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USDA Moved the Tribal Colleges and Universities Program to the Office of Tribal 
Relations in Response to Indian Country Requests. USDA moved the Tribal College Program 
to the Office of Tribal (OTR) relations on January 29, 2023. This move was a result of Tribal 
leaders and Tribal colleges and universities presidents’ requests, in acknowledgement that Tribal 
colleges are created and owned by Tribal nations. 

OTR is Hiring New Tribal/TCU Liaisons. Additional Tribal College Program Tribal Liaisons 
will serve Indian Country working with Tribal Colleges and Universities and Tribes in the 
regions they will serve. OTR is in the middle of the hiring process. More soon on these new 
hires. 

 
TRIBAL COLLEGES 

 
USDA Renewed Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) with Tribal Colleges. In February 
2023 the Secretary renewed USDA’s commitment to Tribal Colleges and Universities through a 
new memorandum of agreement with 1994 Institutions, Tribal Colleges and Universities with 
land-grant status, to ensure they have equitable access to the Department’s employment, 
programs, services, and resources. 

OTR Re-Established the Tribal College Faculty Fellowship (Terra Preta do Indio). This 
Fellowship work is key to establish a shared research agenda between USDA and Tribal 
Colleges and Universities. This Faculty Fellowship program seeks to strengthen Tribal college 
and university research capacity and introduce faculty and staff to USDA programs and services. 
Five Fellows participated in the summer of 2023. In June 2024, the Faculty Fellows will spend a 
week in Washington, D.C. to meet with USDA program leads, identify areas for collaboration, 
and learn more about USDA resources. During a second week, they are placed at a USDA 
research facility that aligns with their academic research interests. This year’s research 
collaborations will take place with USDA’s Agricultural Research Service, Forest Service, and 
the National Institute of Food and Agriculture. The Faculty Fellows return to their institution 
with new knowledge to benefit their community, cooperative research opportunities, and 
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advance their Tribal college land-grant mission of research, education, and extension. Learn 
more at USDA’s Tribal College Program. 

 
ARS Indigenous Traditional Knowledge & Foods Seed Propagation Research 
Collaborations with United Tribes Technical University (UTTC) and Nueta Hidatsa 
Sahnish College (NHSC). The Agricultural Research Service (ARS) created collaborations with 
1994 Tribal Colleges and Universities (1994 TCU) to promote Indigenous Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge and Food Systems. Cooperative agreements between ARS and United Tribes 
Technical University (UTTC) and ARS and Nueta Hidatsa Sahnish College (NHSC) have been 
implemented to rematriate traditional cultivars and develop propagation techniques for culturally 
important native plant species. This information provides a building block to replicate ITEK 
systems. This will provide a model that can be developed to enhance 1994 TCU research 
relationships celebrating Indigenous Knowledge throughout ARS research facilities. ARS will 
collaborate with UTTC to evaluate native prairie plant species that have medicinal and edible 
uses and determine their feasibility for plant propagation. ARS and NHSC will focus their 
partnership on seed sovereignty by increasing the varieties and quantities of seeds available to 
Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Tribal members. The goal for these agreements is to develop best 
practices for working collaboratively with 1994 TCUs and Tribes on propagating Tribal 
traditional seeds and plants and developing Native food systems. 

 
OTR/NRCS Native Grasses and Forbs Research with Institute of American Indian Arts 
(IAIA). USDA’s Office of Tribal Relations has entered into two Cooperative Agreements with 
the Tribal Alliance for Pollinators (TAP) and the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) to 
expand native grass and forbs seeds for pollinators, grasslands, and working lands restoration. 
The TAP agreement includes work to improve access to USDA’s resources and programming for 
our Tribal partners and producers through educating consumers, agency staff, and federal policy 
decision makers about native grasses and forbs that complement native grassland conservation 
and livestock consumption. TAP will partner with USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) to update the NRCS state foraging seed lists to incorporate more native grasses 
and forbs and amend EQIP reimbursement for seeding as appropriate The IAIA agreement 
focuses on improving access to USDAs resources and programing for 1994 Tribal Land-Grant 
Colleges and Universities, Tribal partners and producers through educating consumers, agency 
staff, and federal policy decision makers about the cultural importance of pollinators and their 
products. 

 
STUDENTS 

 
USDA Expanded Existing Tribal College/1994 Student Scholars Program to Cover Four- 
Year Tuition. The USDA 1994 Tribal Scholars Program provides full tuition, fees, books, a 
housing stipend, and paid workforce training to any interested and eligible student pursuing 
degrees in agriculture, food, natural resource sciences, or related academic disciplines at a Tribal 
college or university (TCU). Eligible applicants include graduating high school seniors, full-time 
students currently enrolled at a 1994 land-grant Tribal college or university, or recent TCU 
associate degree graduates. For Fiscal Year 2024, 27 scholarship slots are available at: 
Agricultural Research Service, Farm Service Agency, Farm Production and Conservation, Forest 

https://www.usda.gov/tribalrelations/1994-tribal-scholars-program
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Service, National Institute of Food and Agriculture, and Natural Resources Conservation 
Service. Visit the USDA 1994 Tribal Scholars Program or email 1994@usda.gov for 
further information. 

