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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A large and growing number of tribes and Native American-led nonprofits are giving 
grants to support Native community development.  

An increasing number of tribes and Native nonprofits are using philanthropy to capitalize economic and 
community development programs in their communities, protect Native financial assets, and support 
diverse Indigenous cultures. This Executive Summary provides an overview of a report titled Telling Our 
Giving Stories, which was published by First Nations Development Institute in 2015.  This report presents 
information on Native grantmakers and their philanthropic impact. For more information visit First Nations 
Development Institute’s Knowledge Center at http://www.firstnations.org/knowledge-center.
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Our research 
found a total of 63 

active Native-led 
grantmaking programs 

that are funding 
educational, economic 

development, 
health, and cultural 

preservation programs 
nationwide. 

MAJOR FINDINGS

Tribally Affiliated

Non-Tribally Affiliated

35%

65%
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Tribal governments are active grantmakers. Of the  
63 Native grantmaking programs in the nation, a majority 
(41) are tribally-affiliated. The remaining 22 are non-
tribally affiliated Native nonprofit grantmaking programs. 

These 63 Native-controlled giving programs have 
a range of organizational structures, from 501(c)(3) 

public charities to grantmaking committees. 

35% 27%

38%

Gr
an

tm
aking Organizations

Types of Native-Led

Community-Based Grantmaking Foundation

Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundation

Formal Native Nonprofit 501 (c)(3) Grantmaking Foundation

63
Native-led

grantmaking
programs

$$ PROGRAMS

• Education
• Economic Development
• Health
• Cultural Preservation
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”
Over the past four decades…tribal governments and Native nonprofits are increasingly 
turning to philanthropic models to support economic and community development.“

Some trends among Native grantmaking programs include: 

GROWTH
Since 1970, an increasing number of Native grantmaking programs have been established each year.
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The majority of Native grantmaking programs have 
no endowment. This represents an area of need.

ENDOWMENTS

70%

30%

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE NEEDS
Staff members at most Native-controlled grantmaking 
programs express a desire for technical assistance, 
networking opportunities and leadership development. 

Tribal Grantmaking in Oregon: 

The Oregon case shows that by working collectively and collaboratively, tribal giving programs can multiply 
their outcomes beyond their individual grantmaking contributions and leverage their investments into greater 
influence, resources, and impact. 

• There are nine tribes in Oregon that have active tribal grantmaking programs, and six tribes that have 
formal grantmaking foundations.

• The six formal tribal foundations in Oregon gave over $5.6 million in grants in 2014. 

• Since 2001, these tribal foundations have given over $100.2 million in grants, positively impacting the local 
community, state, and beyond.SN
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Confederated Tribes of
the Grand Ronde

Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Indians

Confederated Tribes
of Siletz Indians

Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reservation

Coquille Indian Tribe Confederated Tribes of 
Coos, Lower Umpqua

& Siuslaw

$100,205,884 Total Funds Given
by Oregon Tribal Funders

$63,000,000

$14,000,000

$9,100,000 $8,500,000
$5,105,884

$500,000

*All tribes, including � e Burns Paiute Tribe, Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, and the Klamath Indian Tribe, give generously to their communities  as well.

TRIBE CASINO FUND YEAR FOUNDED FUNDS GIVEN IN 2014 TOTAL GIVEN

Confederated Tribes of Coos,
Lower Umpqua & Siuslaw � ree Rivers Casino & Hotel � ree Rivers Foundation 2011 $100,000 $500,000

Confederated Tribes of the
Grand Ronde Spirit Mountain Casino Spirit Mountain

Community Fund 1997 $2,700,000 $63,000,000

Confederated Tribes of
Siletz Indians

Chinook Winds
Casino Resort

Siletz Tribal Charitable
Contribution Fund 2001 $633,538 $9,100,000

Confederated Tribes of the
Umatilla Indian Reservation Wildhorse Resort & Casino Wildhorse Foundation 2001 $934,968 $8,500,000

Coquille Indian Tribe � e Mill Casino Hotel
& RV Park

Coquille Tribal
Community Fund 2001 $408,000 $5,105,884

Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Indians

Seven Feathers Hotel
& Casino Resort

Cow Creek Umpqua
Indian Foundation 1997 $832,185 $14,000,000

$5,608,691 $100,205,884

Map of  OREGON TRIBAL FUNDERS
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Spirit Mountain Community Fund was established in 1997 as a way for The Confederated Tribes of Grand 
Ronde to practice its tradition of potlatch, where generosity and sharing is demonstrated through a celebration 
of gift-giving. The fund’s mission is to improve the quality of life in northwest Oregon and among Oregon tribes 
through community investments that provide long-term benefits that are in harmony with the tribe’s culture 
and values. The Spirit Mountain Community Fund is capitalized by the tribe, which dedicates six percent of the 
profits from the Spirit Mountain Casino to support community organizations. Since its formation, the fund has 
given more than $63 million to nonprofit community groups and Oregon tribes. It donates about $3 million each 
year to local programs and services in an 11-county area, as well as to other tribes throughout Oregon. 

The Spirit Mountain Community Fund represents just one way in which a Native American philanthropic 
program has been used to control, retain and leverage Native assets and to invest in new assets by supporting 
community economic development. The field of Native philanthropy is full of similar stories, many of which 
remain untold. This report will focus on Native grantmaking institutions, discuss grantmaking models, and 
attempt to provide a road map through the sometimes complicated field of Native grantmaking organizations. 

Native grantmaking programs represent a diverse array of legal and organizational structures. Regardless of the 
model chosen for a philanthropic program, a large and growing number of tribes and Native nonprofits are using 
philanthropy to protect Native financial assets, capitalize economic development programs in their communities, 
and support their cultures. As part of an integrated asset-building program, Native-controlled grantmaking entities 
are supporting institution-building through capitalizing nascent nonprofits in Native communities, and through 
funding innovative asset-building strategies. The growth of the Native philanthropic sector over the past 40 years 
has implications for the development and expansion of Native economies, the civil society sector in reservation 
communities, and the effectiveness of tribal governments in years to come. 
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II. STATE OF THE FIELD

There is a significant body of literature that explores the cultural and historical context for Native philanthropy.1 
It is widely recognized that while different Native cultures may have unique traditions and worldviews, there is a 
long history of generosity and philanthropy among Native peoples. Many have recognized Native people as the 
first American philanthropists, and acknowledge a long tradition of informal philanthropy.2 In different Native 
cultures, the giving of time, money or gifts signifies respect, honor and recognition. This tradition of generosity, often 
manifesting itself as a potlatch, feast or giveaway, has played an important role in the political, cultural, economic, 
and social history of Native peoples in America, but has been long misunderstood by outsiders. 

In the past 30 years, we have witnessed a growth of what some would call “formal” Native philanthropic programs. 
These programs are not unrelated to different tribes’ traditions of philanthropy, and in some ways are extensions of 
pre-existing practices aimed at helping others. More and more tribal governments are using charitable grantmaking 
entities to assist with their economic, social and cultural programs, and an increasing number of Native nonprofit 
institutions are operating innovative grantmaking programs. 

The actual numbers and characteristics of Native philanthropic grantmaking institutions are a source of constant 
debate and discussion. Several researchers have tried to identify the number of Native-controlled foundations and 
funds,3 but there remain some questions about definitions and methodology used in these studies. Furthermore, 
many of these studies are largely descriptive, and fail to identify issues, trends and implications for the future of 
reservation communities. 

First Nations Development Institute’s (First Nations) research suggests that there are currently 63 active grantmaking 
foundations and funds that are Native controlled. Of those 63 foundations and funds, 26 (41 percent) provide only 
educational scholarships and the remaining 37 (59 percent) provide a range of grant programs that support other 
nonprofit or tribal programs in the fields of community, economic and cultural development. It is noteworthy that 
more than half of the 63 foundations or funds, or 41 (65 percent), are affiliated with a tribal government, and of 
those, half or 21 (51 percent), are affiliated with gaming tribes. In fact, nine (22 percent) of the 41 tribally-affiliated 
foundations were created by state compacts. Tribal gaming has obviously had a significant impact on the growth of 
tribal economies and in turn Native philanthropy, but it is not the only driving force. Seventeen (27 percent) of the 
grantmaking programs are part of an Alaska Native regional or village corporation.
 
Of the 63 active grantmaking programs, 46 (73 percent) are 501(c)(3) organizations, and 17 (27 percent) are some 
other legal form that includes anything from informal tribal giving committees to tribal giving programs recognized as 
so-called Section 7871 entities by the Internal Revenue Service (named after a section of the Internal Revenue Code).
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III. METHODS

The purpose of this report is to identify the number, characteristics and emerging trends of Native-controlled 
grantmaking entities. First Nations’ staff has developed a database of tribal and Native-controlled grantmaking 
foundations and funds in the United States. Foundations and funds are considered Native controlled if the majority 
of the board is Native American or if they are owned by tribal governments. Only active grantmaking programs 
were included in this study (programs that had provided some form of grants in the last five years). This study 
does not address the nearly 25 grantmaking funds that have gone defunct or dormant over the past 30 years. 
Programs had to provide charitable giving in support of Native people, organizations or communities. Foundations 
and funds that did not file IRS Form 990 data were included in the study if they had an active website and a 
formal application process with stated guidelines. Data were collected on foundations and funds using web 
(Internet) searches, phone interviews, literature reviews of past studies, and searches of the databases Guidestar and 
Foundation Directory Online to access Form 990 data. 

IV. LEGAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

Aside from two studies that are nearly 17 and nine years old respectively,4 there is little empirical analysis of the 
range of types, forms and characteristics of Native grantmaking entities. A question that remains for scholars 
researching the Native nonprofit sector is how to classify the broad array of philanthropic vehicles that tribes and 
Native nonprofits use for conducting charitable grantmaking. This question of organizational structure is now 
rather straightforward for scholars of mainstream charitable organizations. For scholars of the Native nonprofit 
sector, however, defining organizational structure must address questions related to the intricacies of federal Indian 
law, tribal sovereignty and federal tax treatment of Indian tribes. 

While there is no single definition for the term “foundation” in common parlance, nonprofit grantmaking 
corporations can legally fall under only one distinct section of the IRS tax code. The IRS regulates the operation 
of both private foundations (including family, independent and corporate 
foundations) and what are called public charities (including community 
foundations and nonprofit charitable organizations that provide grants), and 
both these types of organizations fall under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal 
Revenue Code. If an entity wishes to establish a grantmaking organization, it 
usually goes through the following steps: create a corporation or trust under 
state law; identify the governance structure and policies and procedures for 
grantmaking; apply to the IRS for tax-exempt status; receive a tax-exempt 
ruling; and begin grantmaking operations. If the IRS determines that an 
organization qualifies for tax-exempt status under section 501(c)(3) of the tax 
code, it will then determine whether the organization is considered a private 
foundation or a public charity. Private foundations typically get their funding Financial education training at Muckleshoot High School.
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from a single source (in the case of a family or corporate foundation) or just a few sources. Private foundations also 
have more rigorous reporting requirements to the IRS, and must follow legal guidelines on their distribution and 
management of their financial assets. A public charity, which is required to meet a public support test (a certain 
portion of its annual support must come from multiple individuals and organizations, as set forth in Internal Revenue 
Code Section 170(b)(1)(A)(vi) (as modified by Treasury Regulation Section 170A-9(e)(10)), is required to file a Form 
990 each year, but does not have as much regulation of its grantmaking activities. Meeting a “public support test” is 
considered a demonstration that the charity enjoys broad public acceptance and support and is not controlled by a 
small group of donors. 

For tribal governments, there is a broader array of legal options for establishing a charitable grantmaking 
program. By the nature of being a sovereign government, tribes may design, operate and regulate their own 
charitable-giving programs drawing upon a broad range of organizational structures, with little oversight from the 
federal government. In fact, most tribal governments have some kind of informal charitable-giving program, and 
many of the more economically successful tribes offer local sponsorships, payments in lieu of taxes, or some other 
charitable-giving operation.5 Many tribal enterprises give charitable grants as part of their marketing operations. 

According to the National Indian 
Gaming Association, gaming tribes 
contributed more than $100 million to 
Native and non-Native causes in 2004 
alone.6 Because tribal governments are 
already mostly immune to taxation and 
other regulation by state and federal 
government,7 there is little incentive for 
tribes to operate a 501(c)(3) charity.8 

Some tribes, however, choose to establish 
separate nonprofit corporations and 
trusts that are subject to regulation under 
state and federal law (the reasons for this 
are discussed in greater detail below). 

Nilles et al. (1998) states that there 
are four types of tribal governmental 
grantmaking organizations. These 
include an Indian Tribal Government 

Charitable Fund, which is a giving program funded by an Indian tribe but not incorporated as a separate entity; 
a Tribal Enterprise Giving Program, which is a giving program associated with a tribal enterprise, often a casino, 
and which is not incorporated as a separate entity; a Tribal Foundation or Tribal Enterprise Foundation, which is 
established and funded by an Indian tribe or tribal enterprise as a separate trust or nonprofit corporation; and 
a Tribal or Intertribal Public Charity, which is established and funded by one or more Indian tribes or tribal 
organizations as a separate nonprofit corporation. 

The Laguna Education Foundation supports a range of youth programs.
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”
Many tribes and tribal enterprises give large 
philanthropic gifts to local school systems, 
nonprofits or other community organizations.

“

For ease of analysis, in this report we will classify and discuss three categories of Native grantmaking 
organizations, which are partially an aggregate of the above categories: A) Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundations, which include all tribal government and tribal enterprise giving programs not formally incorporated 
as 501(c)(3) organizations; B) Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations, which include all tribal government and 
tribal enterprise giving programs that are incorporated as 501(c)(3) organizations or as funds in community 
foundations; and C) Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations, which include all grantmaking 
charities that are 501(c)(3) organizations and have a Native-controlled board of directors, but are not directly 
affiliated with a tribal government. 

The classification schemes for charitable grantmaking entities provided by the Council on Foundations and the 
Foundation Center had only limited usefulness for this analysis because they are not helpful in categorizing the 
range of tribal government-controlled funds. While classifying the range of organizational and legal structures 
presented in this report was challenging, we believe that our classification scheme provides the greatest utility for 
understanding the important role of tribal governments in establishing and managing grantmaking programs.

A. Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations
The question of tribal grantmaking foundations is one that both interests and confounds most scholars. As 
discussed above, tribal grantmaking programs draw upon a broad range of organizational structures, and thus 
can be hard to analyze and characterize. As government programs of sovereign nations, they require no oversight 
by the IRS on the management and distribution of tribal funds. Organizationally, they range from informal 
grantmaking committees, where applications are received and assessed on an ad hoc basis, to formal grantmaking 
programs, with a board of directors, bylaws and formalized policies and procedures. The unifying characteristic of 
these organizations, for the purpose of this analysis, is that 
they have not incorporated as a separate entity under state or 
federal law. Because of this, little public data exist on them. 
Based on First Nations’ dataset, we know that they include 
large grantmaking organizations such as the Forest County 
Potawatomi Community Foundation, which meets the 
Council on Foundations guidelines for effective grantmaking, including clear guidelines for grant applications, 
a transparent governance structure, and effective public communications through an extensive public relations 
campaign. But tribal-giving programs in this category also include the Morongo Charitable Outreach 
Committee, which has made numerous large donations over the past 20 years, but has a more ad hoc structure. 

