
 

SELF-GOVERNANCE IN TRIBAL TRANSPORTATION 
 

 

 

Summary of Issue:    

 
Indian communities depend on roads and their Tribal transportation systems to connect housing, health 

centers, schools, emergency services, employment centers and for access to economic development 

activities.  Yet, federal funding for Tribal transportation has not kept pace with the resources devoted to 

other aspects of the national roads and transportation network.  Even the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 

acknowledges the Indian reservation roads system to be "among the most rudimentary of any 

transportation network in the United States."   

  

Congress has sought to address transportation infrastructure deficiencies in Indian Country by increasing 

funding available to Tribes, broadening eligibility for direct Tribal participation in federal transportation 

programs and by extending the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act (ISDEAA) to 

several of those programs.  With increased funding and expanded authority, Tribes have demonstrated 

that they are best positioned to ensure the effective and efficient use of federal transportation 

infrastructure funds.   

 

Despite the Tribes' proven results, the Departments of Transportation (DOT) and Interior have been 

unwilling to extend the ISDEAA framework into new program areas, such as transit and highway safety.  

Both DOT and Interior have resisted full application of the ISDEAA to road construction activities that 

Congress specifically and repeatedly stated must be carried out pursuant to the ISDEAA.   

 

To address these concerns, during the last surface transportation reauthorization (MAP-21, Moving 

Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century), Tribes urged Congress to extend Tribal Self-Governance to all 

DOT Programs.  The House of Representatives included the DOT Self-Governance Program as part of 

its transportation legislation, but it was not included in the Senate bill and was not enacted into law.   

Although MAP-21 increased funding and made some improvements to Tribal programs, overall the 

legislation did not include many of the proposals advanced by Tribes.  

 

MAP-21 is a two-year authorization that was scheduled to expire at the end of FY 2014 and has been 

extended to May 31, 2015.  Congressional leaders from both parties have identified the transportation 

reauthorization as a priority of the 114
th

 Congress.  While most discussion is focused on establishing a 

mechanism to fund transportation infrastructure improvements, Congressional committees have been 

working on proposed reauthorization legislation.  To effectively advance tribal provisions in the 

reauthorization bill, it will be critical that Tribes nationally advance a unified agenda.   To that end, 

tribal representatives came together as a “Tribal Unity Caucus” and prepared proposed legislation 

known as the “Tribal Transportation Unity Act,” which provides for the expansion of ISDEAA Tribal 

Self-Governance to the U.S. DOT, along with increased funding for the Tribal Transportation Program 

(TTP) and the Tribal Transit, Tribal Bridge and Tribal Safety Programs, restored funding for Tribal 

High Priority Projects, the creation of a Tribal Infrastructure Bank, and various administrative and 

technical improvements to Tribal transportation programs. 

 

On February 25, 2015, Representatives Peter DeFazio (D-OR) and Don Young (R-AK) introduced the 

“Tribal Transportation Self-Governance Act of 2015” (HR 1068), legislation that would expand the 

ISDEAA to programs and divisions within the Department of Transportation (DOT) that provide 

funding to tribes.  Representative DeFazio is the Ranking Member of the House Transportation and 



Infrastructure Committee and Representative Young is the Chairman of the House Natural Resources 

Subcommittee on Indian, Insular, and Alaska Native Affairs.   The National Congress of American 

Indians (NCAI), the Tribal Transportation Unity Caucus (TTUC) and the Self-Governance Advisory 

Committee have identified self-governance with DOT as among their priorities for the tribal 

transportation reauthorization.  Self-Governance with DOT involves no new costs in the federal budget 

and would reduce costs overall by eliminating bureaucracy and streamlining funding agreements and 

project delivery.   

 

The need for the extension of Self-Governance to DOT and for other improvements to the Tribal 

transportation programs has become increasingly clear over the past few years.  The BIA has promoted 

the use of non-ISDEAA “government-to-government” agreements that have some of the features of 

ISDEAA agreements but do not have all of the protections and safeguards provided to Tribes under the 

ISDEAA.   The BIA has also circulated proposed regulations for the TTP that in some instances would 

roll back tribal authority even where tribes have fully assumed operation of the TTP under the ISDEAA.  

 

Objectives/Goals:   

 
1. Promote and coordinate a unified national Tribal advocacy effort in regard to the MAP-21 

Reauthorization, to result in increased funding for Tribal transportation programs, enactment of the 

DOT Self Governance Program, and other administrative and technical improvements to Tribal 

programs in the next surface transportation act. 

 

 Strategy & Actions:  

 
1. Share the success stories of transportation programs administered by Tribes under the ISDEAA with 

your congressional delegation and the key committees and provide examples of how extending self-

governance to the DOT would strengthen your transportation program. 

 

2. Urge your Congressional Representative(s) to co-sponsor HR 1068 and ask him/her to express 

support to Chairman Shuster for including the language of HR 1068 in the House Transportation and 

Infrastructure Committee's reauthorization bill. 

 

3. Ask your Senators to sponsor or co-sponsor a Senate version of the Tribal Transportation Self-

Governance Act of 2015.  


