Stanford Jr. University
All Rights Reserved

Stanford Social Innovation Review
WWW.SSir.org
Email: editor@ssir.org



Partnering with Philanthropy
in Native America

Community-based organizations, philanthropic institutions, and federal agencies—

all are needed to support and sustain revitalization efforts.

BY NICK TILSEN

f you look at a map of South Dakota,

you’ll see that the southwestern

corner shows the outline of a border

within the state. That border demar-
cates the boundaries of the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation, more than 2.8 million
acres of rolling hills, prairie, scattered pine
trees, and creeks, brimming with an abun-
dance of wildlife including buffalo, elk, deer,
antelope, and turkey.

The reservation, a sovereign nation, is
home tothe OglalaLakota people—approxi-
mately 40,000 residents living in more than
50 small communities and governed by the
Oglala Sioux Tribe. The vibrant culture of
the Lakota people is apparent there. Our
cultureiscentered on astrongspiritual con-
nection totheland, and our many tradition-
al ceremonies focus on healing the human
spiritand honoring all living things.

Although Pine Ridge is aplace of breath-
taking natural beauty and rich culture, it is

also ground zero for poverty in America.
Oglala Lakota County, which is entirely
within the boundaries of the reservation,
is often labeled the poorest county in the
United States. Unemployment rates hover
between 60 and 80 percent, and 48 percent
of the population lives below the federal
poverty line. The county is also burdened
by overcrowded and poor-quality housing,
coupled with a severe lack of opportunities
for economic growth and progress.

Pine Ridge isalso ground zero for health
disparities in America. The life expectancy
on the reservation is age 48 for men and
52 for women, the lowest in the Western
Hemisphere with the exception of Haiti.
More than 50 percent of the population is
under the age of 18, and young people on
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Pine Ridge are 10 times more likely to com-

mit suicide than in any other community in
America. Chronic diseases such as diabetes
and heartdiseasearealsoatepidemiclevels.
But there are signs of improvement.
The percentage of young people on the res-
ervation clearly reflects the area’s low life
expectancy, butit also represents an oppor-
tunity to transform the region by empower-
ingyoungpeople tobecomeleaderswhocan
change the future of their community. That
shift is already beginning to happen. Over
the past decade, Native American youths
there have begun reconnecting to their cul-
ture, spirituality, and identity, spurring the
emergence of a movement toward regional
equity that will change Pine Ridge forever.

A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
CORPORATION APPROACH

The currentyouth movementon Pine Ridge
began in late 2006 and early 2007, when
a group of us came together to see how we
could improve our situation. We were all
from the reservation, and we all felt a deep
conviction and responsibility to create a
better future on Pine Ridge.

We wanted torunyouth programs, build
housing, create jobs, improve health, and
do anything else needed to strengthen our
communities. But we also wanted to make
progress that would stick. So we began to
search for the root of the systemic barriers
facing our communities. As we did that, we
realized that all the issues our people were
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confronting were interconnected. The poli-
cies, statutory decisions, and bureaucratic
processesthatexisttodayhave createdsilos,
separated people from resources, and most
important, discouraged people from feeling
empowered to create their destiny.

To tackle these interconnected prob-
lems we chose a community development
corporation (CDC) model and created the
Thunder Valley Community Development

Corporation—we didn’t want tobe confined
to anarrow focus. That’s also why we adopt-
ed a framework focused on equity and em-
powerment through the lens of our Lakota
cultural identity.

In Lakota we say “Mitdkuye Oyds’in”—
we are all related. All living things—people,
plants, animals, organisms, and systems—are
collectively part of a living, breathing entity
thatencompasses all creation. Through time,
conflicts,wars,and the oppression of our peo-
ple and culture, this connection between us
all has broken down. As Oglala Lakota people
working through these issues on Pine Ridge,
we recognize that we need to return to our
ways and live in harmony with one another.

CULTURALLY BASED COLLECTIVE
PROBLEM SOLVING

‘We have also adopted a philosophy of regen-
eration that is both about healing the human
spirit and about fixing the unsustainable sys-
tems that perpetuate poverty, create health
disparities,and fuel theinjustice and inequal-
ity that affect us every day. It is a culturally
based approachtocollective problemsolving,.

So far, our regeneration work has led to
the creation of two major initiatives that
are catalyzing Pine Ridge to build more eq-
uitable communities. Thefirst,our Regional
Equity Initiative, started with a HUD Sus-
tainable Communities Planning Grant in
2011. Through this process, Thunder Valley
CDC partnered with the Oglala Sioux Tribe
and a 22-member consortium of local orga-
nizations to create the first sustainable de-
velopment plan for this region—the Oyate
Ominiciyé Oglala Lakota Plan.