In fact, given the informal nature of some tribes’ charitable-giving activities, it is difficult to identify an accurate 
number of these grantmaking organizations. Many tribes and tribal enterprises give large philanthropic gifts to local 
school systems, nonprofits or other community organizations, but the data on this are difficult to collect beyond a 
series of anecdotal examples.
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This lack of information stems from many 
causes, including a cultural disinclination to 
draw attention to acts of generosity.9 Given 
many tribes’ historical encounters with white 
settlers and policy makers who used the term 
“philanthropy” to disguise or promote cultural 
assimilation programs and tribal relocation, 
many tribes may not feel comfortable using 
the term “philanthropy” to describe their 
grantmaking.10 There are also many other 

cultural and legal reasons for tribal governments to avoid formalized philanthropic structures, including a lack of 
knowledge of the field of philanthropy, a desire to avoid models that are not considered culturally appropriate, and a 
desire to retain sovereignty by avoiding the 501(c)(3) legal structure for charitable-giving programs.11 

This report provides an attempt to peer into the “black box” of Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations 
by identifying programs that have consistently and publicly provided grants over the past few years, yet are not 
incorporated as a separate entity under state or federal law. First Nations’ research identifies 17 such programs across 
the nation (Table 1), while we acknowledge that many other tribes have expressed their generous nature in other 
ways and may not be captured in our database. Most of the Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations are 
funded solely by tribal government funds. The foundations captured in this dataset represent tribal government-
affiliated giving programs that have been in existence for many years and that have provided a fair amount of public 
data on their activities. These foundations meet the criteria for being considered part of the nonprofit sector in that 
they are formal, not profit distributing, self-governing, voluntary and of public benefit.12 

While these foundations demonstrate that many tribal governments have utilized their resources to support a 
broad range of philanthropic causes, some Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations solicit funds from 
outside donors to support their work. When soliciting donations from outside sources, tribal governments are 
similar to state and local governments in terms of the treatment of donations. That is, all donations to state, local 
and tribal governments are tax-deductible for the donor. In the case of tribal charitable programs, these have 
come to be called Section 7871 organizations, named for a section of the IRS tax code. 

It is noteworthy that 16 of the 17 Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations are owned by tribes with 
significant gaming operations, and eight of the 17 are required by state compacts to use gaming revenues to 
operate a foundation and provide charitable grants. Perhaps more interesting is the fact that nine of the 17 gaming 
tribes operate charitable grantmaking foundations even though they are not required to by state compacts. The 
gaming industry has been important to the growth of Native grantmaking foundations, but it is not the only 
cause. The relationship between the gaming industry and the growth of Native grantmaking organizations is 
discussed in more detail below.

”

Given many tribes’ historical encounters with 
white settlers and policy makers who used the term 
“philanthropy” to disguise or promote cultural 
assimilation programs and tribal relocation, many 
tribes may not feel comfortable using the term 
“philanthropy” to describe their grantmaking.

“
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First Nation’s data indicate that only 
one of the 17 Community-Based 
Tribal Grantmaking Foundations, the 
Hopi Education Endowment Fund, 
has an endowment. Hopi Education 
Endowment Fund offers educational 
scholarships and community grants. The vast majority of the other Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundations are funds that are managed by gaming tribes to provide grantmaking in support of a broad range 
of social, economic and cultural causes. There is a category of tribal giving programs that identify as tribal 
government Section 7871 organizations that actively solicit grants from outside donors. These organizations have 
contacted the IRS to receive a private letter ruling confirming their program’s status under Section 7871 of the 
Internal Revenue Code, providing them with a tool that they hope will comfort mainstream funders. While data 
on Section 7871 organizations is not publically available, it is likely that a small group of tribal giving programs 
fit this category. One such organization is the Hopi Education Endowment Fund.  

”
When soliciting donations from outside sources, 
tribal governments are similar to state and local 
governments in terms of the treatment of donations.

“

Hopi Education Endowment Fund grantees: HEEF granted over $10,000 in Imagine Grants to community partners in 2015.
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   TABLE 1. Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations

Name Tribal Affilliation State Year 
Founded

Scholarships 
only? Endowment? Formed by

Gaming Compact?
Gaming 
Tribe?

Coquille Tribal Community Fund Coquille Indian Tribal 
Community OR 2001 No No Yes Yes

Cow Creek Umpqua Indian 
Foundation

Cow Creek Band of Umpqua 
Tribe of Indians OR 1997 No No Yes Yes

Forest County Potawatomi 
Community Foundation

Forest County Potawatomi 
Community WI 2000 No No Yes Yes

Hopi Education Endowment Fund The Hopi Tribe AZ 2000 No Yes No No

Morongo Tribal Charitable Outreach 
Committee

Morongo Band of Mission 
Indians CA 1995 No No No Yes

Muckleshoot Charity Fund Muckleshoot Indian Tribe WA 1995 No No Yes Yes

Oneida Nation Foundation Oneida Indian Nation of 
New York NY 2000 No No No Yes

San Manual Band Charitable  
Giving Program

San Manual Band  
of Mission Indians CA * No * No Yes

Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians 
Foundation

Santa Ynez Band of 
Chumash Indians CA 2005 No No No Yes

Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux 
Community

Shakopee Mdewakanton 
Sioux Community MN 1969 No * No Yes

Siletz Tribal Charitable Contributions 
Fund

Confederated Tribes of Siletz 
Indians of Oregon OR 1999 No No Yes Yes

Spirit Mountain Community Fund The Confederated Tribes of 
Grand Ronde OR 1997 No No Yes Yes

Three Rivers Foundation Confederated Tribes of Coos, 
Lower Umpqua & Siuslaw OR 2011 No No Yes Yes

Tulalip Tribes Charitable Fund Tulalip Tribes WA 2004 No No No Yes

United Auburn Indian Community-
Giving Program

United Auburn Indian 
Community CA 2004 No No No Yes

Wildhorse Foundation Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reservation OR 2001 No No Yes Yes

Yocha Dehe Community Fund 
(formerly Rumsey Community Fund) Yocha Dehe Wintun Nation CA 2000 No No No Yes

* Data not found. San Manuel has a long history of tribal philanthropy, and no specific founding date for their foundation.
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B. Organizational Capacity, Governance and Grantmaking Structure of 
Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations 
In an attempt to provide more information about Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations, First 
Nations collected data on their governance and grantmaking structures (Table 2). The majority of these 
Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations have readily accessible public information on their websites, 
clear mission statements and clear application policies and procedures. Most of them function with a board of 
directors that includes tribal council members, or that answers to the elected tribal government. Some have very 
informal policies for making grant decisions, however, and have no clear application policies and procedures  
and/or do not accept unsolicited grant requests.

  TABLE 2: Organizational Capacity, Governance and Grantmaking Structure of Community-Based Tribal 
   Grantmaking Foundations

Name Year 
Founded Have Web Page? Have Mission 

Statement?
Have Clear Application 

Procedures on Webpage? Have List of Past Grants?

Coquille Tribal
Community Fund

2001 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: A seven-member board of trustees governs the Coquille Tribal 
Community Fund (CTCF). Proposals are considered by a grant committee and approved 
by the board. Proposals that are not clearly within the CTCF priority areas but not clearly 
ineligible are screened by the board of trustees. If at least one board member seeks a board 
meeting discussion of the proposal, it can be considered for funding.

Cow Creek Umpqua  
Indian Foundation

1997 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The foundation board of directors meets biannually to distribute 
grants to charitable organizations. 

Forest County Potawatomi 
Community Foundation

2000 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The Forest County Potawatomi Community Foundation has an 
executive director and a foundation advisory board. The foundation staff members review 
all incoming applications to ensure they are complete and eligible. Then, applications are 
reviewed by the foundation advisory board and sent on for action by the executive council. 

(continued on page 14)
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Name Year 
Founded Have Web Page? Have Mission 

Statement?
Have Clear Application 

Procedures on Webpage? Have List of Past Grants?

Hopi Education  
Endowment Fund

2000 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: Hopi Ordinance #54 places the governance and management of 
the fund and its assets in the hands of a general member board, which oversees the fund. 
Currently, the by-laws allow the organization to have up to 30 members, consisting of Hopi 
scholars, businesspeople, students, artists and other persons. A seven-member executive 
committee, elected by the fund board from its membership, acts as the fund’s fiduciary 
agent. An executive director manages its general affairs and is responsible for the day-to-
day activities of the fund. The executive committee meets on a quarterly basis while the 
members meet as a whole annually.

Morongo Tribal Charitable 
Outreach Committee

1995 Yes No No No

Governance Structure: A chairperson and a charitable outreach committee work closely 
with the Morongo Tribal Council. Grant allocation is decided upon through an informal 
process that includes site visits.

Muckleshoot Charity Fund

1995 Yes No Yes No

Governance Structure: Applications are reviewed by the Muckleshoot Charity Fund 
Committee on a quarterly basis.

Oneida Nation Foundation

2000 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The Oneida Nation Foundation has a six-person executive 
committee that meets to make awards or approve awards.

San Manual Charitable 
Giving Program

NA Yes Yes Yes No

Governance Structure: Foundation staff prepare recommendations and present 
recommendations to the tribe’s governing council for approval.

Santa Ynez Band of 
Chumash Indians 

Foundation

2005 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The foundation is governed by the Business Council of the 
Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. Foundation staff evaluate proposals and make 
recommendations for the Business Council’s approval.

Shakopee Mdewakanton 
Sioux Community

1969 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: All requests are addressed to the SMSC Business Council.  The 
three-member Business Council is elected every four years. The Business Council is 
responsible for running the day-to-day operations of the tribe and for implementing the 
decisions of the General Council (all tribal members 18 years and older).

  TABLE 2: Organizational Capacity, Governance and Grantmaking Structure of Community-Based Tribal 
   Grantmaking Foundations (continued)
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Name Year 
Founded Have Web Page? Have Mission 

Statement?
Have Clear Application 

Procedures on Webpage? Have List of Past Grants?

Siletz Tribal Charitable 
Contributions Fund

1999 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: Applications are reviewed by a seven-member advisory board each 
quarter.  Priorities are determined by the board during a quarterly review.

Spirit Mountain  
Community Fund

1997 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: An eight-person board of trustees that includes government and 
civic leaders and tribal representatives heads the fund. The Spirit Mountain Community 
Fund board of trustees reviews each grant and makes funding recommendations.

Three Rivers Foundation

2011 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The foundation is led by an eight-member board of trustees that 
reviews all applications.

Tulalip Tribes
Charitable Fund

2004 Yes Yes Yes Yes

Governance Structure: The Tulalip Tribes Charitable Fund staff meets quarterly to allocate 
grant money.

United Auburn Indian
Community-Giving Program

2004 Yes Yes Yes No

Governance Structure: The Giving Program was established as a philanthropic branch of 
the tribal government. The UAIC contributions committee meets quarterly to consider 
requests for funding.

Wildhorse Foundation

2001 Yes Yes Yes No

Governance Structure: The Wildhorse Foundation’s board of directors meets quarterly to 
make awards.

Yocha Dehe Community 
Fund (formerly Rumsey 

Community Fund)

2000 Yes Yes Yes No

Governance Structure: The Yocha Dehe Community Fund is governed by a board of 
directors and supported by government staff. The board meets monthly to review requests 
for support.

 

  TABLE 2: Organizational Capacity, Governance and Grantmaking Structure of Community-Based Tribal 
   Grantmaking Foundations (continued)
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C. Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations 
Grantmaking organizations associated with tribal governments or intertribal entities account for the majority of 
all Native grantmaking organizations. In addition to 17 Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations, First 
Nations’ dataset identifies 24 Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations (Table 3). These are grantmaking entities that 
are owned by or affiliated with tribal governments, but have applied for and received recognition as either a public 
charity or private foundation under federal tax law. The incentives for tribal governments to apply for 501(c)(3) status 
are numerous, and include the desire to shield a foundation from tribal politics, a desire to demonstrate accountability 
to potential funders, and the desire to follow a predictable formula for establishing a grantmaking entity.13 The main 
motivation, however, seems to be to more effectively solicit donations from outside donors. Tribal giving programs 
(including many scholarship programs) that are partly dependent on outside donations by foundations or individuals 
are more likely to incorporate and apply for 501(c)(3) status under federal law. Because of lack of knowledge on the 
part of many donors, and restrictions written into the bylaws of many large foundations that limit grantmaking to 
501(c)(3) organizations, several tribal giving programs have decided to apply for 501(c)(3) status to improve their 
chances of receiving grants from outside donors. As 501(c)(3) programs, they retain their connection to the tribal 
government by appointing members of the tribal council to their boards, or having the board of directors appointed 
by the tribal council. For example, one Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundation incorporated under tribal law, and 
then received notification of 501(c)(3) status from the IRS.

LAGUNA EDUCATION FOUNDATION
Providing for the Laguna People

The Laguna Education Foundation was originally established in 1995 by the board of the Laguna 
Department of Education, under the leadership of Executive Director Gilbert Sanchez. The foundation 
was established as a means of acquiring additional resources to support Laguna Department of Education 
programs. While the foundation initially operated under Section 7871 status, it is reported that this status 
proved confusing to outside donors and the foundation eventually made the decision to apply for 501(c)(3) 
status. In 1998, the Laguna Tribal Council passed Tribal Resolution No.15-98 approving the establishment 
of the foundation as an independent nonprofit organization.

The schools and programs within the Laguna Department of Education receive general operating support 
from various federal and state agencies. While funding from these sources covers basic operating costs, 
the funds are often restricted for specific uses and set unrealistic limits on administrative costs. Due to 
limitations imposed by such federal and state regulations, it became necessary to establish an alternative 
revenue stream that would not only support the higher-education needs of the people, but would also 
create a venue for the development and support of more innovative and creative educational programs. To 
this end, the Laguna Education Foundation was created and charged with the mission to raise revenue 
both within and outside of the reservation to fully support the educational needs of the Laguna people.
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In 2001, the Laguna Tribal Council rose to the challenge of funding education by establishing a $4.2 
million trust fund specifically for higher education. The benefits yielded from the trust fund each year go 
to support scholarships and the Laguna Education Foundation. The Laguna Tribal Council and Laguna 
tribal members continue to actively support the efforts of the Laguna Education Foundation through 
employee contributions and direct donations by various tribal entities. The Laguna Education Foundation 
was established long before the Laguna casino was built in early 2000, and as of yet has not received any 
of the funds generated from the gaming enterprise. The Laguna Education Foundation is very happy with 
its success so far in helping hundreds of tribal members attend college. For example, during the 2002-
03 academic year, 112 Laguna college students were granted scholarships from the Higher Education 
Program of Partners for Success and the Laguna Education Foundation. In 2014, the Pueblo of Laguna 
Council approved and authorized the use of a Direct Education Scholarship Allocation to fund 
education grants for enrolled Pueblo of Laguna members seeking higher education.

Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations range from organizations 
with large annual budgets, such as the Cherokee Preservation 
Foundation with an annual budget of 7.4 million, to small 
scholarship foundations with annual budgets of $10,000 or 
less. Most of these foundations operate with a mixture of tribal 
government funds and private foundation support. As can be seen 
in Table 3, in contrast to the Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundations, only five of the 24 are affiliated with gaming tribes. It 
is noteworthy that three of those five have foundations that predate 
their gaming operations. Only one Formal Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundation, the Cherokee Preservation Foundation, was created by 
a state gaming compact. 

For the purpose of this analysis, the foundations and grantmaking 
programs associated with Alaska Native corporations are included 
in the category of the Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations, 
and they constitute the majority of Formal Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundations, or 17 of the 24. They also constitute the majority of 
the Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations with endowments. 
Because of the unique history of the Alaska Native governments, 
these intertribal organizations were more likely to choose a 501(c)(3) 
structure for their grantmaking programs. This history is discussed 
in more detail below.
 

Sports team supported by the Laguna Education Foundation.
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A total of 11 of the 24 Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations have some form of endowment, and many plan 
to capitalize an endowment in the future. In each case, the tribal government or intertribal association played a 
key role in capitalizing the endowment funds. Eight Alaska Native foundations have endowed funds, and three 
additional Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations that are not affiliated with Alaska Native corporations have 
endowed funds. A majority of Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations provide only grants to individuals in 
support of educational scholarships. Nineteen of the 24 (80%) Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations focus 
their grantmaking on educational scholarship programs. 

THE CIRI FOUNDATION
Supporting the Next Generation of Alaska Native Leadership

The CIRI Foundation is a private foundation established in 1982 by the Cook Inlet Region, Inc. (CIRI) 
board of directors to encourage education and career development of Alaska Native enrollees of Cook 
Inlet Region and their direct lineal descendants. The mission of The CIRI Foundation is to promote 
individual self-development and economic self-sufficiency through education, and to maintain pride in 
culture and heritage among Alaska Natives who are original enrollees of Cook Inlet Region and their 
direct lineal descendants. 

Since 1996, The CIRI Foundation has operated on earnings from its endowment and contributions 
from private donors. The major source of private-sector funds is derived from earnings from the 
foundation’s endowment, of which CIRI is the primary contributor. The Cook Inlet Region, Inc. uses 
its business dealings to enhance the endowment, sometimes requiring donations to the endowment as 
part of business contracts signed with other firms. In 2001, CIRI generously contributed an additional 
$28 million toward The CIRI Foundation General Endowment. This promotes the foundation’s self-
sufficiency, which in turn allows it to provide scholarship and grant funding to an increasing number of 
eligible recipients. The CIRI Foundation’s endowment, launched in 1986, was more than $53 million 
as of November 2006. 

Since 1982, The CIRI Foundation has contributed more than $25.7 million for Alaska Native 
beneficiaries of CIRI to pursue post-secondary education. About $2.7 million has been awarded through 
the foundation’s Education and Heritage Project Grant Program to nonprofit organization programs 
that meet the goals of The CIRI Foundation.

In 2014, The CIRI Foundation was awarded the Native Americans in Philanthropy’s 2014 Tribal 
Philanthropy Award. The award was established to honor the exceptional work of Native communities 
through acts of philanthropy. It recognizes tribal giving programs that practice philanthropic giving 
grounded in traditional values and traditions, and works to advance the role of philanthropy between 
Native communities and mainstream philanthropy.
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  TABLE 3: Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations

Foundation Name Tribal/Alaska Native 
Corporation Affiliation State Year 

Founded
Scholarships 

only? Endowment? Formed by
Gaming Compact?

Gaming 
Tribe?

Ahtna Heritage Foundation Ahtna, Inc. AK 1988 Yes No No No

The Aleut Foundation Aleut Corporation AK 1987 Yes Yes No No

Arctic Education Foundation Arctic Slope
Regional Corporation AK 1977 Yes Yes No No

Bering Straits Foundation Bering Straits
Native Corporation AK 1996 Yes No No No

Bristol Bay Educational Foundation Bristol Bay
Native Corporation AK 1992 Yes Yes No No

Calista Scholarship Fund Calista Corporation AK 1994 Yes No No No

Chenega Future, Inc. Chenega Corporation AK 1989 Yes No No No

Cherokee Preservation Foundation Eastern Band of
Cherokee Indians NC 2000 No Yes Yes Yes

Chickasaw Foundation Chickasaw Nation OK 1971 Yes Yes No Yes

Chugach Heritage Foundation Chugach Alaska Corporation AK 1972 Yes No No No

The CIRI Foundation (Cook Inlet 
Region Inc. Foundation) Cook Inlet Region Inc. AK 1982 No Yes No No

Doyon Foundation Doyon, Ltd. AK 1989 Yes Yes No No

Huna Heritage Foundation Huna Totem Corporation/
Village of Hoonah AK 1990 Yes Yes No No

Koniag Education Foundation Koniag, Inc. AK 1993 Yes Yes No No

Kuskokwim Educational
Foundation, Inc. Kuskokwim Corporation AK 1977 Yes No No No

Laguna Education Foundation Pueblo of Laguna NM 1995 Yes Yes No Yes

(continued on page 20)
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  TABLE 3: Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations (continued)

Foundation Name Tribal/Alaska Native 
Corporation Affiliation State Year 

Founded
Scholarships 

only? Endowment? Formed by
Gaming Compact?

Gaming 
Tribe?

Lummi Nation Service Organization Lummi WA 1997 No No No Yes

Navajo Way, Inc. Navajo Nation AZ 1980 No No No No

Sealaska Heritage Institute Sealaska Corporation AK 1980 Yes No No No

Shakopee Mdewakanton
Sioux Community Cherokee Nation OK 1998 No No No Yes

Sitnasuak Foundation Sitnasuak Corporation AK 1993 Yes Yes No No

Tanana Chiefs Conference Interior AK region AK 1962 Yes No No No

Tanaq Foundation St. George Tanaq 
Corporation AK 1996 Yes No No No

United South & Eastern Tribes, Inc. Regional TN 1968 Yes No No No

D. Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations 
In addition to the 40 grantmaking programs that are affiliated with tribal governments, First Nations’ database 
includes 22 Native-controlled nonprofit organizations that offer some form of grantmaking programming. These 
organizations are all 501(c)(3) public charities or private foundations, recognized by the IRS for their tax-exempt status, 
or are funds in community foundations. These organizations all have the primary purpose of providing grants to other 
Native organizations or people to support cultural, social, economic or other charitable causes. What distinguishes 
Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations from the other two categories of Native grantmaking institutions 
(Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations and Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations) is that they are not 
directly affiliated with any tribal entity. In most cases, these Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations were 
founded by a Native person or a Native board of directors, and are not affiliated with any specific tribe or intertribal 
organization. However, these organizations remain committed to Native leadership (either through the board of 
directors or executive staff) and to operating grantmaking programs that provide for the cultural, social, economic or 
other charitable needs of Native people and communities. These Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations, 
while all 501(c)(3) organizations, represent a broad range of organizational and programmatic structures. Some 
of them regrant funds that are raised from outside sources and function as an intermediary to work with remote 
reservation-based communities. Others are parts of Native service organizations, such as the American Indian 
College Fund, that have very specialized missions and goals for their grantmaking, such as supporting tribal colleges. 
A small number are endowed funds, sometimes associated with a family or individual, that are designed to provide 
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educational scholarships. Legally, the majority of 
these grantmaking entities are public charities, but a 
small number function as private foundations, and 
one functions as an endowed fund in a community 
foundation. 

Many of these organizations were founded 
in the past four decades, a time of significant 
political activity in the field of American Indian 

law and politics. Designed to address perceived needs in the area of self-determination, cultural preservation 
and economic development, these independent nonprofit organizations chose to use grantmaking as a tool for 
capitalizing community development through capacity building and empowerment. In the 1990s and into the 
new millennium, another wave of nonprofit grantmaking institutions has emerged, with all of them focusing on 
using philanthropy not for charity, but as a tool for social change. 

Seven of the 22 Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations are dedicated to providing only educational 
scholarships. While this is less than half of the total number of Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking 
Organizations, it still reflects both a perceived need and a grantmaking philosophy among these organizations. 
The remaining 15 organizations target their grantmaking programs to a broad range of social needs, including 
economic development, cultural preservation, support for Native artists, and environmental preservation. 

The majority of the Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations are public charities that operate a 
grantmaking program. They raise their funds from a broad range of sources, including other national foundations, 
individual donors and the federal 
government. Two of the 22 operate as 
private foundations and receive their 
funding from a single source or a small 
number of sources. 

Nine of the Formal Native Nonprofit 
Grantmaking Organizations have 
some form of endowment. According 
to research by Native Americans in 
Philanthropy,14 an increasing number 
of Native foundations have established 
endowments in the past years, 
representing a positive movement toward 
stability for these grantmaking programs. 

”

What distinguishes Formal Native 
Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations 
from the other two categories of Native 
grantmaking institutions (Community-
Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations 
and Formal Tribal Grantmaking 
Foundations) is that they are not directly 
affiliated with any tribal entity. 

“

The Notah Begay III Foundation supports a range of sports programs.
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  TABLE 4: Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations

Foundation Name State of
Headquarters

Year 
Founded

Scholarships 
only? Endowment? Type of Foundation?

American Indian College Fund CO 1989 No Yes Public Charity

American Indian
Graduate Center, Inc. NM 1971 Yes No Public Charity

American Indian Youth
Running Strong VA 1986 No No Public Charity

Catching the Dream, formerly known as 
Native American Scholarship Fund NM 1988 Yes No Public Charity

Cook Inlet Tribal Council AK 1983 Yes No Public Charity

Council for Native Hawaiian 
Advancement’s Hawaiian Way Fund HI 2001 No No Public Charity

First Nations Development Institute CO 1980 No Yes Public Charity

First Peoples Fund SD 1995 No No Public Charity

Fund of the Sacred Circle/Headwaters 
Foundation for Justice MN 1988 No Yes Public Charity

Helen Gough Foundation Trust ND 1964 Yes Yes Private Foundation

Honor The Earth - White Earth
Land Recovery Project MN 1993 No No Public Charity

The Hopi Foundation AZ 1985 No Yes Public Charity

Indian Land Tenure Foundation MN 2002 No Yes Public Charity

Native Arts & Cultures Foundation WA 2007 No No Public Charity

Nihewan Foundation CA 1969 Yes Yes Private Foundation

Noah Begay III Foundation NM 2005 No No Public Charity
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Foundation Name State of
Headquarters

Year 
Founded

Scholarships 
only? Endowment? Type of Foundation?

Potlatch Fund WA 2002 No No Public Charity

Robert Aqqaluk Newlin, Sr.
Memorial Trust AK 1989 Yes Yes Public Charity

Seventh Generation Fund CA 1977 No No Public Charity

Thunderbird American Indian Dancer’s 
Scholarship Fund NY 1963 Yes No Public Charity

Tiwahe Foundation - American Indian 
Family Empowerment Program MN 2009 No No Public Charity

Two Feathers Endowment MN 1996 No Yes Public Charity

V. TRENDS IN NATIVE FOUNDATIONS

The 63 Native-controlled grantmaking organizations in First Nations’ database represent a broad range of 
organizational, legal and programmatic strategies. Some are informal giving committees, others function as 
private foundations, and still others function as a community foundation for local tribes and non-Native groups. 
Each foundation has a different programmatic focus, ranging from economic development to education to 
cultural preservation. In our research, however, we discovered some trends among the data. 

Educational Scholarships
One interesting trend is that about half of all tribally-controlled grantmaking foundations are focused on 
educational scholarships. While scholarship programs can be costly to run (the Council on Foundations estimates 
that they can have 15-20 percent administrative costs), they are relatively easy to design and operate, once 
the criteria for awards are established.15 Nineteen of the 40 tribally-controlled grantmaking programs provide 
educational scholarships only. This appears to be an ongoing trend. One study found that the most common 
interest of Native donors was education, while another study found that 71 percent of the Native philanthropic 
grantmaking institutions stated that education was their most important field of interest.16 This interest both 
reflects the need that is present in many Native communities, but also may be an indication that this is all that 
some of the smaller foundations can afford to fund.17

  TABLE 4: Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking Organizations (continued)
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Endowments
Endowments play an important role in ensuring the independence and financial security of grantmaking 
organizations. Endowments provide a continual source of operational and grantmaking funds. More and more 
Native-controlled foundations are successfully building endowments to diversify their revenue streams, support 
their grantmaking and to grow their funding to meet community needs in perpetuity. However, our research 
suggests that a majority of the Native grantmaking programs have no endowment, a factor that may limit their 
success. These aggregate data reveal more interesting patterns when looked at more closely.

Among Formal Native Nonprofit Grantmaking 
Organizations, nine of the 22 organizations do 
not have any form of endowment. While research 
suggests that many Formal Native Nonprofit 
Grantmaking Organizations without endowments 
are in the process of establishing them, it is clear 
that this remains an area of need for many of the 
Native nonprofit grantmaking organizations.18

The patterns among tribally-affiliated grantmaking programs (Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations and 
Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations) are worthy of comment. The majority of grantmaking programs affiliated 
with Alaska Native corporations have endowments. Some are very large, in the case of The CIRI Foundation and the 
Doyon Foundation. Many Alaska Native corporations have been very strategic in their capitalization of endowments 
for their affiliated foundations, often placing a portion of the profits from successful business deals into their affiliated 
foundations’ endowment program. In addition, many Alaska Native corporations have required firms with whom 
they do business to make a donation to their foundations’ endowment funds. These strategies represent promising 
practices related to the control and retention of Native assets, and the leveraging of these assets to produce more assets.

A small number of other tribal programs also have established endowed funds. The Hopi Education Endowment 
Fund, the Laguna Education Foundation, and the Cherokee Preservation Foundation have all established endowed 

funds to help provide operational and 
grantmaking funds in support of their 
programs. The endowed program at Hopi 
was created with a tribal ordinance, which 
meant that the program was written into 
Hopi tribal law, giving it more stability and 
permanence. The Laguna Education program 
was initially a program of the Department of 
Education and, in 1998, the Laguna Tribal 
Council passed Tribal Resolution No.15-98 
approving the establishment of the foundation 
as an independent nonprofit organization, 

”

What is striking about tribally-affiliated 
grantmaking programs is that very few of 
the gaming tribes have used their revenues to 
establish endowed funds.