 
OTR Established a New Tribal Policy Internship for Students Interested in Indian Country 
Agriculture and Food. USDA and the Partnership for Public Service have collaborated to create 
the Future Leaders in Public Service Internship Program – Department of Agriculture: Tribal 
Agriculture and Food. Undergraduate and graduate students were recruited to work on Indian 
Country agriculture and food portfolios. A total of 187 students from across the country applied 
for this new internship. Learn more at Partnership for Public Service. 

 
OTR Partners with AISES on Indigenous Knowledge Research Track. USDA’s Office of 
Tribal Relations, in partnership with the American Indian Science and Engineering Society 
(AISES), announces the first students selected for the newly launched AISES research track 
celebrating the intersection of Indigenous knowledge (IK) and western science and engineering. 
Selected students will carry out research projects studying topics such as ethnobotany, mental 
health, and traditional medicine. This year’s cohort will be the first in a three-year series. 

 
OTR Funding NDSU Summer Tribal Student Program Focused on Intersection of Food 
Sovereignty and Public Health. USDA’s Office of Tribal Relations (OTR) received an 
appropriation to develop a Tribal Public Health Resource Center at a land grant university with 
existing Indigenous public health expertise to expand current partnerships and collaborative 
efforts with Indigenous groups, including Tribal colleges to improve the delivery of culturally 
appropriate public health services and functions in American Indian communities focusing on 
Indigenous food sovereignty. OTR is working with North Dakota State University (NDSU) to 
develop a center focused on the intersection of Tribal food sovereignty and public health. The 
first project will be a summer program for students to engage with leaders and experts in the 
food sovereignty field to provide them with the tools to improve public health in their 
communities. 

 
YOUTH 

 
OTR Launches “Sovereignty Gardens” Children’s Educational Animated Series. This 
series of short educational shows will help build excitement and pride with children about using 
Indigenous knowledge in gardening, food sovereignty, traditional foods, and healthy eating 
habits. “Sovereignty Gardens” uses animation and puppetry to follow Stompy the buffalo and his 
friend Bran through a series of learning adventures, which include cameos by Indigenous and 
scientific leaders. USDA’s Office of Tribal Relations entered into a cooperative agreement with 
Dr. Lee Francis (Pueblo of Laguna) (Indigi-Nerd/Native Realities) to create this animated series. 

 
USFS Establishes New Forest Corps National Service Opportunity for Native Youth. 
AmeriCorps and the U.S. Forest Service launched Forest Corps – a five-year $15 million 
agreement, and the first major interagency partnership under American Climate Corps. 
Beginning Summer 2024, this program will engage 80 young adults, ages 18-26, in wildland fire 
prevention, reforestation, and other natural and cultural resource management projects to support 

https://www.usda.gov/tribalrelations/1994-tribal-scholars-program
mailto:1994@usda.gov
https://gogovernment.org/fellowship/future-leaders-in-public-service-internship-program/u-s-department-of-agriculture-tribal-agriculture-food/?fbclid=IwAR2ECdtvqiZvbfDImRHJ9zJYUThiv9RhbMpuTYVt_jcDb71bU0Q1ewMx2Ns
https://atribecalledgeek.com/sovereignty-gardens/
https://www.fs.usda.gov/working-with-us/careers/americorps-nccc-forest-corps
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the U.S. Forest Service’s Wildfire Crisis Strategy and Reforestation Strategy. Native youth will 
be recruited for Forest Corps in key locations to support cultural resource management projects. 
AmeriCorps National Civilian Community Corps/Forest Corps members will receive a 
compensation package equivalent to $15 an hour, including lodging, transportation, clothing, a 
living allowance, health benefits, and more. Members will receive extensive training, hands-on- 
experience, and leadership skills for future careers in natural resource management, forest health, 
and climate resilience at the U.S Forest Service or other organizations. 

 
OTR Produces Indigenous Foods Foraging and Cooking Videos. The Office of Tribal 
Relations Indigenous Food Sovereignty Initiative partnered with the North American Traditional 
Indigenous Food Systems (NATIFS) to produce a series of videos on Indigenous foods foraging 
and cooking for the Northeast and Southeast regions to complement USDA’s Food Distribution 
Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) (commonly referred to as “commodities”) food 
packages. Last year, USDA released videos for the Midwest, Mountain Plains, and 
Southwest regions. Next year videos will be produced for Alaska and Hawaii. 

 
 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 

https://www.usda.gov/tribalrelations/usda-programs-and-services/usda-indigenous-food-sovereignty-initiative
https://natifs.org/indigenous-food-sovereignty-initiative-usda-fdpir/
https://natifs.org/indigenous-food-sovereignty-initiative-usda-fdpir/
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