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Testimony
Good afternoon.  My name is Paul Iron Cloud and I greet you all with a warm
handshake.

On behalf of Oglala Sioux (Lakota) Housing, where I am the Chief Executive Officer, and my Oglala Sioux Tribe I want to thank this Committee, Chairwoman Cantwell and particularly our longtime friend and supporter Senator Tim Johnson for holding this Hearing.  It is critical for Congress from time-to-time to evaluate how federal tribal programs can be improved.  It is particularly important in years like this when important programs such as the Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act (NAHASDA) come up for reauthorization.  I also want to express my personal appreciation to you for inviting me once again to testify.  It has always been an honor to appear before this Committee.

Oglala Sioux (Lakota) Housing was the first tribal housing program to receive federal funding in 1961 and fifty years ago we at Pine Ridge built the first publicly assisted low-income housing on an Indian reservation.  We are today the 5th largest tribal population in the country, the 7th largest reservation and we and a significant segment of Indian country face a housing crisis that has not been seen for forty years.
Worst Housing Conditions in the Country


Oglala Sioux (Lakota) Housing has built over 2,200 housing units since 1961 but most of that was done before 1996 and the establishment of the Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act.  Sadly in 2013 our housing, and tribal housing on many similarly situated reservations and Alaskan Native communities, is far worse today than 17 years ago.  Though NAHASDA provides us and many other tribes and tribal housing entities valuable resources, because of stagnant and reduced funding levels as well as flawed funding allocation methods, we and a large number of other tribes today have the worst housing in the United States.

For at least a generation now, many of our people, infants, elders, vets and families have had to live in housing conditions that no American should have to endure.   For these land based tribes, these conditions are also caused by poverty and unemployment rates that in some cases exceed 80%.  At Pine Ridge and many nearby South Dakota reservations for years now our counties have ranked in the top five in the entire country for poverty and unemployment.


NAHASDA funding levels limit us to building on average no more than 30 to 40 units a year, yet we currently need 4,000 new units and 1,000 homes repaired.  The result is that we now have the most overcrowded housing in this country.  We have many situations where 3 or 4 families are packed into a single two-bedroom home or a family of six tries to survive in a one bedroom apartment.  This overcrowding affects the physical, social and mental state of our people.  Schooling is impacted, health conditions suffer and the family unit is impaired.  Imagine what it might be like to live with 12 to 16 people in a small home.  These housing conditions also fuel our growing tragedies of suicides, sexual abuse, alcoholism, gangs and drug use in many of our communities.


I and our tribal leaders are most troubled by what these housing conditions do to a child trying to do his or her homework, a young family starting out their married life, our honored vets and our tribal elders who are attempting to live out their lives with some dignity and safety.

My Tribe, and other members of a coalition for land based and treaty tribes known as A Coalition for Indian Housing, understand that these extremely bad conditions do not exist for all tribes, not even for a majority of tribes.  And we understand that they are not caused by unique problems or performance issues on our reservations but rather are directly related to poverty, unemployment, lack of economic development and, most importantly, a serious shortage of financial resources to develop new housing.  We appreciate the NAHASDA program and its grants, but we believe its allocation methods do not adequately take into account the differing needs of tribes and that in the last sixteen years there has simply been insufficient funding appropriated for the NAHASDA program.
The Dakota Housing Needs Assessment Pilot Project


Federal efforts, including NAHASDA negotiated rulemaking, continue to inaccurately determine the varying housing needs of tribal members and, in our opinion, fail to allocate federal funding appropriately.  It is for these reasons we and four other tribal housing programs have taken the unusual step of joining together to fashion a global positioning system and geographic information system based local housing needs assessment procedure.  This is known as the Dakota Housing Needs Assessment Pilot Project.  We will each conclude statistically accurate housing surveys later this spring on each of our reservations.  The project is designed to improve tribal data and program management.  It will also give each of us the ability to do the “census challenges” that NAHASDA permits us to make under its block grant allocation formula.  However, if results should prove out, we believe that this Pilot Project could have nationwide application and could change how housing need is determined on reservations and result in better allocation of federal tribal housing funds.  It is our hope that, later this summer, our Pilot Project will be able to report to Congress, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Management and Budget, and our fellow tribes that there is in fact an effective, efficient and relatively inexpensive way that housing need determinations can be done universally.