“

The majority of Native 
grantmaking programs 
have no endowment. This 
represents an area of need.

ENDOWMENTS

70%

30%

Endowment

No Endowment
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and in 2001 a trust fund was created to support 
the program. Both endowment programs were 
created with the support of the tribal government, 
capitalized with tribal revenues, and were designed 
to serve the educational needs of tribal members. In 
the case of the Cherokee Preservation Foundation, 

the board of directors voted to set aside a percentage of the tribe’s annual revenues generated by the gaming compact 
each year to capitalize the endowment fund. In each of these cases, the tribal governing body, or the foundation 
board, made a decision to either donate a lump sum amount to the foundation, or to allocate a portion of annual 
revenues to an endowment account. 

What is striking about tribally-affiliated grantmaking programs is that very few of the gaming tribes have used 
their revenues to establish endowed funds. Unlike Alaska Native corporations, tribal governments have been slow 
to use their gaming operations to capitalize endowments for grantmaking programs. This is also true for tribes with 
successful oil and gas, timber or other enterprises. In the case of gaming tribes, this may be due to limitations written 
into state compacts (more information on these limitations is provided below). It also may be the case that they choose 
to use their revenues to set up funds to care for their youth, elders or others in their communities. In fact, many tribes 
that do not have a history of institutional philanthropy may choose not to support long-term endowments because 
they are eager to first respond to urgent community needs related to poverty, lack of education and other social ills.19 
Regardless, the pattern reveals that many tribes are choosing not to fund endowments for their philanthropic vehicles 
for one reason or another, thus missing an opportunity to use a philanthropic model to protect tribal assets for future 
service provision. This represents an area of potential growth for these tribally-controlled grantmaking programs, both 
Community-Based Tribal Grantmaking Foundations and Formal Tribal Grantmaking Foundations. 

VI. HISTORICAL FORCES LEADING TO THE GROWTH  
OF NATIVE GRANTMAKING PROGRAMS

The number of Native-directed grantmaking institutions has grown significantly over the past four decades. As can 
be seen in Figure 1, the 1980s, ‘90s and the new millennium have produced 15 or more grantmaking entities roughly 
each decade.20 While there are numerous causes for this development, key federal policies in the 1970s and ‘80s, and 
tribal communities’ reactions to these policies, have contributed significantly to this growth. The policies include the 
growth of tribal legal self-determination, the growth of Indian gaming, and the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act.

  FIGURE 1. Number of Native Grantmaking Foundations by Date Founded
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”

Tribes that do not have a history of 
institutional philanthropy may choose not 
to support long-term endowments because 
they are eager to first respond to urgent 
community needs related to poverty, lack 
of education and other social ills.

“
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A. Tribal Legal Self-Determination
Unlike the mainstream philanthropic sector, the Native philanthropic sector has only begun to blossom in the 
last four decades. In mainstream society, the voluntary sector developed very early in the democratic experiment 
of the United States because of the individualistic nature of the immigrants and their fear of the controlling 
government structures they left behind in Europe and elsewhere.21 The nonprofit sector continues to play an 
important role in American society, responding to governmental and market failures by stepping in to provide 
services and help shape policy, and contributing to our democratic experiment by consistently expressing a broad 
array of political, cultural and social perspectives.22 To quote John Stuart Mill, “Government operations tend to 
be everywhere alike. With individuals and voluntary associations, on the contrary, there are varied experiments, 
and endless diversity of experience.”23

The experience of Native peoples in this country follows a different history. In the mid- to late 1800s, starting 
around the time Alexis de Tocqueville wrote, “Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our attention 
than the intellectual and moral associations of America,”24 most American Indians were being organized 
into a reservation system as a result of treaties and other agreements with the U.S. government. This system 
superimposed governmental and other structures on Native peoples, denying and sometimes destroying their 
traditional societal structures in the process. What resulted and continued over the next century or so was a 
centrally-planned and controlled economy for Native peoples with the federal government at the head. It has only 
been within the past 40 years that Native tribes and peoples are breaking free of the federal government as the 
central planning authority.25

The early 1960s through the present day is sometimes called the “self-determination era,” characterized by 
expanded recognition and applications of the powers of tribal self-government. In 1975, Congress passed the Indian 
Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act (P.L. 93-638), which gave tribes a mechanism to assume the 

administrative responsibility to manage federal programs 
that were designed for their benefit. Appropriations for 
Indian programs, including both the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA) and the Indian Health Service (IHS), 
significantly expanded during the 1970s. In 1991, Congress 
passed the Tribal Self-Governance Demonstration Project 

Act (P.L. 102-184). The Self-Governance Project allowed for 30 tribes to act on their own behalf in obtaining 
funding and providing services for their members. In 1994, the Tribal Self-Governance Act was passed (P.L. 103-
413) that established self-governance as a permanent option for tribal governments and allowed up to 20 additional 
tribes to participate in this initiative each year.

Under P.L. 93-638, the BIA is the administrator and the tribes are contractors. Under self-governance, the tribes are 
responsible for programs in their entirety and while they must negotiate their annual contracts (compacts) with BIA 
and the Office of Self-Governance, the BIA is not involved in the management of the programs. At present, only 

”
Key federal policies in the 1970s and ‘80s, and 
tribal communities’ reactions to these policies, 
have contributed significantly to this growth.

“
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Interior Department and IHS monies are available for 
self-governance compacts. Tribes are receiving more 
federal funding from an increasing number of federal 
agencies, all of whom now have tribal consultation 
policies in place. Increased tribal self-governance has led to greater management capacity on the part of tribal 
members and tribal governments, and over time has led to more control of tribal funds and tribal programs.26

The movement from a highly-centralized, federally-controlled governmental structure that was colonial in nature, 
to increased tribal government control of social services and other programs, initiated the growth of several social 
service nonprofits in reservation-based communities.27 Increased tribal government control also has spawned 
several advocacy nonprofits that contribute to the expression of diverse viewpoints in local communities and have 
begun to strengthen civil society. More recent growth in the private sector continues to develop new nonprofits 
that provide a range of expressive, service, advocacy and community-building roles.28

As tribes and Native people grew more familiar with managing their own organizations, many innovative tribes 
turned to nonprofit models, including grantmaking models, to administer or enhance their social service programs. 
For example, the Chickasaw and Laguna Pueblo tribes both established nonprofit grantmaking institutions to 

Youth program supported by the Cherokee Preservation Foundation.

”

Increased tribal government control of social 
services and other programs initiated the 
growth of several social service nonprofits in 
reservation-based communities.

“
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enhance the educational programs at their reservations and jurisdictional areas. While self-determination helped 
more tribes gain management authority and skill, the low levels of federal funding for tribal programs also have 
stimulated tribes to turn to alternate models.29 

B. The Growth of the Indian Gaming Industry
A second factor leading to the increase in tribal giving programs was the passage of the Indian Gaming 
Regulatory Act in 1988, and the subsequent growth of Indian-owned gaming operations. It all started in 1979 
when the Seminole Tribe of Florida became the first Indian tribe 
to operate a high-stakes bingo game. With the advent of more 
profitable gaming in the early 1980s by the Cabazon Band of 
Mission Indians and the Morongo Band of Mission Indians, which 
opened high-stakes poker parlors, tribes began to recognize the 
income-generating power of gaming operations. More and more 
tribes began to open casinos or other gaming operations.

The complexity of federal Indian law means that Indian reservations are generally exempt from regulation by the 
states and this, in turn, put the federal government into a dilemma over the issue of gaming. The issue came to a 
head in 1987 with California v. Cabazon Band of Mission Indians, which pitted the State of California against Indian 
tribes over the issue of gaming on reservations. The U.S. Supreme Court found that states that allowed forms of 
gambling within their borders could not prohibit gaming on Indian reservations. In other words, the state could not 
prohibit gaming on a reservation while it endorsed or participated in similar gaming off the reservation.

As a result of the decision in Cabazon, in 1988 Congress enacted the Indian 
Gaming Regulatory Act to provide a statutory basis for the operation 
of gaming by Indian tribes as a means of promoting tribal economic 
development, self-sufficiency and strong tribal governments. Many tribes 
believe that the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act infringed upon tribal 
sovereignty because it required tribes to enter into compacts with states 
before they could offer certain types of gaming, and it restricted the use of 
gaming funds. While the legislation clearly indicates that states do not have 
the right to collect taxes on Indian reservations, the state compacts that 
tribes must participate in often require that the tribes pay the state a portion 
of their gaming revenues. Rarely does Congress place such restrictions 
on state or local governments, and privately-owned casinos have no such 
obligations.

The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act regulates Indian gaming and 
distinguishes between three classes of games. The category relevant to this 
research, Class III games, is quite broad and includes, but is not limited 
to: slot machines, blackjack, wagering games, and electronic facsimiles 

”

The mainstream narrative 
describing Indian gaming 
has not included stories of 
significant Indian philanthropy.

“

Kick-off event for the “Seeds of Native Health” program funded 
by the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community (SMSC). Left 
to right: First Nations Development Institute President Michael 

Roberts; SMSC Secretary/Treasurer Lori Watso; Dean Brian Buhr, 
University of Minnesota College of Food, Agricultural, and Natural 

Resource Sciences; SMSC Vice-Chairman Keith Anderson; Notah 
Begay III Foundation Founder Notah Begay; Notah Begay III 

Foundation Executive Director Justin Huenemann.
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”

of games of chance; in general, casino-style games fall under the Class III distinction. For a tribe to conduct Class 
III gaming they must negotiate a tribal-state compact that has been approved by the Secretary of the Interior. The 
Indian Gaming Regulatory Act also requires that gaming revenues be allocated for specific purposes, including 
miscellaneous charities. Some states require the establishment of charitable foundations funded by gaming 
revenue. In short, gaming compacts often mandate the size, characteristics, policies and organizational structure 
of tribal giving programs. Table 5 provides an overview of nine foundations affiliated with gaming tribes, and the 
requirements associated with each state-tribal gaming compact. 

  TABLE 5: State Compact-Created Foundations

Foundation Name Year 
Founded

State Compact Required Creation of a 
Charitable Foundation? Restrictions on Funding Native Programs?

Cherokee Preservation 
Foundation 2001 Yes No

Coquille Tribe 
Community Fund 2001 Yes No

Cow Creek Umpqua 
Community 
Foundation

1997 Yes

Yes. The tribe decided not to fund programs 
only benefiting the local tribe or Native 
Americans, but instead to fund projects 
benefiting the broader community. Much of the 
funding goes toward local schools.

Forest County 
Potawatomi 

Community Fund
2000

No. But according to the 1999 Tribal/
State Compact Amendment between the 
State of Wisconsin and the Forest County 
Potawatomi Community, funds paid to the 
state by the tribe will be directed to programs 
beneficial to communities in Milwaukee and 
Forest Counties. To facilitate this activity 
the Forest County Potawatomi Community 
created the Forest County Potawatomi 
Foundation with the goals of fighting 
poverty, promoting economic opportunity, 
strengthening communities and providing 
examples of responsible citizenship.

No

Muckleshoot Charity 
Fund 1999 Yes

Yes. Organizations benefiting from the 
Muckleshoot Charity Fund must be non-
tribal.

Siletz Tribal Charitable 
Contributions Fund 1999 Yes No

Spirit Mountain 
Community Fund 1997 Yes

Yes. Originally, the tribal/state gaming 
compact prohibited giving money to The 
Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde 
programs and other tribes in an 11-county 
area. This was renegotiated in 2005, and now 
the tribe may fund other tribes in Oregon.

Three Rivers 
Foundation 2011 Yes No

Wildhorse Foundation 2001 Yes No
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While many people have heard stories, both good and bad, about increased Indian wealth due to gaming, the 
mainstream narrative describing Indian gaming has not included stories of significant Indian philanthropy. Yet 
the growth of Indian gaming is an important factor in promoting the growth of tribally controlled philanthropic 
grantmaking programs (both formal and informal). First, the compacts that many tribes have signed with state 
governments have resulted in the creation of at least nine tribal grantmaking entities. Second, the vast majority 
of gaming operations engage in some form of philanthropic activity, accounting for at least $100 million in 
2004 alone.30 Because a great deal of this charitable giving is informal and unstructured, however, it is not well-
understood. We can gain a better understanding of the scope and characteristics of some tribal grantmaking 
programs by reviewing the Oregon tribal giving case study later in this report.

Gaming has not solved the problem of high poverty levels in the majority of Indian communities. In 2013, 
only 244 tribes out of the more than 560 federally recognized tribes had gaming operations, and there are wide 
disparities in gaming revenue among operations. Of the $28 billion in total revenue in 2013, 157 operations 
saw revenues of less than $10 million and 78 had revenues less than $3 million.31 The majority of reservations 
are located in remote rural areas, and the poverty rate on these reservations remains three times higher than the 
national average.32 Real per-capita income on these reservations ranges from 35 percent of the U.S. average on 
reservations with no gaming, to 45 percent on reservations that have some form of gaming operations.33 Some 
tribes have used gaming revenues to establish grantmaking institutions as an innovative strategy for capitalizing 
social, economic and community development projects in the local community. Unfortunately, however, many 
tribal foundations face limitations on their grantmaking, imposed by state compacts, which restrict them 
from providing grants to their own tribal members or, in some cases, to other tribes. Regardless, gaming tribes 
continue to capitalize a large percentage of Native grantmaking activity. 

The tribal foundations in our dataset funded by gaming revenues have a range of different activities and goals. 
While some foundation representatives acknowledge that their grantmaking operations are tied to the marketing 
missions of their enterprises, they also retain a mission of social change and social amelioration through 
philanthropy. In some cases, these tribal foundations have become important partners in the local philanthropic 
community, and therefore have become an important social and political force due to their significant grantmaking. 

C. Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971 
The third key historical event that contributed to the growth of tribally affiliated grantmaking organizations is 
the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act. Passed in 1971, the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act provided 
an unconventional model for formalizing the relationship between Alaska Native tribes and the United States 
government. Alaska had only recently achieved statehood in 1959, and the discovery of large oil reserves in Alaska 
during the 1960s, coupled with the desire to resolve Alaska Native land claims, led to the passage of the act.34 
While Alaska Natives had used and occupied traditional territories in Alaska for centuries, they did not have 
legal title to this land. The federal and state governments, in addition to numerous private interests in natural 
resource holdings such as oil, were eager to find a way to resolve the issue of legal title and facilitate natural 
resource extraction on aboriginal lands. The settlement involved establishing for-profit Alaska Native corporations 
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to represent the interests of Alaska Native villages, and giving those Alaska Native corporations 44 million acres 
of land and a $1 billion land claims settlement, while extinguishing all previous land claims. Thirteen regional 
corporations were created, including 12 in Alaska and one that was created later to represent Alaska Natives living 
outside the state. In addition, nearly 200 village corporations were created. Alaska Natives who enrolled in their 
regional or village corporation were made shareholders of their respective corporation, and they each received 
shares of stock. The size of the regional corporations ranged from Ahtna, Inc., with about 1,000 shareholders, 
to Sealaska Corporation, with about 16,000 shareholders. Others included: Aleut Corporation; Arctic Slope 
Regional Corporation; Bering Straits Native Corporation; Bristol Bay Native Corporation; Calista Corporation; 
Chugach Alaska Corporation; Cook Inlet Region, Inc.; Doyon Ltd.; Koniag, Inc.; NANA Regional Corporation, 
Inc.; and the 13th Regional Corporation.