This plan, which includes 12 initiatives,
was published in both Lakota and English.
Sinceitpassed the OglalaSioux Tribal council
in 2012, it has brought more than $12 million
into the region in the form of grants, loans,
and investments to improve roads, build
homes, and create morelivable communities.
In addition, the plan was instrumental in the
selectionof Pine Ridge asaPromise Zone.Ina
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Promise Zone, the federal government works
collaboratively with multiple agencies—in
this case, the Oglala Sioux Tribe, Thunder
Valley CDC, and other local partners—to
make targeted investments that will reduce
crime, expand job opportunities, improve
education, and take other steps toward build-
inghealthy communities on the reservation.

THE EXTENDED FAMILY
NEIGHBORHOOD

Our approach to creating regional equity is
to build an actual physical community and
to create the associated models for develop-
ment that will sustain that community. We
are doing this so that we can have a physical
location as a base for generating ecosystems
of opportunity. We are now building a 34-
acre affordable, eco-friendly, place-based
community in the Porcupine district on Pine
Ridge. The mixed-use and mixed-income
development is the largest creative place-
making projectin the history of the region. It
will emphasize home ownership and include
healthy, livable neighborhoods with walking
paths,acommunitywellness center,outdoor
youth spaces, artist live-and-work spaces, an
organic garden and farm, a workforce devel-
opment training center, and spaces to incu-
bate local businesses. The new homes are
beinglocatedin circle patternstocreate posi-
tive interactions among the families, reflect-
ing the historical way we organized our tipis.
We are calling this the thiydspaye (extended
family) pocket neighborhood design.

Thunder Valley CDC is carrying out
thiswork through an intensive community
engagement process. It pairs the physical
and cultural ideas and needs of the com-
munity with a design team of award-win-
ning architects and planners that include
BNIM of Kansas City, Mo.; Pyatt Studio of
Boulder, Colo.; and KL.J of Rapid City, S.D.
Ultimately, we have anet-zero energy goal,
with 100 percent water reclamation, pas-
sive solar homes, and 30 percent cost sav-
ings on construction.

The development has brought together
federal agencies, foundations, and banks to
collaborate in a place where the majority of
them had never invested. In June 2015, we
marked thebeginningofPhaselwithanemo-
tional groundbreaking ceremony. More than
300 people from the reservation and around
the country came to Pine Ridge to partici-
pate. We shared stories, poetry, songs, and
prayers for the future. And rather than have

afewpeople pose with shovels to commemo-
rate the event, hundreds of people picked up
shovels and turned the ground over together
to put our energy into this place and to sym-
bolize the unity and collectivity that guides
ourvision of regeneration.

THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY-
BASED ORGANIZATIONS

Our holisticapproach to problem solving of-
fers systems-based solutions for cultivating
healthy, sustainable communities. Cross-
sector collaboration and community lead-
ership are absolutely essential to creating
regional equity. Community-based organi-
zations are just asimportant to change mak-
ing as multi-million-dollar philanthropic
institutions and federal agencies. And so our
message to philanthropy is this: If the goal is
fostering sustainable social and economic
change on a national scale, then funding
grassroots community organizations work-
ingto create holistic pathways tohealthyand
prosperous communities is crucial—espe-
cially if the change you seek is in the poorest
and most challenged communities.

We are working with and actively engag-
ing our community, and we are challenging
foundations and other private partners to
help us disrupt the status quo and build a
long-lasting commitment to the principles
of equity, regeneration, and social justice.
We have a long way to go to create a lasting
ecosystem of opportunity so that our peo-
ple, and others who experience the effects
of generations of oppression and failed de-
velopment, can become their own agents of
change. We have alongwayto go,butthereis
hope. Fierce, electric, contagious hope.

We have the ability to end poverty in
Native American communities in our life-
timeifthe philanthropiccommunityisready
to partner with us, take risks, and invest in
long-term, community-led capacity-build-
ingprograms. Today, less than 1 percentofall
philanthropyin Americagoes to rural Native
American communities. We need to change
this now, and we need to change it together.
There is a growing nonprofit sector in Na-
tive America, the community development
financeinstitutionmovementisinfull swing,
and we have powerful, resilient cultures to
rely on. Cross-sector collaboration will be
the next stepin the pathway forward as we all
start working toward a vibrant, just, and sus-
tainable world. The movement is here and
the timeis now. &2
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