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“It is the people who 
belong to the mountain”

Ceremony, Leslie Marmon Silko 



TEK Dark Ages 

Piute Forestry vs. Forest Fire 
Prevention, Aldo Leopold 1920

“This theory is called ‘Piute Forestry’ for the alleged reason that the California Indians, in former days, 
deliberately ‘light-burned’ the forests in order to protect them against serious fires.”

“It is, of course, absurd to assume that the Indians fired the forests with any 
idea of forest conservation in mind.” Leopold
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• National Indian Forest Resource Management Act 1990

• Required by Congress, decadal, independent assessment of 
tribal forests and forest management

• 8 mandated tasks, 3 identified by Intertribal Timber Council 

• Goal: provide an integrated picture of Indian forests and 
forestry on trust lands 

• IFMAT I 1993, IFMAT II 2003, IFMAT III 2013, IFMAT IV 2023 

• Visited 37 tribal forests, met with BIA regional/central 
offices, comparative analysis, focus groups, and surveys 

• Out of 74 IFMAT I-III recommendations, 65 addressed with 
action 

• IFMAT reports available online at www.itcnet.org

http://www.itcnet.org/


Forestry funding shortfalls in Indian Country 

• Stretched by growing 
land base and 
obligations 

• Increasing reliance on 
soft-money 

State-of-the-Art 
forestry cannot be 
achieved long term 
without the funding
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IFMAT IV 
Executive 
Summary

There is a unique tribal vision of forest management 
including a focus on stewardship and non-timber forest 
products as self-governance increases yet the Secretary’s 
trust responsibility remains and is vaguely defined. 

Forest based income is less important value, tribes are 
prioritizing stewardship and traditional uses of their forest.

 Numerous threats exist to NTFP that include 
reduced access, decline in NTFP populations, 
increased human pressure, changes in forest 
structure, as well as loss of native language resulting 
in loss of traditions around gathering, preparing and 
processing NTFP 



IFMAT IV 
FIRE WILDFIRE HAZARD

Proportion of forested tribal lands in the consolidated BIA 
Pacific NW region ranked highest, slightly worse than USFS. 

For other regions, the BIA lands fared better, typically 
ranking lower than other ownerships. 

Lands in hazard category has been increasing since 2010.

Tribes concerned about wildfire risk but limited by 
funds/staffing to treat more acres. 
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USFS Research & Development: tribal projects

• R&D Tribal Engagement Roadmap plus WH ITEK Memo

• Tribal Relations Specialists within each research station 

• Tribal co-stewardship: lessons learned from 3 case studies

• Secondary analysis of tribal research needs assessment focusing on
cultural burning, wildland fire, and fuels management

• Effects of forest treatments on the Mexican spotted owl

• Funding research scholarships for native students plus NARA program 



IFMAT IV findings

Introduction

USFS Research & Development 
Tribal Projects 

Wildland fire incidents and 
tribal liaisons



FIRE IN 2024…

• Fire management, research and 
stewardship practices that exist today 
can be greatly improved by 
incorporating ancient traditions and 
practices from Native communities 
who have inhabited forested and 
grassland ecosystems for millennia. 

• We must work with and alongside 
tribal communities when co-producing 
and integrating knowledge to achieve 
desired outcomes related to fire. 
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FIRE ASSIGNMENT: TRIBAL LIAISON DUTIES

AGENCY ADMIN

coordinate closely 

with reps from land 

management 

agencies

LEAD CONTACT

coordinating 

communication with

the Bureau of Indian

Affairs (BIA)

TRIBAL POC

maintain coordination 

and communication 

with all Tribes and 

Tribal organizations

within the footprint

of the Fire Incident

CONSULTATION
Provide 

recommendations as 
to communication 

needs between AA and 
tribal govs/orgs
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TRIBAL 
ENTITIES

NON-FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED

Tribes that may be seeking federal 

recognition (some for over 100+ 

years) or those that were possibly 

terminated in 1950s. 

INTERTRIBAL ORGS

May have multiple tribes 

represented, with geographic 

scope or joint special interest 

(AISES, ITC, NAFWS, etc.) 

FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED

574+ tribes throughout US have 

federal recognition. Legally 

binding relationship between US. 

INDIVIDUAL TRIBAL 
MEMBERS/PRACTITIONERS

Working with descendants, 

cultural committee individuals, 

tribal leadership, youth, etc.

STATE RECOGNIZED

Orgs that identify as a tribe or 

heritage groups that do not meet 

the criteria for federal recognition 

but have been recognized by a 

process by states
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PRIORITY WORK
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• Identify emerging issues and culturally significant areas in need 

of suppression repair work 

• Educate AA and incident management teams about federal -

tribal trust responsibility 

• Liaise between all groups and submit resource orders for tribal 

local specialists (records management, contacts, field visits, 

executive briefings, meetings, etc.)  



EXTENSIVE OPPORTUNITIES 
TO WORK TOGETHER TO 

MANAGE COMPLEX NEEDS 
UNDER URGENT 

TIMEFRAMES GIVEN 
LIMITED RESOURCES

INCREASED UNDERSTANDING 
OF TRUST RESPONSIBILITY

and tribal sovereignty by fire 

management personnel and 

incident commanders

INCREASED REPRESENTATION

and decision making by tribal 

community members

AGREEMENTS

Developed MOUs to promote 

regular and consistent dialogue 

with fed agency line officers 

and tribal leaders
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LESSONS LEARNED

Support tribal fire departments in the off 

season to get red card certs. Increased 

USFS OTR and RTRPM fire quals 

Communication, communication, 

Communication – ICS formally involve 

tribal liaisons on large incidents  ​

Flexibility in submitting resource orders 

for tribal crews for monitoring. Tribal 

monitor/READ training for local tribes and 

rancherias.  
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Da’wa’eh



Other 
resources

• TWS NPWMWG

• Tribal Colleges and Universities 

• AISES 

• SACNAS

• State Indian Ed programs and local 
resources

• BIA Pathways program   



Underfunded 
AND 
understaffed 

800 additional staff needed to support tribal 
forestry programs IFMAT III (2013) 

Representation matters  

Vision of Natives ≠ Vision of non-natives

Limited accounting but possibly increasing 
numbers….

https://www.zippia.com/fish-and-wildlife-biologist-jobs/demographics/ 

https://www.zippia.com/fish-and-wildlife-biologist-jobs/demographics/
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