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February 24, 2014
Current Status of GRBOI Federal Recognition Petition and Proposed Revisions to the
Federal Acknowledgement Regulations by DOI – How did we get here? Letter to
GRBOI Tribal Citizens
Boozhoo GRBOI Family,
I’m sure by now you’ve heard that GRBOI is on Active Consideration for federal acknowledgement. I just
wanted to offer a little background about what’s been going on in the federal acknowledgement world for the
past year or so so you can see how we got to where we are now.
I work for a Native non-profit and this is the information I have gathered from my job and my experiences.
This is not my area of expertise, I just have a lot of information available to me regarding federal
acknowledgement and many other Indian related issues that I’m more than happy to pass on. Feel free to
contact me at my office at [email protected] or by getting a message to me by contacting someone
through the GRBOI.com website. I may or may not be able to answer your question, but I might be able to
direct you to the right source.
I’ve been working for the Association on American Indian Affairs, a national Native non-profit organization for
11 ½ years as the Director of Scholarship Programs and Executive Assistant. (We are located just outside of
Washington, DC in Rockville, Maryland.) My area of expertise is education. We have a scholarship that was
specifically created for undergraduate and graduate students from tribes that are not recognized by the
federal government. Information is posted on our website each February at www.indian-affairs.org. Students
must be enrolled in their tribe, attending an accredited school full time both fall and spring semesters and
seeking an Associate’s degree or higher.
As I said, as an employee of AAIA, I am privileged & blessed to have access to a lot of information about
“Indian stuff”, which I in turn forward not only Chairman Yob and Vice Chair Compo, but to the contacts I have
in most of the Michigan tribes. I figure most of us are related somehow and I don’t want any of us to miss out
on anything. I’m in touch with Chairman Rob and Vice Chair Compo on a weekly basis, mostly forwarding them
information that I think is important to GRBOI now, or that will be important to GRBOI in the future or to find
out what’s going on back home.
One of the initiatives of AAIA is federal acknowledgement. For many years the Association worked directly
with tribes on their petitions. A few years ago, the Board of Directors decided to take a different direction and
work on helping to fix the “broken” federal acknowledgement process, something that we’re working on with
several other Native organizations and tribes. For the past 5 or 6 years I‘ve been attending federal
acknowledgement meetings and House and Senate Indian Affairs Committee hearings in WDC as often as I can
and attending the National Congress of American Indians Federal Acknowledgement Task Force Meetings a
couple times per year so I can learn about what’s going on and pass the information on.
In recent years, every Assistant Secretary on Indian Affairs has said that they know the federal
acknowledgement process is broken and they intend on fixing it. I really do believe that they have good
intentions, but nothing ever really gets done. Until now. As I recall, it was Fall 2012 or Winter 2013, that we
first heard there really were plans to try to do something. Kevin Washburn is the current Assistant Secretary
on Indian Affairs and Larry Roberts is Deputy Assistant Secretary. I was at an NCAI meeting that Larry Roberts
attended and he laid out a rough plan for reforming the process. On March 19, 2013, I attended a House
Subcommittee on Natural Resources Subcommittee on Indian Affairs Hearing and Kevin Washburn testified
about the proposed changes to the regulations (accompanied by Larry Roberts). (You can Google and watch
the hearing at
naturalresouces.house.gov/calendar/archives/list.aspx?EventTypeID=510%3a511&SearchPhrase=
It’s called Whether, How and When Indian Tribes Should Be Newly Recognized By the Federal Government:
Perspective of the DOI. They were questioned by, if I recall correctly, Ranking Member Hannabusa, about the
timeframe for these changes, a question I had asked Larry Roberts while at the NCAI meeting. At that time,
Mr. Washburn said 2 years. This really is kind of a time sensitive issue, because if they don’t get this
accomplished by the next presidential election, there will be a new Assistant Secretary and whether Democrat,
Republican, Independent or Other, there may or may not be people in power that are pro-Indian. Additionally,
if changes to the regs are made and they’re made toward the end of the current term, there is always the
possibility that the next president could revoke the changes.
(Important to note, Shinnecock, from New York, was the last tribe to get recognized (October 2010). As I
recall, Mr. Washburn was asked how many tribes had been recognized through this process and I think they
said 17 since 1978. All the rest have been denied. It is felt by many that the process has resulted in or
morphed into more of a process to try to deny tribes than to recognize them and it is severely broken. It is
suspected that realizing inadequacies in their process, they stopped reviewing/recognizing anyone after 2010
since they knew they wanted to put a new process in place.)
