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Summary of Findings:  Studies have shown that over the last century the earth has 
already experienced measurable changes in the climate—rising temperatures, warming oceans, 
thawing polar ice sheets, and changes in the hydrologic cycle, to name a few. If climate change is 
not adequately addressed, these trends will continue or even accelerate, and it is certain that 
people throughout the world will suffer adverse consequence under even the most conservative 
predictions of future climate scenarios. In light of this reality, a growing number of local, state, 
and regional efforts have evolved to tackle the issues presented by climate change. However, 
because of the complexity of climate change and the widespread nature of its effects, an effective 
solution to mitigate climate change will certainly require broad national policy and federal 
legislation.  

In developing a legal and policy framework to address climate change, policymakers 
must consider how climate change affects Native American communities. Traditional tribal 
practices and relationships with the natural world form the spiritual, cultural, and economic 
foundation for many Native American nations— foundations that will be, and in some cases 
already are, threatened by climate change. Thus, important ethical reasons exist for taking into 
account the impact of climate change on native communities. Moreover, many aspects of tribal 
culture—for example, subsistence practices and water rights for tribal lands—have been 
recognized and protected by treaties, statutes, and judicial decisions. In the event of growing 
scarcity of natural resources and other effects of climate change, tribal enforcement of these 
interests could pose problems for current patterns of use and consumption by non-tribal parties. 
Therefore, policymakers must be aware of the fact that climate change will have weighty legal 
and practical ramifications on tribes.  

The Natural Resources Law Center is engaged in a study that is examining the various 
ways in which climate change will impact tribes.  The study is also considering the legal and 
policy options that might help tribes address these impacts.  The study begins with a discussion 
of generally applicable measures such as climate change litigation and various statutory 
approaches that are beginning to appear on the local, state, and regional levels. It then reviews 
four regional case studies—Alaska, the Pacific Northwest, the Southwest, and Florida—to flesh 
out the range of impacts from climate change on tribes.  It also discusses the legal and policy 
measures that tribes might employ to adapt to climate change and to protect their legal rights in 
the absence of broad federal climate change policy.   A draft of the study is currently being 
circulated for comment and is available on the NRLC’s website at 
http://www.colorado.edu/law/centers/nrlc/pubs.htm  

As sovereign entities, tribes must retain control over how to best address the effects of 
climate change on their communities, and some of the approaches described in the presentation 
are already being employed by tribes. Nonetheless, for policymakers to ignore the implications 
of climate change for tribes would almost certainly lead to tension between tribal and non-tribal 
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interests. By understanding the implications of climate change for tribes, by including them in 
the process of crafting national climate change policy and legislation, and by forging cooperative 
relationships with tribes, policymakers can ensure solutions that will be fair and equitable for 
everyone.  

 
Practical implications of the research for tribal communities:  Climate change has 

already begun to impact tribal communities, especially in Alaska where the impacts of climate 
change more pronounced.  While some tribal communities are well aware of the potential harm 
that climate change may cause them and have begun to consider ways to address that harm, other 
tribes lack the resources and information that will be necessary to develop and effective climate 
change strategy.  The NRLC study is designed to help fill that gap and ensure that the impacts of 
climate change on Native Americans and the means to redress those impacts become a more 
prominent issue in the debate over who best to address climate change. 
 

The policy or practice relevance of the research:  As suggested in the above summary, 
policymakers need to better understand the implications of climate change for tribes and help 
ensure that these implications are considered in fashioning short and long term solutions in terms 
of both adaptation to climate change and mitigation of its impacts.  
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