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Community Organizing in Indian Country 

By Chris Peters and Tia Oros Peters, Seventh Generation Fund (www.7genfund.org)
Summary:  

This paper attempts to condense the Seventh Generation Fund’s 33 years of experience organizing in Indian Country. The very first thing that we have learned is that “if you have seen one Indian Community – you have seen one Indian community” Native communities across the Nation have many different languages, cultures and traditions. We have also learned that each community has their own “politic” and their own “personality” so there is not one single strategy for community organizing that can be successfully applied in Indian country.  This Workbook is based on our practical “on the ground” experience in community organizing. The Seventh Generation Fund has been working with hundreds of Native communities who have found a need to organize themselves to fight threatening environmental justice issues, protect their Sacred sites or to address urgent health, social or educationally related issues. In putting this document together, we have also reviewed a large body of available literature on community organizing and we reference some of these resources – especially on-line resources - in the bibliography below. But while many of the core principles of community organizing may apply in Indian Country, our communities have their own character and culture. As a result successful organizing within Native communities requires special skills and particular attention to things, which may be less important when organizing in other communities. This short paper tries to achieve a balance between community organizing principles and practices that apply everywhere and those, which require special attention in Indian Country.     

What is Community organizing?

Community organizing has been a dynamic part of Native communities since time immemorial and has been directly responsible for our collective survival as distinct peoples. When our family or tribal members were hungry, we organized our communities to hunt, fish and gather food. When our tribal members were threatened by outside forces, we organized ourselves to protect our communities. Many of the same strategies that have been successfully applied historically can and are being used just as effectively in our communities today. Community Organizing is a process of mobilizing and empowering people to take action or bring about change that is needed or desired. Within Native communities there are many different reasons for people to organize themselves around specific issues or conditions. In this Workbook we do not focus on the reasons for community organizing but instead we will describe some strategies and outline a few helpful hints that we have found effective when organizing in Native communities. 

When working with Native communities we always start from the premise that “Native peoples best know and understand the problems or situations they face and are best situated to know the most effective solution to resolve such problems or situation”. They are the “experts” and when provided with technical and financial resources they will organize themselves and employ necessary strategies and resolve what ever crises that may be confronting their communities.   

The process of community organizing is generally initiated by someone or a group of people within the community that are “inspired” to take action to resolve issues –they see a particular situation and want to do something about it. But seeing is not enough, you also need to have a “vision” –not the kind to go in to the mountains for--but a vision of how your Native community would be without the “problem” or “situation” that is now confronting them. Example: The reservation community has alarming levels of substance abuse and domestic violence. Members of the community have witnessed this situation and are “inspired” to do something about it. They have a “vision” of a community without drugs and alcohol and without domestic violence. The principal task of community organizing is to get more tribal members to share your “vision” and become “inspired” to take action. 

When organizing from within your community, never assume that you know everything about the community. It is always a good practice to set out to understand the community from the perspectives of others. How do the elders see the community and the specific situation that you are hoping to address; how do the community’s political leaders –tribal council members, business leaders, youth, women and men see the community and the “problem” or “situation”? How is the community/situation viewed by those from the outside that may have an interest in the conditions you want to change such as the government, corporations, political leaders and the media? Understanding your community is an ongoing process in which you learn new things as you organize. We have found that effective community organizers take the time to learn about the community. The more they learn about the community and its issues the greater the chances of acting appropriately and effecting the needed changes in the conditions they have been “inspired” to resolve.  

When organizing within Native communities it is critical that you have some level of “credibility.” How you act and behave is more important than what you know or how much education you have. People will know what kind of person you are – the formal and “informal” communication networks within Indian communities can be brutal and they are unrelenting particularly if you are outspoken on issues. Also, be aware of political factions within communities and long standing family disputes and rivalries – depending on the “side” that you might inadvertently find yourself could have major impacts on your organizing efforts.

