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Recommendations for Tribal Involvement  
in Future National Commemorations:

“The push westward was well underway.  By 1830 – just 24 years after the Lewis & Clark 
Expedition – the newly passed Indian Removal Act forced many eastern tribes across the 

Mississippi River into Indian Territory, what is now present-day Oklahoma.   
And in 1843, the Oregon Trail opened up the West from St. Louis all the way to the Pacific 

Ocean and California for settlement.  
Less than 50 years after Lewis & Clark mapped our homelands – in less than one lifetime 

– the landscape of Indian Country had changed forever.”
….A Guide to Visiting the Lands of Many Nations

Published by COTA, 2004

Tribal involvement in the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial had significant impact 

because enough good people – Native and non-Native – created the  

opportunity for American Indians to tell our own stories in our own ways.   

We made a great beginning, and at the end of the bicentennial, most COTA 

member tribes and many tribal participants expressed the desire to  

“keep it going.”

Several federal agencies, like the National Park Service, USDA Forest Service, 

Bureau of Land Management, US Fish & Wildlife Service, US Army Corps of 

Engineers, Bureau of Reclamation, and others have ongoing management trust 

responsibilities for a number of Native sacred lands.  We urge those agencies 

and every national park, trail, forest, monument, memorial, refuge and  

recreational area to recruit, fund and work with an ongoing group of tribal 

advisors for matters relating to interpretation and protection of Native cultures 

and ancestral lands.

In the next few decades or so, numerous pivotal events in American history 

may be commemorated nationally and/or locally.  Some anniversaries involve 

Native cultures and histories, sacred places and/or Native combat veterans.  
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Substantive and meaningful tribal involvement will be especially essential.   

We urge the planners of anniversary commemorations to recruit, fund and work with tribal advisors.   

Potential events may include:

 2010 400th anniversary of the establishment of Santa Fe as the Spanish capitol of New Mexico

 2011-2015 150th anniversary of the Civil War

 2012-2015 200th anniversary of the War of 1812

 2016 100th anniversary of the creation of the National Park Service

 2017 100th anniversary of America’s entry into World War I

 2018 300th anniversary of the founding of New Orleans

 2018 50th anniversary of creation of the National Trails System

 2019 150th anniversary of the completion of the trans-continental railroad

 2019 50th anniversary of US astronauts’ landing on the moon

 2020 400th anniversary of the establishment of the Plymouth colony

 2021 400th anniversary of the “First Thanksgiving”

 2025 50th anniversary of the Fall of Saigon ending the Vietnam War

 2026 400th anniversary of the establishment of Fort Amsterdam on Manhattan Island

 2026 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence

 2026 150th anniversary of the Battle of Little Bighorn

 2027 150th anniversary of the Nez Perce War

 2028 300th anniversary of Vitus Bering’s “discovery” of Alaska

 2030 400th anniversary of the founding of Boston

 2030 200th anniversary of the Indian Removal Act

 2031-2043 300th anniversary of the explorations of La Verendrye to the Great Plains 

 2038 200th anniversary of the Trail of Tears
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“But the old Lakota was wise.  He knew that man’s heart, away from nature, becomes hard.  
He knew that lack of respect for growing, living things soon led to lack of respect for humans too.  

So he kept his children close to nature’s softening influence.”
…….Chief Luther Standing Bear, Oglala Sioux

The following recommendations are based on COTA’s experiences of what worked and what didn’t from 1994 to 2007, 

as the Lewis & Clark Bicentennial was planned and carried out.  The recommendations are well considered and tested.  We share them 

in the spirit of helping future planners to include the American Indian side of 

their stories:

•  Your commemoration involving tribal lands should not be about blame, 

shame or guilt but about moving forward from where you are.  Seek out the 

tribe(s) whose ancestral lands are involved in your historical event and ask 

them how they want to participate.

•  Make tribal involvement your commemoration’s number one priority and  

value it by creating a sufficient budget to pay for it.  Tribal budgets are 

stretched very thin for essential services like education, health care, law  

enforcement, etc.  Most tribal nations are not wealthy – they have nothing 

left over to fund participation in your event.

•  Establish and fund a national or regional group of tribal advisors.  Invite all 

tribes affected by your commemoration.  The advisors should be officially  

designated representatives from all affected tribes, and appointment should 

be by resolution of the tribal government.  The advisors must be free to 

establish their own governing regulations.  Perspectives expressed by the 

member tribes and individual Indians must not be censored.

