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Introduction 

 

Pursuant to a Virginia Coastal Zone Management (CZM) Program grant, the Virginia 

Coastal Policy Center (VCPC) at William & Mary Law School engaged with representatives of 

Virginia’s state and federally recognized tribes to identify what questions, concerns, and priorities 

the tribes have regarding natural and cultural resources in the coastal zone of the Commonwealth. 

The ultimate goal of the project is to increase communication of tribal needs to the state natural 

resource agencies, and in particular to the CZM Program, in order to encourage cooperation and 

potential partnerships. To solicit feedback from the tribes, VCPC attempted contact through 

various methods including mailed letters, email, telephone, and in-person meetings. As a result of 

these efforts, VCPC successfully communicated with representatives from ten of the eleven state 

recognized tribes (representing six of the seven federally recognized tribes) in the Commonwealth. 

The following report summarizes the key findings from these communications. Additionally, two 

memoranda which expand on certain elements of the key findings are included as appendices to 

the main report. Appendix A, Tribal Resilience and Community Plans, summarizes various tribal 

resilience plans across the nation as well as similar, non-tribal community planning efforts in 

Virginia. Appendix B, Tribal Communities and State and Local Governments, describes different 

examples of relationships between tribal, state, and local governments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project, Task # 93.03 was funded by the Virginia Coastal Zone Management Program led by 

the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality through Grant #FY18 #18N054190152 of the 

U.S. Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, under the 

Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972, as amended. 
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Key Findings 

 

A. Capacity Building Assistance 

 

Most tribes in Virginia need at least some assistance with capacity building, including 

improvement of existing infrastructure and guidance on how to apply for grant money to pay for 

the needed work. Across all of the tribes that VCPC has spoken with, there are several 

infrastructure needs that are common to most. For example, some tribes need to build up the 

existing structures on their land, such as pavilions that need a concrete base to extend the useful 

life of the structure. Another commonly cited need was upgrades to their onsite bathrooms, 

especially to handle increased usage when the tribes host a festival or other activity that draws 

crowds to their land. Some tribes need to modernize their plumbing, such as with installation of a 

new water pump, and others need more capacity, like a deeper well to draw water. One tribe wants 

to build new bathrooms that are closer to the main pavilion area to make large gatherings easier. 

Many of the tribes cited the importance of festivals that bring members of the public to their land, 

and are interested in ways to make the holding of these events more feasible and ensure such events 

have a greater impact. This may include simple steps such as the installation of better signage to 

direct people to their land, or more involved activities such as entrance improvements and the 

construction of adequate parking facilities. 

 

Many of Virginia’s tribes have lands that are close to rivers or other bodies of water, and 

these waters are frequently an important aspect of tribal culture and economics. Some tribes have 

hatcheries to raise various species of fish and need funding to both continue operation and upgrade 

operations. Others have areas on their land that could qualify for a wetlands designation but need 

assistance to apply for that delineation. Some tribes want to repurpose their land, plant trees, and 

develop more economic opportunity. As part of that capacity building, nearly all of the tribes 

mentioned the need for grant assistance. Some have existing grants that need to be renewed, while 

others have specific projects, such as soil testing, that they want to accomplish with grant money. 

Most of the tribes would like to have a dedicated grant expert that either works for the tribe or that 

they can coordinate with. While the tribes have specific ideas for how to use grant funding, they 

are interested in assistance with respect to locating potential funding sources and navigating the 

application and reporting process. 

 

B. Planning Assistance 

  

 Much of the capacity building that tribes identified related to increasing their community 

resilience and adaptation in the face of climate change. Many tribes have infrastructure that, while 

still functional, could be modernized to make the tribes’ reservations more resilient. For example, 

gravel roads that are easily rutted by heavy rain could be paved to ensure that critical tribal 

infrastructure remains accessible in all weather. As another example, many tribes are either close 

or adjacent to a significant body of water, so shoreline resilience is a commonly cited goal, 

especially to be prepared for sea level rise and recurrent flooding. Since several tribes rely on local 

wells for their water supply, they would like to establish water quality testing procedures with the 

help of the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) or the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA). With sea level rise, saltwater intrusion into wells also becomes a 

concern. Some are also concerned about nearby industry overtaxing the aquifer, reducing the 
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pressure and supply for the tribes. For many of these projects, funding is of course critical, and 

help with obtaining grants, as discussed above, is important for these projects in order to help 

increase the tribes’ resilience. 