Credibility is key to building “trust” for yourself and the organizing issue that you hope to advance. In Indian country it is important to “walk your talk” if you are organizing to reduce substance abuse on the reservation –it may not be a good idea to party with the bros on Saturday night. Your good judgment and credibility will build confidence and trust for you and will encourage others to follow your lead and be inspired to embrace the common vision for change. 
IN INDIAN COUNTRY --BE AWARE YOUR ACTIONS ARE CLOSELY WATCHED AND INTERPRETED FOR CONSISTENCY!! YOUR ACTIONS WILL SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS!!
Good communication is critical in effective community organizing. If the community is going to be mobilized to take action to resolve a situation they must first understand the issue and be inspired by the vision for change. The community must be engaged in dialogue – to be an effective organizer – you must visit with your family, friend and neighbors –they need to be excited, inspired, motivated and unified to take action. So, get out of your office and go visiting!!!  

In Indian Country it is also important that organizers consult with traditional leaders and elders. This is not just a formality; elders often have knowledge that can make all the difference and their support for the organizing effort is critical. There are many ways that elders and ceremonial leaders can help the organizing effort; and not all are visible. For all these reasons, if the elders do not get on board with the effort it is time to step back and rethink what you are attempting to do. Take a careful look at your vision -- but more importantly take some time to examine your approach and your demeanor or character – make sure that you are culturally grounded, humble and express values that are traditional to your community. 

Community organizing is about changing the way things are. It is often about righting a wrong, removing an injustice or addressing a pressing unmet need. Community organizers must be passionate about and committed to the change that is needed ---they must believe that they are doing the right thing. On the other hand, the community organizers should not have a rigid idea about what must change – if they are not open to other ideas and solutions – then their organizing efforts may fail – the issue is bigger then one’s self.    

If you are setting out to change the way things are it is important to have a plan. A plan is nothing more than a road map outlining how you are planning to get from the current condition to the desired condition. The first planning step is to decide who needs to be in the room doing the planning. It will be much easier to achieve “buy-in” from folks if they participate in developing the plan. 

In deciding who needs to be in the room it is necessary to bear in mind the community organizing goals and objectives and the strategies that are likely to be employed. There may be organizations or individuals working on the same issues who share the same goal but have different objectives (ideas about what constitutes “success”) or very different strategies for achieving the goal.  Including individuals with radically different ideas about what constitutes success or which have very different strategies for achieving the same goal and objectives is a recipe for problems.  On the other hand not including individuals who are major players in the areas of focus for the campaign can also cause difficulties down the road.  In many cases establishing a big-tent process and allowing individuals who don’t agree with the goals, objectives or strategies which the group formulates to self-select out of the campaign is the prudent way to proceed.  Personal feelings about other members of the community should not determine whether or not an individual or family is invited to participate in the planning and organizing process. If they want to be effective, organizers must put aside such personal feelings in order to work with all families and all elements of the community. In many Native communities, there are traditional rules governing individual conflicts and family feuds and there are traditional methods for resolving interpersonal and interfamily conflicts. In these cases we strongly recommend honoring and employing traditional conflict resolution processes. Talk with your traditional leaders and ask them to participate in the planning sessions – their presence may serve to abate any conflicts or inappropriate behavior at the meetings.   

Goals and Objectives: 

Once you have the right people involved the next step is to develop a shared understanding of the problem and a shared vision of how to resolve it. A clear statement of the organizing goal and specific objectives, which must be achieved in order to resolve the situation that confronts the community, is critical. So it is very important to formulate a clear goal and specific objectives. Where possible these should be written down and referred to often during the organizing effort. 

Developing shared perspectives, goals and objectives in Indian Country as elsewhere may not follow a straight path. In particular it is important to take the time that is needed for individuals, families and organizations which are going to be directly involved in the organizing effort to develop shared perspectives and unity of purpose. In Indian Country patience is a hallmark of effective organizing. Have faith that the community will come together in its own time. Be ready to move and present opportunities for action but do not try to push their decision-making process. Successful organizing efforts and campaigns may employ a variety of strategies depending on the goal and objectives. Some of the more typical strategies often employed include:

· Public Information and Education: Organizers must continually reinforce the message that change is needed and they must convince the community that positive change can be accomplished. It is important that these messages get out early and often.  Do not be concerned about repetition; messages must often be heard several times before they sink in –KEEP THE DREAM ALIVE. When a critical mass of community members believe that positive change is possible achieving that change becomes almost inevitable.    