Summer 2013 - we received notification in our office about a series of consultations that were going to take
place about the proposed changes to the regulations along with a copy of the proposed changes. (My
understanding is that consultation with federally recognized tribes is required by law, consultation with the
tribes that aren’t recognized, is not.) I immediately contacted Chairman Yob, Vice Chair Compo, Jennifer and
Patsy Beatty and told them about a public consultation that would be happening in Petoskey in August and
that it was really important for the entire Council to attend. The consultation for the federally recognized
tribes was in the morning. There was a public consultation the afternoon which anyone from the public and
tribes that are not recognized are allowed to attend. When my brother and Cousin Henry and I arrived along
with a friend, I was glad to see that the entire Council was there, so GRBOI had great representation. I didn’t
count to see how many people attended from the other tribes but this was a regional consultation, so there
were tribes from several states there. They had a court reporter recording everyone’s comments and all of
the comments made became part of the public record in the Code of Federal Regulations. They had 5
consultations around the country and are currently in the process of reading all the comments and getting
relevant revisions made to the regulations. They will have another round of consultations on the revised regs
before the regulations are actually finalized.
Tribes that were under Active Consideration were given the option to either proceed under the current
regulations or to wait and be considered under the new regulations even though they don’t know what those
regulations will be. It was unclear at that time what would happen to those tribes who were on the Ready List.
GRBOI was #4 on the Ready List at that time. Some of the tribes on the Active List chose to continue under the
current regulations and others chose to wait. When the tribes that chose to wait made their decision, the
tribes on the Ready List were approached and asked if they wanted to be considered under the current regs or
wait. That’s when GRBOI made the decision to proceed under the current regulations. According to Chairman
Yob, GRBOI was moved to Active Consideration in December 2013. Under the current regulations, there is a
specific timeframe in which they must give us an answer either positive or negative, then there is a public
comment period if we receive a positive, which, if someone objects (another tribal government, local
government, public interest group…), could put everything in a tailspin again. Additionally, if we receive a
negative finding, as the current regs stand, we would not be able to petition again unless for some reason
there is something that comes out in the new regs allowing us to do so, which is probably not likely. Our only
recourse at that time will be to seek Congressional Recognition (a few years ago, I attended a Senate Indian
Affairs Committee hearing and they said they think everyone should go through the federal acknowledgement
process), or to seek Legislative Recognition and go through the court system, which is extremely, extremely
expensive.
January 2014 - The Arizona State University Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law Indian Legal Clinic put on a
federal acknowledgement conference on January 16 & 17, 2014, which I, Chairman Yob, Vice Chair Compo and
our Cousin Nick attended. (This conference was actually a result of a request made by the Senate Indian
Affairs Committee at the hearing mentioned above.) The conference was titled Who Decides You’re Real?
Fixing the Federal Acknowledgement Process. The webcast of the conference can be found in its entirety at
www.law.asu.edu/ILCFRC. Over 120 tribal leaders and others who are involved in federal recognition
attended this conference.
The conference wasn’t just about the current and proposed regs and fixing the process, it was equally about
exercising tribal sovereignty and our rights as Indian people. The speakers were passionate and inspiring.
One thing that was brought up was changing our mindset from one of letting the federal government and
others define who we are, to us defining who we are for ourselves. This was also brought up at the meeting in
Petoskey – the mindset that somehow we are not a tribe until the US government says we are and that we
have been conditioned to think this way by the US government. They also encouraged us to change the
language that we use – and not referring to ourselves as a non-recognized tribe, but rather a tribe “not yet on
the list of federally recognized tribes”, and referring to ourselves as tribal “citizens” rather than tribal
“members”. Again, a language we’ve been conditioned to use.
Some of the tribes “not yet on the list of federally recognized tribes” are exercising their sovereignty by making
compacts with local and state governments, have tribal court systems and police departments, marriage laws
(getting a tribal marriage certificate instead of having to get one from the state), creating housing
authorities…. They should be applauded for exercising their sovereign rights and, as the speakers encouraged,
should be something that tribes that haven’t done that yet should aspire to do in whatever manner they can
and choose to.
Enough of my rambling, there is way too much information to provide here and as I said, I just wanted to offer
a short explanation of where we are and how we got here. I want to thank the GRBOI Council for getting us to
this point and for trying to work within a very inadequate system. Obviously we all hope that we obtain
recognition, it would be a great thing for our elders to actually see what they have fought for for so long and
honor those who fought but are no longer with us here.
Lastly, if you an enrolled GRBOI tribal citizen make sure you have updated your contact information with
GRBOI’s enrollment office. This information is needed so we can submit an accurate number to OFA prior to
our final review. Information can be submitted to:
GRBOI
1251 Plainfield, NE, Suite B
P.O. Box 2937
Grand Rapids, MI 49501-2937
Baa maa pii –
Lisa A. Mizkwessa Wyzlic
Citizen, Grand River Bands of Ottawa Indians
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