The Alaska Native corporations were unique for many reasons, not the least being that they were for-profit 
institutions that were also tasked with caring for the economic, social, political and cultural needs of their 
shareholders. Partially because of the responsibility and desire to care for the social welfare of their members, many 
Alaska Native corporations created nonprofit sister organizations to deliver social services. Because of this, many 
Alaska Native tribes have become more comfortable with using nonprofit models to deliver social and other services.

Glacier Bay, Alaska
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A majority of the Alaska Native corporations also created corporate foundations in order to use charitable giving 
to support their social service missions. Most of these foundations provide educational scholarships, and many 
foundations also fund cultural and economic development programs. The foundations were capitalized by either 
yearly contributions or a series of lump-sum contributions. In the majority of cases, these foundations were able to 
establish endowments to support their work, but in other cases, they remain funded by annual contributions of their 
corporate sponsors. Twelve of the 13 regional corporations have some form of grantmaking entity associated with 
them, the majority of which support scholarship programs. As stated above, this constitutes a majority of the Formal 
Tribal Grantmaking Foundations that are captured in our database. The unique history of the Alaska Native tribes, 
and their use of nonprofit models, may help explain the prevalence of endowed grantmaking institutions in Alaska. 

VII. TRIBAL GIVING PROGRAMS IN OREGON – A RICH HISTORY

First Nations’ research has shown the significant impacts that a tribally-affiliated grantmaking program can have on 
tribal and non-tribal communities alike, whether that program is a Community-Based Tribal, Formal Tribal, or Formal 
Native Nonprofit grantmaking organization. This section of the report explores the potential collective impact that tribal 
grantmaking programs could have at a state, regional or national level. It discusses Oregon’s tribal giving programs as 
a case study with which to consider best practices and lessons learned on a state level. The Oregon case shows that by 
working collectively and collaboratively, tribal giving programs can multiply their outcomes beyond their individual 
grantmaking contributions and leverage their investments into greater influence, resources, and impact.

According to the most recent economic and fiscal impacts report available from the Oregon Tribal Gaming Alliance, 
in 2011, the direct economic contributions of tribal gaming in Oregon were $561.2 million in casino output, of 
which 79.8 percent came from gaming, and $142.1 million from tribal government activities. From 2007-2011, 

more than $1.4 billion in economic 
output was related to tribal gaming 
operations statewide each year. 
During 2010 and 2011, Oregon 
tribes contributed more than $13.7 
million to community benefit funds 
and almost $1.1 million to other 
charities through their casinos. In 
2011, Oregon tribal foundations 
awarded more than $5 million in 
grants to nonprofits.35 

Youth training for the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, Pendleton, Oregon.
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”
Overall, from the inception of tribal foundation giving in 
Oregon, First Nations found that Oregon tribal foundations 
gave more than $100.2 million in grants.

“

First Nations’ research found that in 2014, Oregon tribal foundations gave about $5.6 million in grants to 
nonprofit organizations and tribes through formal grantmaking programs. Overall, from the inception of 
tribal foundation giving in Oregon, First Nations found that Oregon tribal foundations gave more than $100.2 
million in grants. An additional but unknown amount of charitable giving was provided through informal or 
discretionary grants to communities. Taking the $5.6 million in grantmaking in 2014 as a conservative measure 
that does not include all tribal giving, the impact in this one state can be used as an impressive benchmark for 
assessing the potential of tribal giving in other states around the nation. Thus, Oregon tribal giving represents an 
important story of how tribal grantmaking programs can transform Native and non-Native communities on a 
large scale.

Youth training for the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, Pendleton, Oregon.
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A. Introduction to the Oregon Tribal Context
According to the 2013 U.S. Census, about 2.5% (85,667) of Oregon’s 3.4 million population was reported as 
American Indian or Alaska Native. There are nine federally recognized tribes based in Oregon, primarily located 
in rural communities (Figure 2). 36 In addition to the areas noted on the map (Figure 2), most tribes have land 
parcels that are not contiguous to these principal locations.

FIGURE 2. Map of Nine Oregon Tribes

Sn
ak

e R
ive

r

Columbia River

Confederated Tribes of
the Umatilla Reservation

Confederated Tribes of
the Warm Springs Reservation of Oregon

Confederated Tribes of the
Grand Ronde Community of Oregon

Confederated Tribes of
the Siletz Reservation

Confederated Tribes of the
Coos, Lower Umpqua and
Siuslaw Indians of Oregon

Coquille Tribe of Oregon

Burns Paiute Tribe

Klamath Tribes
(formerly the Klamath Indian Tribe of Oregon)

Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Indians of Oregon

Mt. Hood

The nine federally recognized tribes in Oregon are as follows:37

Burns Paiute Tribe. The Burns Paiute Tribe is located north of Burns in Harney County in central Oregon. 
It has 349 members and its land base is 13,736 acres. The reservation covers 770 acres north of Burns. 
According to the tribal website, the tribe’s Old Camp Casino is temporarily closed.

Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw. The Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower 
Umpqua and Siuslaw are located on the southern coast of Oregon, about 120 miles north of the Oregon/
California border. The tribes have 953 members and a land base of about 415 acres. The tribes operate the 
Three Rivers Casino & Hotel off of Highway 126. 
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Coquille Indian Tribe. The Coquille Indian Tribe is located in and around the city of North Bend on the 
southern Oregon coast. The tribe has 963 members and a land base of about 6,468 acres. The tribe operates 
the Mill Casino-Hotel and the Mill RV Park, overlooking the Coos Bay waterfront off highway US 101.

Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe of Indians. The Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe of Indians is located 
in southwestern Oregon, about 100 miles north of the Oregon/California border. It has 1,536 members and a 
land base of about 1,840 acres. The tribe operates the Seven Feathers Hotel & Casino Resort, which is right off 
exit 99 on Interstate 5. 

Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde Community. The Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde 
Community are located in northwestern Oregon along the Coast Range about 60 miles southwest of 
Portland. The tribes have about 5,200 members and a land base of about 11,288 acres. The tribes own and 
operate Spirit Mountain Casino, which is on the main east-west route between Portland and Lincoln City.

Klamath Tribes. The Klamath Tribes are located north of Klamath Falls in south-central Oregon. The tribes 
have 3,700 tribal members. They own about 890 checkerboarded acres in trust. The tribes operate the Kla-
Mo-Ya Casino, named for an acronym of the three tribes, which is located off US 97, the main north-south 
route of central Oregon, in the town of Chiloquin.

Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians. The Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians are located near the central 
coast of Oregon, about 50 miles west of Corvallis. The tribes have 4,677 members and a land base of about 
15,204 acres. The tribes operate the Chinook Winds Casino in Lincoln City, a coastal tourist community.

Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation. The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian 
Reservation is located in northeastern Oregon, just east of Pendleton. The tribes have a membership of 2,893, 
and a land base of about 172,000 acres. The tribes own and operate the Wildhorse Resort & Casino, which is 
located off Interstate 84, a few miles east of Pendleton. 

Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs Reservation. The Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs Reservation is 
located in north-central Oregon about 60 miles north of the city of Bend. It has about 4,306 members and a 
land base of about 644,000 acres. The tribes operate the Kah-Nee-Ta Resort & Spa in Warm Springs. 

While all the Oregon tribes, including The Burns Paiute Tribe, Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs 
Reservation, and the Klamath Tribes, give generously to their communities, the following discussion will focus 
on the six tribes that First Nations identified as having formal community giving programs (Figure 3, page 28). 
Each of the following vignettes describes the tribal giving program, including lessons learned for those tribes 
that may be considering their own tribal giving program. These stories have been developed through publically 
accessible documents, as well as interviews with foundation executives, board members and staff who gave 
generously of their time and knowledge.
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Confederated Tribes of
the Grand Ronde

Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Indians

Confederated Tribes
of Siletz Indians

Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reservation

Coquille Indian Tribe Confederated Tribes of 
Coos, Lower Umpqua

& Siuslaw

$100,205,884 Total Funds Given
by Oregon Tribal Funders

$63,000,000

$14,000,000

$9,100,000 $8,500,000
$5,105,884

$500,000

*All tribes, including � e Burns Paiute Tribe, Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, and the Klamath Indian Tribe, give generously to their communities  as well.

TRIBE CASINO FUND YEAR FOUNDED FUNDS GIVEN IN 2014 TOTAL GIVEN

Confederated Tribes of Coos,
Lower Umpqua & Siuslaw � ree Rivers Casino & Hotel � ree Rivers Foundation 2011 $100,000 $500,000

Confederated Tribes of the
Grand Ronde Spirit Mountain Casino Spirit Mountain

Community Fund 1997 $2,700,000 $63,000,000

Confederated Tribes of
Siletz Indians

Chinook Winds
Casino Resort

Siletz Tribal Charitable
Contribution Fund 2001 $633,538 $9,100,000

Confederated Tribes of the
Umatilla Indian Reservation Wildhorse Resort & Casino Wildhorse Foundation 2001 $934,968 $8,500,000

Coquille Indian Tribe � e Mill Casino Hotel
& RV Park

Coquille Tribal
Community Fund 2001 $408,000 $5,105,884

Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Indians

Seven Feathers Hotel
& Casino Resort

Cow Creek Umpqua
Indian Foundation 1997 $832,185 $14,000,000

$5,608,691 $100,205,884

FIGURE 3. Map of Oregon Tribal Funders
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In all six cases discussed below, formal tribal giving programs have developed as a result of state gaming 
compacts that specified that when a tribe engaged in Class III gaming (generally Las Vegas-style casino games), 
a community foundation fund would be supported by a percentage of casino profits (usually six percent). The 
compacts could further specify the composition of the foundation’s governing board, some of its program focus 
areas, its service areas, and the eligibility of applicants. Tribes also were required to report on their granting 
programs annually to the state, but were not required to make those reports public. In some cases, separate 
charters and MOUs (Memorandums of Understanding) were developed under the scope of the compact to 
specify the terms of the community fund. 

Tribes were also able to negotiate unique terms in their compacts with the state. For example, The Confederated 
Tribes of Grand Ronde amended its compact to allow its Spirit Mountain Community Fund to give grants to 
other Oregon tribes. Likewise, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation negotiated so that 
they could allocate up to 30 percent of their funding to government bodies or charitable organizations in the 
tribes’ ceded territory in Washington. 

Tribal gaming and state compacts are clearly a fundamental element in the Oregon tribal foundation story. But 
they are by no means the only or most important storyline. Gaming may have set the stage, but the stories told 
below belong to the tribes and their longstanding history and tradition of generosity and stewardship. Gaming 
and compacts have simply provided a modern-day platform with which tribes can now express their traditional 
values. As each story unfolds in the following pages, tribal giving will be expressed in different ways but with the 
common purpose of improving the lives of Native peoples.

B. The Spirit Mountain Community Fund 
The Spirit Mountain Community Fund is a charitable foundation of The Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde. 
The fund was founded in 1997 when the tribe dedicated six percent of the profits from the Spirit Mountain 
Casino to support community organizations. Since its formation, the fund has given more than $63 million to 
nonprofit community groups and Oregon tribes. It donates about $3 million each year to local programs and 
services in an 11-county area, as well as to other tribes throughout Oregon.

The fund was established as part of a gaming compact with the State of Oregon as a way for the tribe to practice 
its Native tradition of potlatch, where generosity and sharing is demonstrated through a celebration of gift-giving. 
The Spirit Mountain Community Fund supports programs that address the root causes of problems rather than 
focusing merely on symptoms. The fund’s mission statement is: 

The Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde through the Spirit Mountain Community Fund 
fulfill their native tradition of potlatch, a ceremony at which good fortune is distributed. 
The Spirit Mountain Community Fund’s focus is to improve the quality of life in 
Northwest Oregon and for Oregon Tribes through community investments that provide 
lasting benefits consistent with the Tribe’s culture and values. It’s who we are!38
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Programming:
The Spirit Mountain Community Fund has seven programmatic areas: education, health, environmental preservation, 
public safety, historical preservation, problem gambling, culture and the arts. While the fund supports work in these 
program categories, it is also open to funding projects that propose new and innovative approaches. All programs are 
required to support the fund’s eight priorities for healthy, successful and sustainable communities, as follows:

Health (primarily of children)
1. Healthy Mothers/Healthy Children (including women’s health needs, pre and postnatal care, early 

childhood health, domestic violence, and child abuse or neglect)
2. Overcoming Obesity (promoting healthy diets and fit lifestyles)
3. Oral Health (supporting access to oral care) 

Education 
4. Ready for School (improving early childhood learning and development)
5. Reading Success (supporting the success of young readers)
6. Effective Education for All (including after school programs, tutoring, summer school and year-round 

education programs) 

Environment
7. River Health (protecting and restoring rivers and river ecosystems, including water quality, river 

habitat conservation/restoration, fish restoration, and reducing toxic pollution)
8. Environmental Justice (promoting fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people with respect 

to the development, implementation and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies).

The fund operates three major grantmaking programs: the General Purpose Grant Making (small and large 
grant categories), the Oregon Tribal Grant, and the Hatfield Fellowship. In the General Purpose Grant Making 

program, organizations can apply in either 
the Small Grant or Large Grant funding 
categories. Small grants are for organizations 
that have annual operating budgets less than 
$250,000 and are not requesting more than 
$5,000. These small grants are intended 
for newer or smaller organizations, and 
applications are accepted more frequently 
than large grants. Large grants are for 
organizations that have annual operating 
budgets greater than $250,000 and that 
are requesting up to $50,000 ($100,000 
for capital projects). In either category, the 
funding request cannot exceed 50% of the 
total project budget. Financial education workshop at Native American Youth and Family Center (NAYA), Portland, Oregon.
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”
The investment also built basic educational 
skills so that children, youth and families 
could build successful lives.

“

In 2006, the tribe amended its compact with the state to allow grantmaking to other Oregon tribes and since 
2008 it has been providing funding to other Oregon tribes. The Oregon Tribal Grant is for the nine federally 
recognized tribes in Oregon and one project per tribe per year is supported up to $150,000 per project. The 
Hatfield Fellowship supports one Native American each year to serve a nine-month internship as a member of the 
staff to one of Oregon’s representatives in Congress in Washington, D.C.