· Involve the People:  Good community organizers would rather follow and facilitate than lead. There are some things, which we cannot do for others, and real change may be one of those things. So it is critically important to get community members involved in creating the change they seek. In Indian Country, food and young people are often keys to involving the community’s adults. Make sure your budget includes funds so that you can provide meals in connection with your meetings and make provisions so children can attend too. 

· Advocacy: It is important to ask for the change you seek; sometimes it is necessary to demand it. Some organizers hesitate to ask those in power to provide what the community needs. Native language offers a good illustration: Starting a stand-alone language program will likely not be sufficient if the goal is that all the community’s children become fluent in their native tongue. Even establishing language programs in all schools will likely not get the job done. Achieving the goal of universal fluency will likely require a collection of efforts some of which target youth/school settings and others which target parents/home settings, etc. Know what you want and do not stop until you get it.    

· Litigation:  Real change always meets resistance - sometimes-fierce resistance. In such cases litigation can be an effective tool to overcome resistance. Our country and our communities have many good laws but they are not always enforced.  Community organizers and spokespersons will often find themselves in the situation of asking those in power to obey laws, which they have been ignoring for a long time. it is important to ask them to open the door before getting out the hammer to bust down the wall. Litigation can be expensive and long and the result is never sure. For these reasons good community organizers will use litigation as a tool of last resort.   

· Legislation:  Sometime rules, regulations and laws are impediments to the change the community seeks. In these cases the rules, regulations and laws, which prevent positive change, must be repealed. In other cases new rules, regulations or laws may be necessary in order to achieve the community’s goal. There is a particular skill set which organizers who want to establish new rules, regulations and laws need to learn and use. Relevant resources can be found in the “resources” section below.     

Determining which of the above community organizing strategies are included in your plan will depend on the needs of your community. Many communities have used Power Mapping to help build effective organizing strategies. Power Mapping (see “resources” section below) outlines a process for identifying obstacles, allies and those that have power in your community. Organizers are prompted to find answers to the following questions:

· Who has the power to make the change you want and is most vulnerable to the kinds of pressure you can mount? 

· Who are your allies? Who could be your active supporters? 

· Who will actively oppose you? 

· How can we reach the people in power?

Keep on your toes:

The best organizing plans in the world experience setbacks or even failure. Experiencing setbacks and failures along the road to change should be expected. The obstacles, political hurdles and sometimes-outright sabotage of your campaigns require that the organizers and the community remain flexible. It is important to reflect on and analyze setbacks and defeats and to revise strategy, tactics and at times even the goals and objectives of your campaigns’. There is an old saying --- there is more than one way to skin a cat; and there are many ways to achieve the change the community wants and needs. 

Both as an individual and as an organizing team take the time to reflect on the actions you take and how the target community or target institutions react to those actions.  If you take the time to reflect and evaluate your actions your organizing will become more effective over time. 

There are ways to move mountains and not all of them involve big machines. A single individual can level the largest mountain in the world with only a spoon as a tool. All that is needed is time and the will to persevere. So it is with organizing and change: endless pressure endlessly applied is a good mantra for community organizers. It is also critically important that organizers pay special attention to giving credit where it is due. Too often our leaders take all the credit as if they were solely responsible for achievements, which they may have championed but which could not have been achieved without the tireless work of numerous individuals. Most good organizers will check their egos at the door and recoil from taking credit but give credit often and generously to all that are involved.   
Promising Practices for organizing work in Indian Country
· Know the community you want to organize: Being from the Tribe or Native community is critical to effective organizing. Living and knowing the culture and traditions is a threshold to community organizing.

· Seek out elders and ask for their help: you will be surprised how much help you receive. 

· Reach out to the youth. When the youth are with you the parents and grandparents will be with you too. 

· Be inspiring and lead by example. Always practice “participatory decision-making”.

· Take the time to plan before you act; evaluate strategies and tactics and revise your plans when circumstances change or when the strategies and tactics you have been employing are not working. 

· Believe in yourself and in the People: Walk your talk and you will be able to move mountains!

