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NCAI FY 2009 Budget Recommendations


March 31, 2008

NCAI Testimony to House Labor, 
Health and Human Services, Education and 

Related Agencies Subcommittee on FY 2009 Appropriations

On behalf of the tribal nations of the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI), we are pleased to present testimony to the House Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, Education, and Related Agencies for the Fiscal Year 2009 Budget. 

At the recent State of Indian Nations address, NCAI President Joe Garcia spoke about the special place of honor children hold in American Indian and Alaska Native cultures. He discussed the community’s sacred obligation to instill in them the traditional knowledge of past generations so their innocence and laughter may develop into wisdom as they become the leaders of the future. He stressed our belief that every Indian child should have the right to community-based, culturally appropriate services that help them grow up safe, healthy, and spiritually strong–free from abuse, neglect, and poverty. Unfortunately, all too often Native children are born into circumstances that may be rich in culture and love, but fail to meet their basic needs of health, shelter, safety, and education. Our communities have a vision of a restored, safer, healthier Indian Country for our children, but President Bush’s budget request fails to move us in the direction of that vision and will leave Indian children in poverty and at risk.  
This NCAI FY2009 testimony highlights key aspects of the vision tribal leaders have expressed to create a safe, healthy Indian Country for our children. In developing these recommendations we recognize that chipping away at the years of under-funding and backlogs that plague Indian Country can only be accomplished over time. The requests that follow do not reflect the full need in Indian Country, but rather are achievable first steps that we believe Congress and the President should be able to support this year.

Education

One of the President's major focuses of the FY 2009 Education budget was closing the achievement gap. However, the numerous decreases proposed for programs that support Indian children’s education government-wide does not support this claim. A standard argument of the current administration for eliminating tribal education programs is that they are duplicative, claiming that our students are eligible for funding through both the Department of Education and the Bureau of Indian Education. However, each of these offices provide different and essential services to ensure that our students are able to achieve the same challenging academic standards as other students.  
Funding levels for Indian education under the Office of Indian Education remained stagnate at FY08 levels. Of major concern is the elimination of discretionary funding for Strengthening Tribally Controlled Colleges and Universities (TCUs) and Strengthening Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian Serving Institutions. One of the 
primary arguments for their elimination was the substantial increase in mandatory funding from 2007. However, this increase is a result of funds made available from the College Cost Reduction and Access Act and were meant to supplement not supplant TCU funding. This decision was not made in consultation with the Tribes.  
The Administration proposed eliminating five tribal-specific programs at the Department of Education: Education for Native-Hawaiians ($33.3 million), Alaska Native Education Equity Assistance ($33.3 million), Strengthening Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian Serving Institutions ($11.6 million), Strengthening Tribal Colleges ($23.2 million), and Tribally Controlled Postsecondary Institutions ($7.4 million). 

· Restore the 5 Indian specific programs eliminated by the DOE in the FY 2009 budget.

· Strengthening Tribal Colleges ($23.2 million)

· Tribally Controlled Postsecondary Institutions ($7.4 million)

· Education for Native-Hawaiians ($33.3 million)

· Alaska Native Education Equity Assistance ($33.3 million)

· Strengthening Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian Serving Institutions ($11.6 million)

· Increase funding 10% for 2 programs that remained stagnate in DOE FY 2009 budget.

· Impact Aid ($1,365)

· Indian Education Act, Title VII ($132 million)

Health and Human Services
Administration on Aging

The aging of our nation’s population will challenge federal programs such as those in the Older Americans Act. The tribal service delivery systems, with social service programs and delivery systems already stretched beyond capacity, face an impending human and financial crisis. The crisis is exacerbated by inadequate funding, remoteness of the areas, inadequate healthcare funding, increased training needs for program staff, and lack of resources. According to the National Indian Council on Aging, inadequate funding has made it impossible for many Tribes to meet the five days a week home-delivered meal requirement and has forced them to provide congregate meals only two or three days a week.
· Increase Older Americans Act, Title VI funding to $50 million to help older American Indian elders to remain independent in their homes and communities.

· Provide funding support of not less than $10 million to the Older Americans Act, Title VI Native American aging programs to support one-on-one counseling and enrollment assistance regarding Medicare and Medicaid services.