I would be remiss if I did not also mention that if a GPS and GIS needs assessment requirement was to replace the current defective U.S. Census method in the NAHASDA program, tribes, Congress, OMB and HUD would also then have an accurate, reliable and efficient way to better manage federal funding.
The Need for an Emergency Housing Effort

Understanding the limitations of NAHASDA, the disparity of housing needs on Indian reservations and Alaska Native communities, and the unacceptable and tragic housing conditions that exist on some reservations, we believe new federal Indian housing emergency funding grants need to be established.  There are a number of ways that this could be structured.  The critical aspect of such a funding program is to acknowledge that there are significant numbers of tribes and tribally enrolled members that have extreme and unacceptable housing conditions.  Furthermore, that federal trust responsibilities and, in some cases, treaty obligations require the U.S. government to address these terrible housing conditions.

This funding, possibly joined by other private funds, would be allocated in a new way.  The total appropriation amount would certainly be less than NAHASDA amounts.   Furthermore, grants would be awarded using a competitive process, based both on need and a requirement that all recipients clearly demonstrate their capacity to spend the money they receive.

Amend the “Thirty Percent Rule”


There is a third issue that I would like to address for the Committee and this directly relates to the reauthorization of NAHASDA.  I am sure this Committee is particularly well aware; NAHASDA was fundamentally designed by Congress to be a government-to-government, self-determination, block grant program.  When it was evolved from public housing thousands of 1937 Housing Act rules and requirements were stripped away and tribes were given the right to pretty much create their own programs.  The statute pronounced that NAHASDA had to function based on self-determination and tribal self-governance.  Furthermore, it set a rule making process that recognized this and dictated that in all rule making the Secretary of HUD has to establish a negotiated rulemaking committee so that local and tribal determination would be part of this process.


Unfortunately Congress failed to omit one rather expensive and burdensome rule.
Instead of allowing tribes to find for themselves the best method for ensuring that low-income homebuyers and renters would not be unduly charged for living in their NAHASDA tribal units, the law imposed the “30% rule” that had previously existed in the public housing program.  From the start of NAHASDA, tribes realized the cost and damage resulting from this rule.  Being unable to change or modify this statutory provision through rulemaking, over the past 16 years groups like National American Indian Housing Council, regional Indian housing associations, and many individual tribes have, with unanimous agreement, petitioned Congress to modify this statutory provision and permit the individual tribes and their housing entities to develop for themselves the process and procedure for charging their low-income tribal members.  
The current “30% rule” does much harm.  It costs tribal housing programs an enormous amount of money to administer, it diverts tenant service representatives from performing important management and tenant counseling services, and it creates an unhealthy and adversarial relationship in Indian country that often poisons individual tenant and tribal housing entity relations.

In closing, I would like to make mention that in the last two years Senator Johnson, members of your Committee staff and a host of other Congressional and administration officials have visited Pine Ridge and other similar South Dakota reservations to learn of our housing conditions.  We are most appreciative that they did.  For the many others who have not had the opportunity to see the worst conditions in Indian country, we, along with Oglala Sioux Tribe Partnership for Housing have decided to bring that Indian housing to Washington.  Our purpose is to show Congress and America the overcrowded conditions that far too many tribal members across this country have had to endure.  Next week façades and pieces of a deconstructed home from our first Indian housing project are being trucked to Washington, D.C. and put on display.
Not everyone can go to our reservations to see these housing conditions, so we and our Trail of Hope * are bringing this housing to them.  I hope that each member of this Committee and your staff will join us on April 17th near the Capitol to show America the type of housing that many American Indians and Alaska Natives have had to live in for far too long.

Again, on behalf of President Brewer and the Oglala Sioux Tribe, I want to thank you for inviting me to provide this testimony and I would like to reserve the right to supplement this testimony in the next 20 days.
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