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National Urban Indian Family Coalition

The United States

Urban American Indians and Alaskan Natives in the United States

According to the United States (U.S.) 2000 Census, American Indian and Alaskan Natives (AI/AN) number approximately 4.2 million. Today, more than 2 million (64%) American Indian peoples in the U.S. live in urban areas - the consequence of inadequate economic opportunities on reservations, re-identification, and the federal relocation programs of the 1950s to 1970s. In the culturally and geographically diverse Indian Country, the populations of American Indians residing off reservation often remain the “silent majority”. 

When examining the urban American Indian landscape in the United States, we must first recognize the fundamental geopolitical history between the United States and the Indian Nation’s who governed the land prior to contact. This relationship provides the context for the American Indian experience in the U.S. for every individual Indian regardless of location. In 1789 the U.S. Constitution recognized the fundamental right and legality of the Indian’s desire for a permanent separate identity as a people. In very simple terms, the U.S. government negotiated treaties with American Indian tribes in order to occupy the majority of the land in the country and to end the Indian Wars, which marked the American experience throughout the 19th century. In return, the Indian tribes gave up their recognized way of life and were allotted “reservations” upon which they would continue to maintain the sovereign ability to govern that land and their tribal members residing upon it. These treaties were negotiated in accordance with the agreement that the Federal government would provide essential medical, educational and social support to the tribe for “time immemorial”, these tenets of the treaties are called “trust responsibility”.

The United States Supreme Court recognized the doctrine of trust responsibility in its interpretations of Indian treaties ruling that the AI/AN gave up their lands in exchange for promises that the United States government would protect and promote the well being of all tribal members. The doctrine of trust has been interpreted as a moral and legal obligation of the Federal government to provide healthcare and other services to all members of American Indian and Alaskan Native tribes and created over 500 individual tribal governments who maintain a status of government to government relationship with the United States government to this day. 

American Indians in the United States were primarily moved to urban centers as a result of The Relocation Act (later called the Employment Assistance) in 1952. The Relocation Act was enacted to “ensure” that Indians would more easily enter the mainstream of American life if they moved from reservations to cities. Through Relocation, federal agents transferred Indian families from rural allotments and reservations to urban centres. By 1960 more than 160,000 Indians had been relocated to cities with only 30 percent returning to their home reservations due to an unfamiliar and unsupportive way of life in the cities. Since that time, the migration of American Indian/Alaskan Native families has steadily increased to major metropolitan areas and continues to rise with each Census.
Urban Indians Today

While the socio-economic conditions of urban-based Indians are marginally better than their on-reservation counterparts, urban Indians are under-served by federal assistance programs, largely because federal Indian policy focuses on tribal political entities rather than on Native American individuals or urban programs.  This predicament raises the issue of collective versus individual Indian rights, an issue ripe for further examination.
There are now intergenerational families of urban Indians and a growing suburban Indian population, many would prefer to move back to tribal lands if there were ample job opportunities.  Urban Indians frequently move between reservations and cities, and the general direction of migration is constantly shifting.

Like other minority groups, urban Indians are disproportionately prone to suffer from socio-economic distress.  For example, the unemployment rate of urban Indians is 2.4 times that of urban whites; the poverty rate is 3.9 times that of urban whites; and urban Indians are 1.7 times as likely to lack a high school diploma as urban whites.  Employment, health, and housing are three issues of prominent importance to urban Indians.  

Nonprofit urban Indian community centers, which are funded through a variety of sources, seek to meet many of the under-served needs of urban Indians, including health, employment training, housing, culture and welfare.  Since they are not governmental entities, however, urban Indian centers struggle to provide services that tribal and federal agencies provide to reservation-based Indians.

Urban Indian Organizations

Established to support families that were brought to urban areas by the Federal Relocation Program of the 1950’s, Urban Indian centers have been in existence in some form since there have been Native Americans living in cities. Nearly every major metropolitan area in the U.S. has at least one, but usually more organizations dedicated to serving the AI/AN population – these service centers are generally diverse and at times provide services for clients from up to 300 different tribes.

Many Native people who migrated to cities from their reservations were misled into believing that jobs, housing and educational opportunities would be provided and when they arrived in these designated cities, no services were viably provided to meet their needs. This immediately created low-income, unemployment, lack of education and family support in these communities. Since that time, Urban Indian organizations have provided an opportunity for Native American families to adjust to the new way of life, much different from the reservations. 

Urban Indians organized more formally beginning in the 1950's and gained influence during the American Indian Movement of the 1960' and 1970's.  Urban Indian centers were successful in raising awareness of the needs of their constituencies in gaining access to federal social and economic programs.  Since their inception they have proven a bastion of cultural life for many urbanites and have been the focal point for Native families in maintaining their values and ties to one other.  Urban Indian centers continue to be the centerpiece for Native American culture, providing much needed services to urban Native American families and children.

The National Urban Indian Family Coalition

The National Urban Indian Family Coalition (NUIFC) is a national network of urban Indian organizations that strengthen Urban Native families by reinforcing cultural identity and respectfully working in harmony with Tribal Governments and other institutions to bring positive change, increase access and provide a strong voice for Urban American Indian people throughout the U.S.

The National Urban Indian Family Coalition is currently comprised of 19 of the largest and most comprehensive Indian organizations in the country and represents approximately 600,000 of the two million Indian people residing off reservation. 

Our Goals

To build a movement that promotes advocacy and mobilizes systems to integrate Urban Indian issues in policy discussions and implementation and build positive and mutually supportive relationships with tribal governments and other institutions for the betterment of our children and families. We aim to create, through dialogue and dedicated research, a shared understanding of the barriers issues and unique opportunities facing urban Indian families and collectively develop and share strategies to address the issues facing AI/AN families in cities. 

Ultimately, the NUIFC will create a national dialogue in order to increase awareness and share sustainable service and best practice models for Native American children and families and sustain indigenous values and culture within urban communities.
