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ABOUT THE HARVARD PROJECT ON
AMERICAN INDIAN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Founded in 1987, The Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development (Harvard 
Project) is a program of the Malcolm Wiener Center for Social Policy at the John F. Kennedy 
School of Government, Harvard University.  Through applied research and service, the Harvard 
Project aims to understand and foster the conditions under which sustained, self-determined 
social and economic development is achieved among American Indian nations.  The Harvard 
Project’s core activities include research, advisory services, executive education, and the 
administration of Honoring Nations, a national recognition program for best practices in tribal 
government.  In all of its activities, the Harvard Project collaborates with the Native Nations 
Institute for Leadership, Management, and Policy at the University of Arizona.  For further 
information, see http://www.hpaied.org.
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4.	 PRIMARY IMPEDIMENTS TO AGREEMENT
Tribes in the United States have the negotiation status of subnational governments.  

The overarching impediment to reaching agreement is often a lack of corporate appreciation 

for this reality.  Thinking of tribes simply as another “stakeholder” and failing to recognize 

their governmental status is certain to derail relations.  This is particularly the case with 

on-reservation development but also pertinent in cases where there is an impact on the 

cultural and environmental rights of tribes.  Devolution of authority in tribal government 

varies considerably.  While negotiations are generally handled between tribal councils and 

company executives, some larger tribes give more authority to local governance institutions.  

For example, in the Navajo Nation, local chapter Houses have considerable authority and 

mining companies often have had direct contact with them to ensure maximum acceptance of 

a project.  Tribes in the United States are increasingly getting involved with establishing their 

own companies and any on-reservation activity should consider opportunities for collaboration 

with tribal enterprises.  For example, the Southern Ute Tribe and the Navajo Nation both have 

their own oil and gas development companies.

Companies also need to appreciate that tribes are always considering multiple 

development paths and need to be provided a cogent case for why minerals development 

would be in their best interest.  Numerous tribes have other highly lucrative opportunities, 

especially in the service sector.  Casinos have been a literal “game changer” in the development 

alternatives available to tribes in the Lower 48.  Estimates from a recent study indicate Indian 

casinos generate around 43.5 percent of all U.S. casino gaming revenue, amounting to 

revenues of $27.4 billion in 2011.57  Even tribes that previously were focused on minerals 

extraction and for years had resisted gaming are now pursuing this development option.  
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Media’s Role

Media is a third party unlike any other.  Neither companies nor tribal governments 

choose to “ally with” the media in the same way they might seek out or respond to an 

overture for engagement from other third parties.  Instead of supplying a developer or tribe 

with information, data, capacity, or resources, media is the recipient of information and ideas, 

which it then interprets and packages for broader public consumption.  While a company or a 

tribe may feel that certain types of media coverage are friendly to their position, news cycles 

mean there is little guarantee of sustained support for any given position.  More uncertainty 

arises from the fact that a news story can be presented in a way that ultimately compromises 

a tribe’s or company’s resources and negotiation options.

Given these characteristics, media third parties can easily disrupt the opportunities 

for negotiation and communication concerning development.  With coverage that distorts 

the position actually held by a company or a tribe, for example, the parties may harden 

their views and become more resistant to agreement.  Especially where media coverage is 

intense and debates concerning resource use heated, tribes and developers do well to focus 

on their bilateral relationship rather than allowing (however accidentally) media to become 

a go-between.  (After all, it may be in a media outlet’s best interest to sustain disagreement 

in order to ensure an ongoing news story.)

Legal and Regulatory Players as Third Parties

Legal and regulatory players at the federal and state levels are another type of third party 

to the corporate-tribal relationship.  Agencies and authorities such as the federal Environmental 

Protection Agency, the Bureau of Land Management, the U.S. Forest Service, state mining or 

environmental agencies, local counties and cities, and even members of Congress commonly 

have had roles or stakes in major land-using developments on or near tribes’ reservations.  

Sometimes these roles or stakes arise pursuant to legal requirements; in some instances, 

putatively legal/regulatory players may be pursuing political agendas or even slices of the pie.

As with interest groups, the input and engagement of legal and regulatory players may 

be helpful or unhelpful to tribes and companies, given their interests and objectives.  Figure 5 

below explores key determinants of whether the interventions of these third parties are likely 

to be seen as helpful or unhelpful by tribes and developers, respectively.










































































































































