Governance and Organization:
The Spirit Mountain Community Fund is administered by an eight-person board of trustees. The board is made 
up of government and civic leaders and tribal representatives, as designated by the tribe’s compact with the state. 
Appointments are made every year and trustees are appointed to serve staggered two-year terms. The board must 
include three members of the tribal council, one representative of Spirit Mountain Gaming, Inc., three trustees 
who are not affiliated with the tribe and are appointed by the tribe from a list of candidates in consultation with 
the governor of Oregon, and one member of the public at large who is appointed by the governor. Every trustee 
must reside within the surrounding 11-county area. The board is responsible for evaluating requests for support 
and providing guidance to the Fund’s staff. The fund is managed by three full-time staff: a director, program 
coordinator and grants coordinator.  

Impacts:
In 2014, the fund gave more than $2.7 million to 96 organizations (including six tribes). Awards ranged from 
$1,000 to $140,000 (the Tribal Grant Program), with an average award of about $28,500. Recipient organizations 
included youth groups, health coalitions, dental clinics, women and children shelters, family support services, 
food providers, tribes and others. Each award demonstrates 
the commitment of the fund to support community 
organizations in their efforts to impact the lives of families 
and children in need. Each award also helps to tell a story 
of how a community is becoming empowered to build 
sustainable solutions to its challenges. 

For example, the Children’s Community Clinic is the only clinic in north/northeast Portland dedicated to providing 
primary care to low-income and uninsured children. Seen as a “beacon of hope” for children and a clinic of “last 
resort” in Portland, the clinic has provided culturally sensitive health services, including preventative and screening 
physical examinations, and treatment for illnesses to thousands of children. The impact of the fund’s support was far-
reaching, as the clinic’s executive director, Mardica Hicks, reported:

Funding from Spirit Mountain Community Fund allowed the clinic to serve more children 
in any way necessary and keep the clinic doors open. It also created partnerships with other 
organizations by allowing the clinic to serve outside the clinic walls in health fairs and 
education to the public. Funding helped the clinic save lives and they were able to continue 
to help them by teaching children a whole new health habit.39
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Another example is the Colonia Amistad, located in Independence, Oregon, which represented the newest 
residential units for the Farmworker Housing Development Corporation in 2007. The fund made a $41,000 
investment to support educational programs at Colonia Amistad. The project served more than 60 children/youth 
and 50 parents, and gave farmworker families the opportunity to improve their health and sense of community 
through education, healthy eating and exercise. The investment also built basic educational skills so that children, 
youth and families could build successful lives.40

Success Stories:
The fund’s executives reported that they were most proud of several significant strategic accomplishments in 
the past years. First and foremost, the fund’s work has brought Oregon tribal governments into the mainstream 
Oregon philanthropic community in an influential way. In years past, Native American issues were not 
considered an important topic in the state’s philanthropic conversation. As one executive said, “Seven years ago, 
when we interacted with the broader philanthropic community, no one talked Native. Now it is a regular part of 
the conversation.” Through education and relationship-building on numerous field trips, site visits, and one-on-
one conversations, the fund has been able to show philanthropists the great need for investments in rural and 
Native American Oregonian families and communities. By making significant investments themselves, the fund 
has demonstrated that it is not simply asking for support, but that it is willing to share the load by committing 
its own resources to Oregon communities, both Native and non-Native. The fund is proud to have amended its 
compact so that it can give directly to other Oregon tribes. The fund and Oregon tribes are now treated as equal 
partners in the philanthropic community and, as such, they have influence and power.

Second, the fund sees itself as successfully using philanthropy to advance the goals of equity in Oregon. Its board 
has diverse membership and is committed to supporting diversity and equity. Thus, the fund asks the organizations 

that it supports to demonstrate the same level of 
commitment to diversity by sharing information about 
their boards’ diversity. It believes that an Oregon 
organization can only be effective if it reflects all of the 
people of Oregon. The fund knows that diversity in 
an organization’s governing board is the best indicator 
of its commitment to equity and diversity. As one 
executive stated, “It provides an opportunity to ask 
others about that. We wish to invest in those kinds 
of organizations that are diverse. What’s your board 
look like? We think that all Oregon organizations, to 
be relevant and effective, need to reflect the people of 
Oregon. Seven years ago, nobody was talking about 
that.” So, the fund simply asks about the board’s 
composition during the grant-application process. 
By asking that question, it provides organizations an 

Northwest Indian College.
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”

We, the tribe, can look power in the face, 
to make those decisions. We invest in other 
tribes, other ethnic communities, and other 
marginalized communities. Those values are 
key to us, and we want to empower you.

“

opportunity to have a difficult but often long-overdue conversation. Applicants have thanked the fund for raising the 
issue and empowering them to have that conversation. The fund has also had that conversation internally to ask itself 
how the fund is investing in communities of color and with disenfranchised groups. 

Third, the fund recently commissioned a report that was published by a nonprofit education group that showed 
that Oregon tribal students are doing poorly. Most striking was the finding that tribally-enrolled students had 
the highest levels of chronic absence and are five times more likely to attend one of the state’s poorest performing 
schools. Although tragic, the report for the first time gave Oregon tribes a tool to say that action must be taken 
by the state’s Department of Education. Currently a funding measure is in the legislative process that enjoys the 
governor’s support, and which would provide $1.5 million to tribes to improve student attendance. Without the 
fund’s support, the data that the report provided would not have been available and this critical issue affecting 
Native youth would not have been addressed.  

Lessons Learned and Best Practices:
When asked what advice the fund would share with tribes that are considering starting their own philanthropic 
program, staff mentioned several lessons learned or best practices. First, a successful philanthropic program starts 
with a clear understanding of its goals and objectives and how they are consistent with the goals of tribe. This 
will require extensive input from the broad community. Thus, it is a tremendous asset to have a diverse board that 
includes tribal council (not necessarily the majority), business leaders, elected local/state leadership, and other 
prominent people. That brings a wonderful diversity of perspective and expertise to the process. It helps the fund 
be more connected to more communities.

Second, tribes need to share their giving stories. Sharing 
and generosity have always been a part of tribal culture, 
but so often people don’t know much about tribes, their 
communities, and their giving. Tribes must share their 
story. Stories help start the conservation, but it doesn’t 
end there. Philanthropy provides an opportunity for 
tribes to think about how they want to impact their state 
and who in the state they want to engage with. Tribes 
are a vital component of the state. As one executive put it, “It’s different when you can say that you yourself are 
investing, because it changes the dynamic from just showing up with an ‘ask’ to saying we need some help and 
we’re already doing it. Think about how you can use that tool of philanthropy to open up that conversation.”

Third, tribes have a unique understanding of what it is to be marginalized. Philanthropy provides an opportunity 
to be included in the power structure that makes decisions about tribal people. It’s been powerful for The 
Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde, not forgetting the lessons of the past, in making those decisions. Many 
communities don’t have that power or that role. As a fund executive commented, “We, the tribe, can look power 
in the face, to make those decisions. We invest in other tribes, other ethnic communities, and other marginalized 
communities. Those values are key to us, and we want to empower you.” 
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C. Cow Creek Umpqua Indian Foundation
The Cow Creek Umpqua Indian Foundation is a private, independent foundation representing the Cow Creek 
Band of Umpqua Tribe of Indians. The foundation was formed in 1997 and since its inception it has awarded 
more than $14 million in grants to community nonprofit organizations in the seven-county local area. As is the 
case with other Oregon tribes with state compacts, six percent of the profits from the Seven Feathers Casino 
Resort is used to support community organizations through the foundation.

The Cow Creek Umpqua Indian Foundation’s mission is to offer assistance in youth education and programs, 
strengthen the home and family, and generally add to the quality of life for people in the community. Its stated 
beliefs (or values) are that:

 § Nobody Should be Hungry: Investing in basic needs to provide food and shelter allows families to 
focus on building their futures, rather than worry about where their next meals will come from.

 § Every Child Should Feel Safe: Child abuse prevention and intervention, quality child care and after-
school programs are building blocks to ensure that a kid can just be a kid, without having to grow up 
too soon.

 § Education Builds Character: Education doesn’t begin and end at the classroom door; many times it is 
the experience outside the classroom that inspires a child.

 § Healthy Bodies and Healthy Minds Mean Healthy Communities.

Programming:
The foundation makes grants to nonprofit 501(c)(3) organizations for public benefit within Coos, Deschutes, 
Douglas, Jackson, Josephine, Klamath and Lane Counties, and also to local government bodies within Douglas 
County (in whose boundaries the Cow Creek Tribal Land is located). The foundation’s primary categories of 
interest are:

 § Basic Needs: Food and Emergency Support

 § Abuse Prevention & Intervention for Children and Adults

 § Education: Early childhood education and parent education, vocational education and job training, 
after-school programs, positive youth development, and arts education

 § Health & Wellness

 § Community Support
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”
The school focuses on Native American  
culture, infusing Native languages into daily 
school life, and serving the tribal community.

“Based on the foundation’s beliefs, priorities and available 
resources, the foundation generally does not provide 
support for major capital projects, capital equipment costs, 
sports programs, special events and one-time programming. 
The foundation makes grants up to $15,000, preferring 
to make small grants that have a significant impact on a 
project or for a sponsoring program. Only one proposal per year is considered from an organization that has received a 
foundation grant for that year, unless the organization is a large multi-program service provider. 

Governance and Organization:
The Cow Creek Umpqua Indian Foundation board of directors is comprised of 11 members: five tribal members, 
four community members, and two individuals appointed by the governor of Oregon. Except for the trustees who 
are members of the tribal board of directors, each trustee must reside in Douglas County. Trustees serve two-
year terms and may be reappointed. The board is responsible for evaluating requests for support and providing 
guidance to the fund’s staff. The fund is managed by a part-time director and three contracted program officers.

Impacts:
In 2014, the foundation gave $832,185 to 121 organizations. Awards ranged from $1,000 to $15,000, with an 
average award of about $6,878. Organizations that received support included youth groups, health centers, 
women’s shelters, food pantries, art organizations, housing services and others. The impacts of this support 
represent the foundation’s beliefs in alleviating hunger, providing safe environments for children, promoting 
education, and building healthful lifestyles. 

For example, in 2009, the foundation awarded $20,000 to Oregon Coast Community Action to support children 
in need in Coos County. The foundation awarded $10,000 for the Share Bear Snack Pack program that served 
more than 450 children in nine schools throughout the region. This program provided snacks for children who 
were at risk to be without access to food over the weekends and during school breaks. The foundation also gave 
$10,000 for the Court Appointed Special Advocates program, allowing it to add more volunteers and provide 
advocacy for the most vulnerable children. About 75 volunteers provided advocacy services for children, resulting 
in hundreds of children being placed in caring, safe and permanent homes.41

Another example is the Saving Grace organization that provides family violence and sexual assault services. In 
2014, it received a $7,700 grant from the foundation to support new client orientations for adults and children 
at its Mary’s Place Supervised Visitation & Safe Exchange Center. Mary’s Place serves families impacted by 
domestic/dating violence, stalking, child abuse or sexual assault by providing a safe and secure environment 
for non-custodial parents to visit with their children, or for families sharing custody to exchange children for 
parenting time without coming into contact with each other. It is during orientations that staff members establish 
relationships with family members and learn the unique circumstances of every family and what is needed to 
maximize safety in each case. Gail Bartley, Mary’s Place program manager, said:
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Providing safety for adult and child victims is the overarching purpose of Mary’s Place. The 
funds provided by this grant will allow our staff the time to conduct these orientations which 
are so essential to creating a positive and safe experience for families using our program.42

Success Stories:
The foundation’s executives reported that they were most proud of their partnership with the nonprofit 
organizations in its seven-county region. The foundation is much more than a funding organization. As an 
executive said, “We are partners in making our communities a better place.  At first, we were a funding source. 
Now, we are a respected partner because we have had the long-term commitment, they’ve gotten to know us, 
and know our story. They understand why we engage in philanthropy.” When the foundation meets nonprofit 
representatives, they’re also telling a story. 

Many times the nonprofits aren’t familiar with the tribe. So we are, in a way, a PR arm 
of the tribe. When we meet them face-to-face, we’re also telling the story of the tribe, our 
history, why we’re here. We’re also a bright spot for the tribe … People forget that Indians 
have always given away, historically, traditionally. That hasn’t changed. The general public 
forgets that, doesn’t know that, or ignores that. Secretly we’re a history teacher.

Second, the foundation is helping make a remarkable impact on families and children. By providing support 
to the nonprofits’ efforts in the region, the foundation is making a difference in the lives of children, families 
and communities. The foundation believes in providing support for sustainable and self-sufficient solutions. As 
one executive explained, “We’ve been supportive of the nonprofits of the community. Their work with children 
and families is remarkable. It’s great. Our tribe believes in giving a hand up, not out. By contributing to these 
nonprofits, we’re truly giving families a hand up in life.” 

Lessons Learned and Best Practices:
When asked what advice the foundation would share with tribes that are considering starting their own 
philanthropic program, executives mentioned several lessons learned or best practices. First, a giving program 
should embrace the broader community and be a good listener. The foundation has not focused on any specific 
group within the community because it did not want to limit its options for giving. It purposefully defined its 
scope in broad terms so that if an organization came to it, it was not compelled to say no. The foundation wanted 
its focus to be on the broader community and to include the many aspects of what family means.

Second, starting small is a good strategy, even if the initial gifts are in small dollar amounts. Over time, 
these small investments will make a tremendous impact in the community. No matter how much money a 
philanthropist has, it will feel like it’s never enough. A program should just go ahead and decide what it wants 
to do, and then do it well. It should make its investments based on the values of its tribe. As an executive 
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commented, “Your approach is going to be based on values. Root your giving in your values. For example, values 
such as holding families and children in the highest regard, or feeding hungry people.”

Finally, executives highlighted that tribal philanthropy in Oregon is special – all the tribal foundations talk. “It is a 
great network. If the foundation has questions, we can ask our peers. Who are you using? How do you do it?  So, 
tribal foundations are not starting from square one because they are willing to share. That has been invaluable.” While 
the foundations all do business differently, with different priorities and policies, they all have common goals of making 
Oregon a better place. At the same time, the tribal foundations educate the communities about tribes, which is so 
important. There’s a regional network in Oregon that includes all kinds of philanthropy and the foundations come 
together and meet quarterly on topics such as local food movements, watersheds, health care systems, mental health 
and so forth. The network is educational, so when it comes time to make philanthropic decisions, it’s a great way to 
understand the trends and issues. The peer-to-peer relationships have been very important. 