<<< 130 



131 >>>

•  In some cases, such as the National Park Service centennial, the advisers 

should continue beyond the commemoration as a perpetual advising body 

since America’s national parks are also tribal sacred places. 

•  Invite tribal elders at the very beginning of your planning.  Provide for their 

support with budget, volunteers, wheelchairs, door-to-door transportation, 

comfort area with restrooms and refreshments, seating, heating or cooling as 

necessary, honoraria, and respect.

•  Work directly with tribal governments.  Your collaboration with the tribes  

should reflect their historic government-to-government relationships, i.e. 

tribal government to local community, state and/or federal government.

•  Foster relationships between local communities affected by the  

commemoration and the tribes whose ancestral homelands are now  

occupied by those communities.
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“…Sometimes in the evening I sit, looking out on the big Missouri.  The sun sets, and dusk steals 
over the water.  In the shadows I seem again to see our Indian village, with smoke curling 
upward from the earth lodges, and in the river’s roar I hear the yells of warriors, and the 

laughter of little children as of old.  It is but an old woman’s dream…”
…….Waheenee, Hidatsa
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•  Hire tribal staff members and ask several tribal people to serve on your 

board of directors.   

•  Create a Memorandum of Understanding between your coordinating body 

and the federal agencies affected by your commemoration.  This will create a 

structure for the agencies to support tribal involvement too.

•  Tribal tourism is growing fast and can attract new publics, including  

international visitors.  Tribal involvement can increase interest in tourism  

for your commemoration.  Do joint marketing with the tribes involved.

•  Don’t shy away from tough issues regarding tribal participation.  Issues will 

arise, and your event will be stronger and more effective for tackling them 

head on.  Old wounds will be reopened – support your commemoration’s 

tribal advisors as they work through tough issues.

•  Hire a strong American Indian Liaison to recruit and advocate for  

participating tribes.

•  Get the support of the National Congress of American Indians for your tribal 

advisors and tribal participation efforts.

•  Don’t censor tribal messages.

•  If maps and brochures are to be published, make sure they contain tribal 

sites, place names, communities, perspectives.
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•  The tribes affected by your commemoration must be integral to your  

decision-making processes.

•  Seek funding specifically for tribal projects and involvement.

•  In participation with your tribal advisors, create curriculum guides  

to include tribal histories and cultures of the area involved in your 

commemoration.

•  Help build capacity within the tribes you are working with through 

funding and training.

•  Include tribal flags and tribal veterans in your commemoration’s  

formal ceremonies, such as opening and closing events.

•  Include a budget for gifting.

•  Support your tribal advisors in establishing and accomplishing clear 

goals, mission, vision and guidance statements.  Give them the tools 

they need to stay on track and speak clearly.  If your advisory group is 

large and national in scope, create a leadership committee to handle 

day-to-day policy and actions.

Adopt these Twelve Points of Protocol, 
adapted by COTA from Salmon Corps  
(a program for young Pacific Northwest Indians to help repair the  

disappearing salmon habitats of the Columbia River Basin):  

 1. Listen.  Be patient.

 2.  Learn that each tribal community or tribe has its own timeline 

for getting things done.  It may not be the same as your  

timeline.  Adjust.

 3.  Each tribal community or tribe has its own definition of  

success.  It may differ from yours.

 4. Respect – earn it every day.

 5.  Relationships are built on points of agreement.  Make lists; 

document what you agree to/on.  Live up to agreements,  

every day.

 6.  Be direct; be straight; tell the truth.  Most Indian tribes have 

had at least 200 years of someone trying to sell us a bill of 

goods we don’t want.

 7. Solve problems together.  Define a way to do it together.

 8. You are a guest in our tribal community or tribe.

 9.  Serve elders.  They are the heart of the tribal community or 

tribe, and they back you up when times get rough.

 10.  Understand turnover.  Cultures that had stability for thousands 

of years are recovering from a few hundred years  

of cleric and federally-subsidized attacks on that stability.   

Recovery doesn’t happen overnight in anyone’s life,  

community or culture.

 11. Have a sense of humor.

 12.  Finally, don’t forget to thank people and organizations.  Some 

cultures believe that you should give thanks seven times.  Not 

a bad idea because it helps focus on the good things repeatedly 

and keeps one from focusing on the negative repeatedly.