· Remember that the longest journey begins with a single step. Once you begin just keep putting one foot in front of the other and you will get where you need to go. 

· Don’t be afraid of failure; failure is a message that you need to try a different approach. Failure provides an opportunity for essential learning. Think of failure as the prelude to later success. It can be IF you make use of its positive potential. 

· Cultivate leadership from the community: Since the best way to learn organizing is by seeing it and doing it, organizers should remember to invite potential organizers and budding leaders to join them in the organizing work. 

· Good leaders are good followers; if you can’t follow, you can’t lead. 

· Every effective organizer I’ve ever known has had this talent: the ability to listen to people, rather than spin them or talk at them. Organizers don’t seek personal glory, they help other people lead and be recognized for that leadership.

Organization Reflection Worksheet

1. Does fulfilling our organizational mission require significant community change? If so, what are the changes, which must take place in order for our mission to advance or be fulfilled? 

2.  Who are the people and which are the organizations that can leverage the changes we want to see?  How can we get those people and organizations to make the changes we want to see?

3. If change is essential to the mission of our organization, who within the organization is responsible for organizing to make that change happen, is this responsibility reflected in their job duties and job description? In the amount of time they devote to community organizing? 

4. What staff and other resources do we need to succeed in making the change we seek and what is our plan for getting the resources we need to succeed in making the changes we seek? 

6. Who are the natural leaders of our community and how can we enlist them in the effort to make the changes we seek? Who are the potential leaders of this community and how can we encourage and cultivate their leadership potential?

7.  What are the major barriers to the change we seek and how can we overcome those barriers? 

8. What is our organizing plan? If we don’t have the skills to create such a plan whom can we bring in to help us develop the organizing plan?

On-Line Resources for Community Organizing
http://www.marininstitute.org/action_packs/community_org.htm. This is an excellent, practical and concise guide to the basics of CO.

http://www.nfg.org/cotb : the Neighborhood Funders Group for foundations and other funders created this Community Organizing Toolbox that has lots of useful guidance about community organizing. If you want to seek funding for community organizers it is useful to know how the funders might be thinking about community organizing. 

http://www.praxisinternational.org/pages/library/CommunityOrganizing.asp: Praxis International is focused on organizing to eliminate violence toward women and children in communities of color and other communities as well. This is a link to their community-organizing page.
http://www.akha.org/content/activism/communityorganizingprinciples.html: This links to a presentation of community organizing principles written by an Indigenous organizer - HUNTER GRAY [HUNTER BEAR] Micmac/St Francis Abenaki/St Regis Mohawk. Akha, which works to combat violence against women and children, includes Indigenous American affiliates.
(http://www.hunterbear.org/): This is Hunter Gray’s website which – among many interesting things – contains his writings on community organizing. Here’s the link to his community organizing writing: http://www.hunterbear.org/my_combined_community_organizing.htm. And here’s a link to his 17 community organizing principles: http://www.akha.org/content/activism/communityorganizingprinciples.html
http://comm-org.wisc.edu/papers96/gender2.html. This paper looks at two strains of urban community organizing, distinguished by philosophy and often by gender, and influenced by the historical division of American society into public and private spheres. It compares the well-known Alinsky model, which focuses on communities organizing for power, and what authors call the women-centered model, which focuses on organizing relationships to build community. These models are rooted in somewhat distinct traditions and vary along several dimensions, including conceptions of human nature and conflict, power and politics, leadership, and the organizing process. The paper concludes by examining the implications of each model in the current socioeconomic context and the potential for their integration.

http://www.grantcraft.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.viewpage&pageid=1097. This is a guide to resources for community organizing including films, books and on-line resources.

http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=EJ508960&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&accno=EJ508960. This page links to “Community Organizing in Support of Self-Determination within Native American Communities.” Here’s the article’s abstract: “A brief narrative description of the journal article, document, or resource.A spirit of belonging is the most significant factor in Native American identity and is supported by many cultural values with relevance for community organizing. It describes a community development approach for Native Americans based on community organization, cultural enhancement, and self-determination principles within a context of alcohol and drug abuse prevention.
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