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Since 1978, the Rehabilitation Act has recognized the unique cultural needs of American Indians and Alaska Natives with disabilities.  While American Indians and Alaska Natives are part of the Rehabilitation Act’s definition of traditionally underserved populations, they are the only population group whose unique geographic (tribal lands) as well as cultural needs have been specifically addressed with a program developed to address these cultural and geographic needs - the Rehabilitation Act Section 121 American Indian Vocational Rehabilitation programs. Independent Living (IL) Services for American Indians and Alaska Natives on tribal lands have evolved slowly over the last 30 years, but have never been addressed programmatically (or funded) in the same way that employment services have been addressed by the federal vocational rehabilitation (VR) program. The IL needs of American Indians/Alaska Natives with disabilities living on or near tribal lands remain significantly unmet.1 However, there are at least six2 models which have emerged that could be more broadly disseminated. 

Many American Indians/Alaska Native people with disabilities may not identify themselves as having a disability. However, according to the National Center for Health Statistics (2005) “American Indian or Alaska Native adults (41.1%) were more likely than black adults (31.4%), white adults (31.0%), and Asian adults (20.6%) to have an activity limitation.” 3   Many are people who may or may not meet the ADA disability definition or VR eligibility criteria, but are nonetheless people who can benefit from IL services and advocacy. These statistics reflect community experience of limited function, particularly important in cultures, which may not even have a word for “disability”. Independent living is inclusive of community participation issues, anyone using personal assistance services (PAS) and assistive technology (AT), whether or not they self identify as having a disability.  

General Principles
1. NCIL is committed to the civil rights of all people with disabilities regardless of cultural affiliation.


2. NCIL recognizes the sovereignty of tribal nations and supports their self-determination. 


3. NCIL further realizes the financial/economic limitations that tribes may have which prevents them from addressing the independent living service needs of members/Natives. 


4. NCIL believes that Independent Living services must always remain consumer-controlled, meeting both the philosophical intent and legal requirements of the Rehabilitation Act.


5. NCIL recognizes the need for Independent Living Core Services4 (including individual and systems advocacy) and the Independent Living Services5 in Indian Country.


6. NCIL believes an additional or specific focus on IL and American Indians/Alaska Natives with disabilities on tribal lands must be funded with new money, not a redistribution of existing money.

Recommendations

1. NCIL supports and will advocate for funding to understand and disseminate successful Native-led and CIL partnership programs that are serving American Indians/Alaska Natives with disabilities. For example, there are CILs around the country that are successful in partnering with or are operated by tribes. These models need to be identified, described and disseminated to both CILs and tribes in an effort to build on community-based experience and replicate successes. This should include mentoring and training, and perhaps a face-to-face conference. 


2. Increase Rehabilitation Act Title 1 program flexibility. This could enable Section 121 programs to include IL services for people who may not have a typical “dominant culture” definition of employment goal (e.g. see “What is Work” Corbridge/Anderson). For example, the provision of IL services to a family member with a disability, which would allow the primary wage earner to remain employed. 


3. New funding should be made available specifically for tribes, which promotes opportunities for all members to remain in the community of their choice in concert with the IL philosophy.


4. Encourage local CILs to partner with tribal and other entities to encourage tribes to prioritize services that assist tribal members with disabilities to remain in the community of their choice, while also taking responsibility to provide culturally appropriate IL services to tribes where needed.


5. Encourage states to prioritize IL services to American Indians/Alaska Natives through SPIL language and CIL action. For example, through new funding or other incentives.
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FOOTNOTES
1 http://www.ncd.gov/newsroom/publications/2003/pdf/tribal_lands.pdf
2 These models are:
· Assist! To Independence, Tuba City, AZ
· Three Rivers, Inc., Mayetta, KS
· Living Independently for Everyone, Pocatello, ID
· Native American Independent Living Services (NAILS), Buffalo, NY
· Arctic Access CIL, Kotzebue, AK
· Native American Indian Living Movement, Albuquerque, NM (in development)
· San Juan Center for Independent Living, Gallup, NM

3 Citation for the population reference in paragraph 2: Reference:  No. 356. Health Characteristics of the American Indian and Alaska Native Adult Population: United States, 1999-2003. 22 pp. (PHS) 2005–1250. http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/ad/ad356.pdf. 

The survey does not use the word “disability,” but instead uses the term “functional limitation” which is defined in the survey as “Functional limitation is based on any degree of difficulty the respondent had in performing specific physical tasks (e.g., walking a quarter of a mile, walking up 10 steps, standing for 2 hours, carrying a 10-pound object), and engaging in social activities and recreation without the assistance of another person or using special equipment.”
4 Rehabilitation Act, Sec. 7, Definitions (17)

5 Rehabilitation Act, Sec. 7, Definitions (18)
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