· Provide funding support of $10 million for the Older Americans Act, Title VII, Subtitle B “Native American Provision for Prevention of Elder Abuse and Neglect” and the “Allotment for Vulnerable Elder Rights Protection Activities” to protect elder rights and implement elder rights activities in tribal communities.
Administration for Children and Families

Head Start: Indian Head Start programs are vital to many Native communities, providing support to needy families, strengthening revitalization efforts for tribal culture and language, and contributing greatly to community-based healthcare strategies. Of the approximately 562 federally recognized tribes, only 188 have Head Start programs.  That means 374 tribes do not have Head Start available for their children.  Indian Head Start has been receiving a declining percentage of Head Start funds, now currently at about 2.7%. As funding for Head Start over the last seven years has failed to keep pace with inflation we continue to support efforts to increase funding for Head Start by $1.072 billion in the coming year.  

· To meet the expansion commitment made to the Indian Head Start program in the reauthorization bill, increase Head Start funding by no less than $155 million in FY 2009.
Administration for Native Americans
Native Languages: Throughout Indian Country tribes are combating the loss of traditional languages by advocating for and instituting language programs within their communities. Created to reverse centuries of federal policies meant to destroy Native languages, Native language programs prevent the loss of tribal traditions and cultures while assisting students in their academic endeavors. The tribal students in immersion programs perform substantially better academically, including on national tests, than Native students who have not gone through such programs.
· Maintain or increase the $2 million provided for the Esther Martinez Native American Languages program in the Administration for Native Americans.

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
Tribal youth between the ages of 15 and 24 commit suicide at a rate more than three times the national average. In Alaska, Native youth ages 19 and younger make up 19% of the population but comprise 60% of the suicides in that age group for the entire state. More than half of those who committed suicide in Indian country had never been seen by a mental health provider, yet 90% of all teens who die by suicide suffer from a diagnosable mental illness at the time of death.

American Indian and Alaska Native Grant Program: The American Indian and Alaskan Native specific grant program within SAMHSA was authorized to award grants to Indian health programs to provide the following services: prevention or treatment of drug use or alcohol abuse, mental health promotion, or treatment services for mental illness in the amount of $15 million. To date, these funds have never been appropriated.  
· Fully fund the American Indian and Alaska Native specific grant program at $15 million. 
Circles of Care: Circles of Care is the only grant program in SAMSHA where tribes do not need to compete with the States to receive funding. This grant program was designed specifically to respond to the inequity that tribes experience in trying to access federal behavioral health services funding compared to states and the lack of programming that is specifically designed to respond to tribal communities and their service delivery system realties.  
· Fund Circles of Care at $5 million. 
Labor
The unemployment rate among American Indians is twice that for the total US population at 8.6% according to the US Census Bureau.  On some reservations, the rate is drastically high. For example, according to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Blackfeet Tribe face a 69% unemployment rate and the San Carlos Apache Tribe struggle with 81% of their population being unemployed. 

Denali Commission: The Employment and Training Administration (ETA) provides tribes with grants to offer these valuable services to their members.  The purpose of the Denali Commission is to provide critical utilities, infrastructure and economic support to distressed rural communities in Alaska.  This funding stream is being terminated in the President’s budget. 
· Restore funding to Denali Commission $6,755,000.
Native American Programs: One of the ETA's priorities for the Native American Section 166 program in FY 2009 will be to integrate the program with the One-Stop Career Center system.  The One-Stop Career Center System does not allow flexibility for cultural barriers and disability barriers to employment.
· Fully fund Native American Programs at $53 million.
Conclusion 

NCAI realizes Congress must make difficult budget choices this year. As elected officials, tribal leaders certainly understand the competing priorities that you must weigh over the coming months. However, the federal government’s constitutional and treaty responsibility to address the serious needs facing Indian Country are unique. These responsibilities remain unchanged, whatever the economic climate and competing priorities may be. We at NCAI urge you to make a strong, across-the-board commitment to meeting the federal trust obligation by fully funding those programs that are vital to the creation of vibrant Indian Nations. Such a commitment, coupled with continued efforts to strengthen tribal governments and to clarify the government-to-government relationship, truly will make a difference in helping us to create stable, diversified, and healthy economies in Indian Country.
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