D. Wildhorse Foundation
The Wildhorse Foundation was established in 2001 as a community benefit fund formed by the Confederated 
Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation to support organizations in northeastern Oregon and southeastern 
Washington. More than 1,500 local and regional nonprofits have benefited from the funds that the foundation 
has distributed in its giving area (totaling almost $8.5 million) since its inception in 2001. As with other Oregon 
tribes with Class III gaming and state compacts, the foundation supports community organizations through 
funds from three to six percent of the profits from the Wildhorse 
Resort & Casino.

The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation 
are committed to honoring the tribal traditions of sharing and 
giving back to the communities in which they live and work. The 
formation of the Wildhorse Foundation in 2001 formalized the 
charitable giving on behalf of Wildhorse Resort & Casino and 
the confederated tribes. According to the foundation, “every step 
of the Wildhorse Foundation application, review and decision-
making process is geared toward building strong communities 
and healthy families.”

Although the foundation was formed in 2001, changes in the 
compact the tribes negotiated with the State of Oregon expanded 
their footprint in 2009. Prior to then, the foundation could 
disburse grants to Umatilla, Morrow, Union and Wallowa 
Counties. Now they could also allocate up to 30 percent of their 
funding to government bodies or charitable organizations in the 
tribes’ ceded territories in Washington (Benton, Walla Walla and Many foundations support the Columbia River Intertribal Fish Commission.
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Columbia Counties) as well as any Native American tribal government agency or nonprofit with its principal 
office and base of operation within Oregon, and any national or regional Indian organization.

Programming: 
The foundation can award grants to local or tribal government bodies or nonprofit organizations within the 
Umatilla, Union, Morrow, and Wallowa Counties; any Native American tribal government agency or Native 
American charitable organization with its principal office and base of operations within the Oregon; local 
government bodies or nonprofit organizations within the tribes’ ceded territories in Washington; or any national 
or regional Indian organization. The Wildhorse Foundation board considers grant applications in the areas 
of public health and safety, education, the arts, historic preservation, gambling addiction services, salmon 
restoration, environmental protection, and cultural activities. 
 

Governance and Organization: 
The Wildhorse Foundation board of directors is comprised of five members. One director is from the tribes’ 
board of trustees (tribal council); two directors are from the tribes’ general membership; and two directors are 
not enrolled with the tribes and are residents of Umatilla County, with one a resident of the City of Pendleton. 
Of these two non-tribal directors, one is nominated by the Umatilla County Commissioners and the other is 
nominated by the Pendleton City Council. Directors serve two-year terms and may be reappointed. The board is 
responsible for evaluating requests for support and providing guidance to the fund’s staff. The fund is managed 
by a part-time administrator. 
 

Impacts: 
In 2014, the foundation gave $934,968 to 139 applicants. Awards ranged from $900 to $20,000, with an average 
award of about $6,213. Organizations that received support included youth development organizations, sports 
groups, health clinics, fire and police departments, domestic violence shelters, art organizations and others. The 
impacts of this support reflect the commitment of the tribe and the foundation to the improvement of families, 
children and communities in the region.  
 
For example, in 2014, a $16,000 grant was given to Umatilla County Human Services to purchase office 
furnishings and medical supplies for Family Health Center at the new Pendleton Early Learning Center, which 
was being constructed in an old school building. The Pendleton School District had designed the facility to 
include a 600-square-foot health center. However there was no funding to furnish the space. The funds provided 
by the foundation provided the necessary medical equipment and furnishing to operate the clinic. The benefit of 
the support was that the equipment would provide efficiency and normalize treatment for children and families, 
lessening the need for treatment at a higher level of care, including emergency room visits.43

Also in 2014, the Confluence Project was awarded $6,000 from the foundation for the implementation of the 
Gifts from Our Ancestors arts-based education program to students of Nixya’awii Community School, a charter 
school on the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation. The school focuses on Native American 
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culture, infusing Native languages into daily school life, and serving the tribal community. Gifts from our 
Ancestors is a K-12 program that features artistic expression practiced by Native Americans along the Columbia 
River, highlighting place, identity, culture and heritage.44

In 2013, the Creating Memories for Disabled Children program received a $15,000 award from the foundation. 
Creating Memories had recently acquired a former Boy Scout camp at Wallowa Lake that was damaged in a 
landslide and was working to refurbish the buildings so that children with disabilities would be able to go to the lake 
and enjoy outdoor adventures. While working with Creating Memories, those with physical and mental disabilities 
are taught how to fish, hunt, ride horses and experience outdoor recreation never thought possible before. Upon 
restoration, the lodge was a fully functional dwelling for children with disabilities and their families.45

Success Stories:
Foundation board members reported that they were most proud of fulfilling a unique need in northeastern Oregon 
and southeastern Washington for small, limited-capacity community organizations that need a funding source. 
While most nonprofit funding sources have complicated application procedures that require dedicated grantwriters, 
the foundation strives to keep its application process simple and straightforward. As one board member put it: 

We filled the niche … for community organizations to have a place to get grants in a simple 
way. Other funding sources are much more complicated. We have simple, small dollar 
grants. It’s an outlet they didn’t have before. Nearly all our grantees don’t have grantwriters 
or development officers. They don’t have a lot of experience.

By offering simple and small grants, the foundation provides a funding source for new and small organizations 
that do not have the capacity to apply for more complicated funding. The foundation feels that it has fulfilled this 
unique and critical need, which is especially important in remote rural communities. As one staff member said, 
“Supporting schools, hospitals, senior centers, civic organizations, municipal departments and more allow our 
small communities to have and do things they would not otherwise have.”

Second, the foundation has not just focused on surrounding communities, but has provided support for its own 
tribal groups, including tribal governmental departments. This was an important negotiating position when 
developing the compact with the state. It is consistent with the tribe’s values of giving back to its tribal community.

Third, the foundation has been especially important in supporting the local school system and ensuring that it 
has the up-to-date tools needed for quality education despite the recent drastic budget cuts in the state. As one 
staff member said: 

Personally, I love that we are able to help our school stay current in technology and 
curriculum.  As we all know, schools face tough budget cuts. We are able to help them fill in 
some of those holes.  I believe a strong school system creates a strong, healthy community. 
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Lessons Learned and Best Practices:
When asked what advice the foundation would share with tribes that are considering starting their own 
philanthropic program, board members mentioned several lessons learned or best practices. First, the composition 
of the founding board of directors is very important. On the foundation’s board, one representative is from 
the tribal board of trustees (council), two are tribal members, one is nominated by City of Pendleton, and 
one is nominated by the county. So the makeup of the board has always had non-Indians from surrounding 
communities, along with three tribal members. As one board member commented, “It’s so important if you’re 
going to be giving out in those communities. It’s a good practice to know those organizations and get the word 
out, to be an ambassador to those communities.” When a foundation is going to give to non-tribal communities, 
non-tribal board members can help provide the information and relationships necessary to make sound and 
impactful investments in those communities. 

Second, when appointing individuals to the board, foundation board members are advised to consider their 
knowledge and ability to relate to the other communities in the area. “It is helpful if they have some relationships 
with those other communities and ties to organizations in those communities. It is also helpful if they have some 
relevant governmental or work experience,” a board member commented. This also helps the foundation make 
good funding decisions in all communities within its service area.

Third, having an administrator, even if not full-time, is important. The board cannot be relied upon to manage all 
the business of the foundation. It requires a dedicated staff person who does not sit on the board, and who does the 
administrative work. It is a very critical function for a foundation. Although the foundation only employs a part-
time administrator, the foundation could not function without her. 

Finally, not everything will fit a foundation’s criteria. So, the tribe’s governing body, the board of trustees, has set 
aside a discretionary donations fund that fulfills a smaller niche for community members applying for modest 
requests such as sports uniforms and events, up to $200. These requests are mostly for youth, educational support, 
sports and cultural activities. The board has developed an administrative process within the tribal government for 
these small requests so that they can be reviewed in a fair and consistent manner.

E. Three Rivers Foundation
The Three Rivers Foundation was established in 2011 to serve as the charitable giving arm of the Confederated 
Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw Indians and the Three Rivers Casino and Hotel. The tribes are located 
on the southern coast of Oregon, about 120 miles north of the Oregon/California border. Since its inception, the 
foundation has given just under $500,000 to about 100 organizations. 

According to the foundation, its purpose and goals are that it:

Exists to improve, enrich and enhance the health and welfare of the land and people of the 
historical homelands of the Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw people. As a reflection of 
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the true interconnectivity of the land and people, The Three Rivers Foundation will also 
entertain funding applications for projects that have a statewide impact as well as those that 
impact Native Americans in Oregon.46 

The foundation was developed by a charter between the tribes and the State of Oregon within the scope of their 
gaming compact agreement. 

Programming:
The Three Rivers Foundation invites applicants that meet its interests in innovative ideas, collaborative 
approaches, and grassroots efforts in the following areas: education, health, public safety, problem gambling, the 
arts, the environment, cultural activities and historic preservation. The foundation uses a grantmaking process 
that is responsive to emerging needs and so it does not target specific initiatives. Thus, the foundation provides 
funding in a broad range of charitable areas and to a variety of organizations that work toward social and 
economic well-being of Oregon communities. 

Nonprofit organizations with 501(c)(3) designations and government organizations located in Coos, Curry, 
Douglas, Lane or Lincoln Counties are eligible to apply for foundation support. Additionally, applications from 
other Oregon nonprofit organizations with projects specifically important to Native American populations, 
projects that have “statewide impact” in Oregon, or other federally recognized tribes are also eligible to apply.

Governance and Organization:
The Three Rivers Foundation is governed by an eight-member board. Three directors are members of the tribes, 
appointed by the Tribal Council; one director is a representative of the Tribal Gaming Operation, appointed 
by the Tribal Council; three directors are from the public at large, who are not affiliated with the tribes and 
are appointed by the tribes from a list of candidates nominated by the Tribal Council in consultation with 
the governor; and one director is from the public at large, appointed by the governor of the state. The board 
is responsible for evaluating requests for support and administering grants. The fund is managed by the all-
volunteer board. 

Impacts:
In 2014, the foundation gave about $100,000 to 23 applicants. Organizations that received support included 
youth development organizations, fire and police departments, domestic violence shelters, schools and others. The 
impacts of this support reflect the commitment of the tribes and their foundation to the families, children and 
communities in the region. 

For example, in 2013, Roger Gould with the Mapleton Food Share program said the funding that it received 
from the foundation was used to help provide emergency food boxes to students and households in the area. This 
organization logged nearly 5,000 volunteer hours in 2012 in order to alleviate hunger in rural areas, particularly 
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in the communities of Mapleton, Swisshome and Deadwood. More than 230 families benefitted from the 
Food Share program, which also focuses on packaging food for students of Mapleton schools who will not have 
food for three-day weekends. The grant funds from Three Rivers Foundation allowed Mapleton Food Share to 
purchase food and supplies that were not available by donation.47

Another example was from Looking Glass Youth and Family Services, Inc. The grant funds from Three Rivers 
Foundation were used to continue the Youth Emergency Services Project through 2013-2014, an important 
part of the services Looking Glass provided. Looking Glass Youth and Family Services has rescued thousands of 
children throughout its 40 years of operation. The organization provides a safe environment to deal with issues 
related to abuse, trauma, mental health and educational deficits.48

In 2013, a grant award of $5,300 funded the Boys and Girls Club teen center, which serves about 350 area youth. 
Other local gifts in 2013 went to the Cross Road Assembly Women’s Ministry; Siuslaw High School ASPIRE; 
the Lower Umpqua Community Center; St. Vincent de Paul Society financial counseling; and the Siuslaw Area 
Partnership to Prevent Substance Abuse.49

Success Stories:
When the foundation was asked what stories made it most proud, executives said that all of the grants that it 
provides represent a success story. As one executive commented, “Every organization has a moving story. There’s 
so much need. Everyone has a sparkle.” One particular story showed that serving as the community’s facilitator 
and networker was an important contribution of the foundation beyond its direct-giving program. In this case, an 
area nonprofit needed to purchase a trailer to start a maintenance program and, at the same time, the foundation 
learned that another local nonprofit wanted to sell its surplus trailers. During a foundation-sponsored 
luncheon, that connection was established and a deal was made.

Another area of pride concerns the communication and coordination of the area’s tribal giving programs. Because 
there are so many unmet needs in the communities, and foundation resources are limited, tribal-giving programs 
cooperate among themselves so that the community can receive the maximum benefit. As an executive said, “We 
were trying to focus on children and food sources … We all share gifts [unique organizational strengths]. We 
had a giving circle … We’ve definitely looked at the demographics and have had conversations on that.” Thus, 
the collaborative relationships and strategies of tribal-giving programs make for more efficient philanthropy and 
increases the impact to local communities.

Lessons Learned and Best Practices:
When asked what advice the foundation would share with tribes that are considering starting their own 
philanthropic program, executives mentioned several lessons learned or best practices. First, start by implementing 
a user-friendly, simple, web-based online application process. Foundations should save enough resources to create 
an online application before launching their initial programs. This is especially important when the foundation 
has limited or no staff and operates as an all-volunteer board. In the Three Rivers Foundation’s case, efficiency is a 
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driving factor in everything it does because its board does all of the foundation’s work. Foundations will also need 
to be aware that many limited-capacity nonprofits will need training in online application processes. 

Second, when a foundation designs its charter or negotiates its compact, make sure to take time to develop policies 
and procedures that can provide the foundation stability and efficiency. As one executive put it, “The governor 
designates [some of] the trustees. Governors change. Processes change … Have a plan when people lose elections. 
Or, when tribal council members or county commissioners lose.” By establishing sound policies and procedures, 
the foundation can maintain efficient operations throughout periods of leadership change and political shifts.

Third, foundations should carefully establish their criteria for funding and look at sustainability as a major 
consideration. In the case of Three Rivers Foundation, the board prefers funding projects or some outcome that is 
tangible for the community. In some cases, a matching contribution from another funder can demonstrate a more 
sustainable outcome.

F. Coquille Tribal Community Fund 
In 2001, the Coquille Tribal Council established the Coquille Tribal Community Fund in order to share profits 
from gaming operations at The Mill Casino • Hotel with the surrounding community. Notably, this fund 
was created a full four years before the state compact’s 
requirements went into effect. The fund gives the tribe a 
means to target its charitable efforts toward projects that 
will make a clear difference for daily life in the local area 
and the southwest Oregon region. The Coquille Tribal 
Community Fund seeks to strengthen the community by improving opportunities and sustainable outcomes 
in these and other charitable purposes as provided by the fund’s bylaws: education, public safety, historic 
preservation, health, problem gaming, and arts and culture. Since its inception, the fund has awarded 560 grants 
totaling $5,105,884. 

However, the fund does not preclude the tribe or its businesses from other charitable activities. For instance, 
The Mill Casino • Hotel and the Coquille Economic Development Corporation (CEDCO) board of directors 
support countless fundraisers with direct and often indirect contributions (for example, rooms and meals for 
charity raffles and auctions). The tribal council also makes considerable direct and indirect donations to many 
community projects and programs. 

