
Responding to Climate Change within Native American 
Housing Initiatives   

Using sustainability to promote quality of life and culture
RESEARCH QUESTION

 Why are sustainable housing initiatives an effective re-
sponse to the threat of climate change, what are the current 
obstacles to their adoption, and how do recent case studies 
demonstrate an effective framework?
 

ABSTRACT 

 Nationally, the demand for adequate housing for American 
Indians and Alaska Natives far outstrips the supply. What the US 
government has provided in the decades since federal housing 
assistance programs began is primarily based on “efficiency” in 
the short-term, a policy enabling many negative long-term reper-
cussions. For example, a significant proportion of current federal 
allocations must be spent repairing poorly built homes rather than 
building new ones (US Senate 2013). Also, the legislation regard-
ing American Indian affordable housing funds does not account 
for any of the long-term benefits of sustainable construction, ac-
tively dissuading tribes from pursuing their own sustainable, cul-
turally relevant housing options. Sustainable construction often 
carries a higher initial cost, with long term savings, but govern-
ment auditing of block grant funds is not able to account for the 
difference. (HUD 2012)
 The benefits of sustainable construction expand beyond ener-
gy savings within the home to include a range of community and 
individual health values (Ruah 277). Responding to the threat of 
global climate change while also respecting the value of tradition-
al ways of living demands a better relationship between the mech-
anisms that supply affordable housing and the communities that 
use them. Recent projects by tribal housing authorities in the Unit-
ed States show how the tribe, the state, and the US government 
can function cooperatively to manifest the institutional framework 
necessary for promoting sustainable housing developments. These 
projects, combined with recent congressional testimony and sub-
stantive research in the field, suggest why promoting sustainable 
housing construction on reservation lands is an effective response 
to the resource threats of climate change.  
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BACKGROUND

The National Climate Assessment’s examination acknowledges 
that climate change impacts for indigenous groups in the US 
“…are compounded by a number of persistent social and econom-
ic problems.” (Bennett 298) The remote nature of many tribes 
means that they face much higher costs for fuel alone, which plac-
es them at greater exposure to the severely fluctuating market for 
it (Blanford 14).
 A federally sponsored study from 2006 reports that 25% of 
the families located on Indian lands remain in substandard hous-
ing (Listokin 206). Additionally, 46% of those families lived in 
overcrowded conditions.  By 2013, The National American Indi-
an Housing Council estimated the number of new housing units 
needed across US reservation lands stands at 250,000 units (US 
Senate 2013).
 Techniques used by the US to provide housing for  Native 
Americans have always operated within a framework generated 
by the federal government. Since the end of the termination peri-
od, although policy has become less overtly assimilationist, the 
provision of  housing to tribes “has been framed as a ‘gratuity’ 
and not a federal obligation…the priority is to provide some hous-
ing, any housing to the tribes, even if it is of poor 
quality.” (Edmunds 805)  It is not surprising then 
that despite the overwhelming need for constructing
new housing, 24 percent of existing housing units 
are unoccupied for want of significant rehabilitation 
(Listokin 210).
 Unclean water and lack of plumbing can spread 
water-borne diseases and negatively impact hygiene
 and food preparation, and inadequate heating and 
ventilation can lead to hypothermia and asthma, 
respectively. (National  32)
 The current NAHASDA (the Native American
 Housing and Self-Determination Act) legislation 
discourages both self-determination and sustainable
building practices through restrictive auditing
procedures, because “Incorporating green building
 design elements increases the upfront development 
cost...”(US Senate 2013).

...

The housing structures which cur-
rently dot the reservation landscape 
bear in appearance a close physical 
familiarity with a majority of public 
housing structures off-reservation.  
This is because they share a legisla-
tive past. The Wagner-Steagall act 
of 1937 initiated the government’s 
involvement in public housing 
throughout the country, through a 
series of loan and grant programs lo-
cal housing authorities could use for 
construction, but it wasn’t until the 

“Recognition of the link between 
land cessions and the housing ob-
ligation collapses the perception of 
federally assisted Indian housing 
as solely a poverty program, mov-
ing Indian housing programs be-
yond a nebulous moral responsibil-
ity. Changing the framework of the 
federal Indian housing obligation 
from a mere moral responsibility 
arising under the trust doctrine to a 
legal obligation first acknowledged 
in treaty language is valuable and 
necessary, not only for historical 
accuracy, but also for the moral, 
social, and practical implications” 
(Davis 235).

1960’s, and the end of the policy of termination, that the US gov-
ernment realized that promoting public housing on reservations 
could play a major role in supporting the new mandate of self-de-
termination for American Indians (Biles 49)

HUD’s Sustainable Construction in Indian Country Initiative, with 
substantial input from tribal housing authorities (IHAs), has de-
veloped a list of impediments to sustaible construction:
 1. Building Codes - tribes may develop their own, but need to  
     balance strictness with affordability
 2. Cost - Green practices are often more expensive upfront
 3. Capacity Building - fluctuating federal funds can prevent  
     adequate staffing, tribal elections also create turnover in  
     knowledge base. 
 4. Planning - Sudden availability of federal funds leads to dis 
     cordance between community needs and resources. 
     (HUD 2012)

KEY FINDINGS/CASE STUDIES
Federal ignorance towards Indi-
an housing preferences are var-
ied. For example, while a typical 
American home may compart-
mentalize the home by function 
into kitchen, dining, living, etc., 
this is not resonant with most tra-
ditional understandings of home 
shelter, where a large central 
room can accommodate many 
people and uses.  Additionally, 
when water and sewer lines are 
placed according to strict com-
modity efficiencies into rows with 
close, parallel housing structures, 
the traditional family boundaries 
are ignored, and energy depen-

dencies are forced without compromise. (Esber 146). These and other 
ill-fitting processes surrounding the provision of housing were institu-
tionalized historically by relying strictly on US standards for housing 
development strategy. Because this practice affects both health out-
comes and cultural stability, it is a significant barrier to building the 
kind of capacity tribes need to respond to climate change.
 Several recent projects illustrate methods for by navigating the 
current framework, and provide pathways for future development.
 1. The Pinoleville Pomo Tribes partnered with UC Berkeley’s     
     CARES program to develop houses on their reservation. The  
     process for collaboration was designed to promote “cultural   
      sovereignty” (Edmunds 806)
 2. NASHI (Native American Sustainable Housing Initiative), part  
       of the University of Colorado, Boulder, is working with the   
     Oglala Sioux Tribe to generate sustainable capacity. (Pyatt 5)
 3. NAYA, in Portland, has realized several urban projects that   
     demonstrate creative funding mechanisms and modular con-  
           struction methods (Gibson 9).
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Clockwise from top:
1. Straw-bale constuction on the 
Pine Ridge Reservation.
2. Kah San Chako Haws, “East 
House” in Chinook, a modular 
urban housing structure built by 
NAYA in SE Portland.
3. Straw-bale contruction on the 
Pine Ridge Reservation.
4. Settlement pattern of Apache 
community in Payson, Arizona, 
1970’s (Esber 145).
5. Government funded hosuing 
on a Western Apache reserva-
tion. 
6. Student models for 
Pinoleville Pomo Nation hous-
ing project, in collaboration 
with UC Berkeley.
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