The fund’s mission statement is as follows:

The Coquille Tribal Community Fund is dedicated to providing assistance to organizations 
that make lasting contributions to the communities we serve. We believe through this spirit 
of giving we allow our communities to grow and prosper.

”
Since its inception, the fund has awarded 
560 grants totaling $5,105,884.“
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Programming:
The Coquille Tribal Community Fund provides project grants to nonprofit, non-governmental organizations in 
Coos, Lane, Douglas, Jackson and Curry Counties in southwestern Oregon. The primary focus of the fund is to 
support programs or projects in the areas of education, health, public safety, problem gaming, the environment, 
arts and culture, and historic preservation. Proposals that are not within the fund’s priority areas, but not clearly 
ineligible, are screened by the fund’s board.

The fund also makes grants to governmental agencies in counties that overlap the tribe’s reservation. These 
are currently limited to governmental agencies in Coos County where funds are available for public programs 
involving schools, police and fire departments and similar agencies. Public agencies not based in Coos County 
may benefit from grants indirectly if they apply through a nonprofit organization. Public agencies outside Coos 
County may also apply for grants specifically intended for programs or projects they administer that are located 
in Coos County.

Governance and Organization:
A seven-member board of trustees governs the Coquille Tribal Community Fund. One member is from the tribal 
council; one member is a representative of the Coquille Economic Development Corporation (CEDCO) board 
of directors; four members are from the public at large, two of which are to be tribal members and two non-tribal 
members of which are all appointed by Tribal Council after given a list of candidates; and one member is from 

Planning meeting at Native American Youth and Family Center, Portland, Oregon.
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the public at large, appointed by the governor of Oregon after consultation with the Coquille Indian Tribe staff 
(or administration). Board members serve two-year terms and may be reappointed. The board is responsible for 
evaluating requests for support and providing guidance to the fund’s staff. The fund is managed by a part-time 
fund administrator and a part-time staff member. 

Impacts:
In 2014-2015 the fund gave 65 awards totaling $408,000, for an average award of about $6,277. Organizations 
that received support included an adoption agency, a youth center, a historical museum, a rural fire district, a 
county public health department, a senior nutrition program and others. The impacts of this support reflect the 
commitment of the tribe and its fund to support programs in education, public safety, historic preservation, 
health, and arts and culture. 

For example, the Reedsport Volunteer Fire Department is dedicated to helping the preservation of life, property 
and environment. The fire department was established in 1929 to help protect a 30-mile radius and a population 
that has grown to about 9,000 people. The department operates out of two stations with 32 volunteers. With a 
2014 grant received from the fund, the fire department was be able to purchase a new Jaws of Life and replace the 
old one, which was 25 years old.50

Also in 2014, the Children’s Advocacy Center of Jackson County was a fund grantee. The purpose of the center is 
to meet the needs of children and families by providing a community-based, child-focused center that facilitates 
a compassionate, multi-disciplinary approach to the prevention, treatment, identification, investigation and 
prosecution of child abuse. The organization has provided services to children and families for 20 years and about 
16,000 people. Funding from the grant helped with therapy group services with three licensed therapists that 
work together to create a curriculum for different groups at the center. The center estimated that about 72 people 
were served with this grant.51

Success Stories:
The fund reported that it was very proud of how far it has progressed since its inception in 2001. Last year, in 2014, 
the fund granted 65 awards totaling $408,000 (the greatest number of individual grants ever in one year) and just 
surpassed the $5 million mark in total giving. Second, fund staff members reported that they were most proud of the 
full breadth of the community programs that it supports, and the impacts that are made. As one staff member said:

Getting to work on the fund has shown me just how grateful people are for receiving the 
grants. Everyone has their own stories and background. I love hearing the stories on how 
the funds have helped so many organizations and people. I’m so happy to be a part of it.

One example shared was an organization called U R Awesome that received fund support for its anti-
bullying and positive learning program. The fund is developing deeper relationships with its grantees and, 
in this case, has led the U R Awesome program to start an initiative in the tribe’s after-school programs. 
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Lessons Learned and Best Practices:
When asked what advice the fund would share with tribes that are considering starting their own philanthropic 
program, it mentioned several lessons learned or best practices. First, a fund should implement a computer-based 
online application and grant-management system from the start. To date, the fund has had a paper-driven process 
that increases the workload necessary to manage the fund. The fund is currently transitioning to a computer-
based system, which will increase efficiency and allow staff and administrators to spend more time developing 
relationships and collaborations with the organizations in its community.

Second, a strong and supportive board is a tremendous asset, and a fund should work to ensure that all of its 
board members are committed to the mission of the fund and the communities that it serves. In addition to that 
commitment, board members should have experience and expertise to contribute to the fund’s operations. Closely 
related is the support of the tribe. As a staff member commented, “It is nice to have the extra tribal support. They 
like to be involved in the community. The extra support, it’s a great asset.” 

Third, a fund’s people should be genuinely invested in the community. That includes staff developing meaningful 
relationships with the community groups that are receiving funding from the foundation. It includes knowing 
their names and faces, their backstory, their programs and the impact that they are making. As collaborative 
relationships develop, benefits can flow both ways, from tribal fund to grantee, and from grantee back to the 
tribal community. 

G. Siletz Tribal Charitable Contribution Fund 
The Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians of Oregon (Siletz Tribe) created the Siletz Tribal Charitable 
Contributions Fund program and advisory board in 2001. The tribe is located near the central coast of Oregon, 
about 50 miles west of Corvallis. The Siletz Tribe is proud of its contributions through employment, monetary 
donations and cooperative measures to the Siletz community, Lincoln County, the state of Oregon and to Native 
American organizations throughout the United States. The seven-member charitable fund advisory board has 
distributed more than $9.1 million since inception in 2001.

In addition to the fund’s contributions, the tribe has honored its tradition of sharing within the community by 
distributing more than $1.7 million through other tribal resources. The tribe operates the Chinook Winds Casino 
in Lincoln City, a coastal tourist community, and Chinook Winds has donated nearly $2.3 million in cash and 
fund-raising items since it opened in 1995. The casino also provides in-kind donations of convention space for 
various fund-raisers as well as technical support, advertising and manpower for many events.

Programming:
Fund contributions are awarded to charitable organizations or local governments within the Siletz Tribe’s 
service area (Lincoln, Tillamook, Linn, Lane, Benton, Polk, Yamhill, Marion, Multnomah, Washington and 
Clackamas Counties) and Native American entities or activities located anywhere in the United States for the 
following purposes: education, health, public safety, gambling addiction, prevention, drug and alcohol treatment, 
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housing, the arts, the environment and 
natural resource preservation, cultural 
activities, historic preservation and other 
charitable purposes.

To be eligible for the Siletz Tribal 
Charitable Contribution Fund, an 
organization’s project, event or activity 
must be located within at least one of 
the 11 counties considered the Siletz 
Tribe’s service area: Lincoln, Tillamook, 
Linn, Lane, Benton, Polk, Yamhill, 
Marion, Multnomah, Washington and 
Clackamas. The organization, event or 
activity must also be provided for at least 
51 percent Native Americans anywhere 
throughout the United States.

Governance and Organization: 
A seven-member board of advisors governs the fund. The members include one tribal council representative, 
three tribal member representatives, and three non-tribal community representatives. The board is responsible for 
evaluating requests for support and providing guidance to the fund’s staff. 

Impacts:
There were 368 requests for funds in 2014. Of these requests, 138 organizations, charities or local governments 
received funds from the fund, totaling $633,537.94. The largest single recipient was the Siletz Valley Schools, 
which received $285,350 in support. Excluding that award, 137 organizations received $348,188 for an average 
of $2,542 an award. Those awards ranged from $175 to $25,000. Organizations that received support included 
cultural groups, drug and alcohol treatment organizations, education, environment and natural resource 
programs, health programs, historical preservation, public safety, arts and others. The impacts of this support 
reflect the commitment of the tribe and its foundation to the betterment of families, children and communities 
in the region. 

For example, in 2009, Nearby Nature received a grant from the fund that allowed about 286 kids to participate 
in free Kalapuya Quest nature walks in Alton Baker Park during the 2009-2010 school year. These walks featured 
a variety of interesting information about the Native people who have lived in the area for thousands of years. 
Traditional homes, clothing, food, transportation, stories and words were just a few of the topics that volunteer 
guides covered on their Kalapuya adventures with kids.52

Workshop at Native American Youth and Family Center, Portland, Oregon.
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In 2012, the Oregon State Police’s (OSP) Missing Children’s Clearinghouse received a $5,000 grant from the 
fund to purchase child identification kits that are useful to police in the event a child becomes missing. “Our 
sincere thanks go to the Siletz Tribe for this generous grant that will help purchase much-needed Child ID Kits 
which are distributed free to anyone who requests,” said Julie Willard, OSP Missing Children/Persons Program 
Manager. The Child ID Kits and DNA kits are a proactive method to be prepared in case a child ever becomes 
missing. Each kit takes only a few minutes to fill out, are non-intrusive and contain valuable personal and 
medical information including a place for a photograph, DNA cheek-swab sample, fingerprints (self-inking strip 
included), and a physical description.53

H. Tribal Giving Programs in Oregon: Concluding Thoughts
There are several lessons that can be drawn from the case of Oregon tribal-giving programs. 

1. Philanthropy is power. First, with philanthropy comes the privilege, responsibility and power to 
shape lives.  A Spirit Mountain Fund executive said that the fund and Oregon tribes are now treated 
as equal partners in the philanthropic community and, as such, they are in a strong position to make 
decisions that directly impact the lives of Oregon tribal communities. They are also able to argue 
successfully, as peers and fellow investors, for mainstream philanthropic groups to invest in tribal 
communities. Tribes that are able to leverage their giving programs into statewide philanthropic and 
political influence will see their impact multiplied. 

2. Collaboration increases impact. Second, tribal foundations that network and collaborate at a state 
or regional level stand to gain additional influence and efficiencies. Several Oregon tribal foundation 
representatives mentioned the coordination and information-sharing among their groups as a way 

to consolidate influence, as well as to 
make the most efficient use of limited 
resources and maximize impact for 
communities in high need. Lessons 
learned and best practices can be 
shared, and mentoring relationships 

can be formed. Tribal foundation collaborative networks can serve as an entrée into mainstream 
philanthropic circles where additional sharing and learning can take place. Over time, trusting 
relationships form among tribes and with mainstream groups, and this can ultimately lead to greater 
investments in Native communities.

3. Community giving builds bridges. Third, tribal community funds can serve as a way to bring 
tribal and non-tribal communities together in setting mutual goals and reaping shared benefits. 
The composition of the board can facilitate this broader community engagement by including 
members from the non-tribal community with longstanding knowledge and relationships from those 
communities. Relationships between the tribal foundation’s staff and community grantees can open 
new understanding and dialog, and uncover new solutions and ways of working together.

”
An increasing number of tribal governments are using 
endowed grantmaking programs as a tool for capitalizing 
social and economic development projects.

“



57Telling Our Giving Stories: Native Philanthropy and Community Development

4. Clear goals are essential. Fourth, tribal fund representatives emphasized the importance of having 
a clear set of goals and objectives that are targeted, strategic and aligned with tribal values. This will 
make the always-difficult decisions of who, and how much, to fund easier. Associated with clear goals 
and objectives are well-defined policies and procedures, including transparent grant application and 
eligibility guidelines. Clear criteria for funding decisions are critical. However, some foundations 
choose to maintain some flexibility in their programming and will purposefully leave some guidelines 
less defined.  

5. Tribal giving is a powerful story. Fifth, tribal giving provides an opportunity for tribes to tell their 
story, on their terms. It provides a platform for sharing news about the beneficial impacts that tribes 
are having in their communities, in surrounding non-tribal communities, and at the state or regional 
level. These are strength-based stories that flip the script from the typical need-based stories of the 
past. They showcase tribes as power brokers, change agents and community benefactors. Philanthropy 
provides tribes an opportunity to educate non-Indians on the tribes’ histories, cultures, values, assets 
and future aspirations.  

Finally, several Oregon tribal foundations are moving toward giving programs that target other tribes and 
national Native organizations, and this represents an interesting development in tribal giving. While the data is 
limited on these programs, the tribal funds that have engaged in giving at this level are excited about the prospect 
of making an impact on a larger scale.

VIII. SUMMARY AND AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Over the past four decades, due to a broad range of social and historical forces, tribal governments and Native 
people have increasingly turned to philanthropic models to support economic and community development. 
As part of an integrated asset-building program, Native-controlled grantmaking entities are contributing to 
institution- and skill- building in Native communities through funding Native nonprofits and innovative asset- 
building strategies. An increasing number of tribal governments are using endowed grantmaking programs as a 
tool for capitalizing social and economic development projects. Some of these programs are targeted at the local 
community and tribal members, while other programs are directed at the broader state or region, and play a 
role in improving public relations between the tribe and broader society. This report includes many examples of 
promising practices. Funds endowed with tribal assets provide a sustainable source of revenue for a broad range 
of economic and community development activities. Strategic grantmaking in support of Native nonprofits and 
community development organizations, designed to foster economic development and social change, is also a 
promising practice. 
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While the growth in both tribal and non-tribal grantmaking programs is impressive, this report reveals ongoing 
areas of need for the field of Native philanthropy. The majority of the grantmaking programs in this report have 
no endowment, which threatens their continuity if the funding sources for their programs change or disappear. 
The fact that many Native grantmaking institutions identified in our research have ceased their grantmaking 
operations provides further support for this argument. Many grantmaking programs continue to require 
technical assistance and support, and as the field grows, there is a need for networking, information sharing 
and resource development. Many Native philanthropic leaders emphasize the need for training in the areas 
of evaluation, impact assessment and leadership development. Tribal and Native nonprofit-sponsored giving 
programs represent a broad array of organizational and programmatic structures. There is a need for ongoing 
research to identify needs, impacts and emerging trends. 

The success of Native and tribally-controlled grantmaking institutions has implications for the largely rural 
communities where many of them are located. In some cases, the endowments of these grantmaking programs 
are positioning them as key economic and therefore political actors in the future of these rural communities. The 
impact of these foundations, and their contributions to progressive social change philanthropy should be closely 
monitored and studied. While the types and forms of Native-controlled grantmaking entities are numerous, there 
is one unifying theme: tribal governments and Native nonprofit leaders are increasingly turning to grantmaking 
as a tool for capitalizing Indian communities, stimulating social change and giving back. The programs covered 
in this report represent a broad array of promising practices, and provide inspiration for other tribes eager to 
continue their traditions of philanthropy. 

Hopi Education Endowment Fund scholarship recipients celebrate together after achieving their Bachelors in Elementary Education 

(at the Northern Arizona University graduation ceremony in 2015). Students include former HEEF staff, Sam Tenakhongva.
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