 

 At a more macro level, several tribes expressed interest in developing a comprehensive 

planning document, similar to the plans used by many Virginia localities. In addition to assistance 

with the development of such a plan, tribes expressed interest in determining how their tribal plan 

would connect to and be integrated with local and state plans on similar topics. Some tribes have 

already partnered with various institutions, like the Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS), 

to implement shoreline stabilization and living shorelines. Others have land that would benefit 

from such projects, but need assistance getting started. All of the tribes would like their projects 

to be properly integrated with state and locality plans, including the state Coastal Resilience Master 

Plan effort. 

 

For additional details regarding potential frameworks for tribal resilience plans, please see 

Appendix A, Tribal Resilience and Community Plans.  

 

C. Land Acquisition 

  

 Acquiring land is a goal of most tribes in Virginia, with some seeking to reacquire land 

they previously owned while others want to buy new land to expand their infrastructure. Many 

tribes are trying to reacquire land that they had previously sold to either the government or private 

parties. For example, one tribe donated land to create a state park, and now wish to use it for tribal 

activities, while another is seeking land from the Virginia Department of Forestry. Others have 

sold land and pay rent now to use it for their own purposes. For other tribes, they have identified 

land near or adjacent to their existing tribal lands and they wish to acquire it and already have an 

identified use for it. For example, one tribe, for which water is an important aspect of some of their 

ceremonial rituals, does not have access to any local bodies of water. They would like to expand 

their ownership of areas adjacent to their current land that abut waterways in order to allow for 

water-based rituals. Issues the tribes are facing include determining who owns the land they are 

seeking to acquire and the best method by which to acquire it.  

 

 The purposes of the tribes’ land acquisition varies greatly. Some wish to build spiritual 

centers, community centers, or other buildings that will strengthen the culture of the tribe. Others 

want to use new land to expand their economic independence, such as new agricultural land, while 

others want to have the land to protect from agricultural or commercial development. Some have 

environmental or resilience uses in mind, or a desire to create an area where tribal members can 

live near one another. Also, the tribes want to make sure they understand any limits on the use of 

their newly acquired land.  

 

D. Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

 

            Many tribes in Virginia want to pass along traditional ecological knowledge to their 

members and, in many cases, the public. Examples of projects some Virginia tribes wish to 

undertake include building community gardens, creating cultural museums and wellness centers, 

creating walking paths, and developing community fruit orchards.  
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            Subsistence fishing is also a priority for a number of Virginia’s tribes, both as a traditional 

practice to demonstrate and teach future generations and as a means to support current tribal 

members. There are currently a number of concerns about maintaining an adequate and healthy 

fish population throughout the State. Some tribes are worried about pollution, particularly 

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), a man-made chemical formerly used in a variety of industrial 

applications, entering the water and then the food chain. There are also concerns about dams 

blocking fish spawning grounds and reducing overall fish passage and populations. Some tribes 

would also like to see, or be involved with, projects to restore native and traditional fish 

populations. There is particular interest around efforts to recover the sturgeon population.  

 

            Finally, many of Virginia’s tribes have interest in partnering with outside organizations on 

a number of projects surrounding traditional ecological knowledge. One common thread is the 

desire to develop Best Management Practices (BMPs) and land use plans for farming and utilizing 

currently held lands in a manner that best meets their needs and goals. Additionally, there is interest 

in partnering with an outside organization to research and analyze different traditional tonics and 

medicines.  

 

E. Capturing Histories 

 

            A common desire of Virginia’s tribes is to suitably capture their histories so that the tribes’ 

stories are preserved and can be passed along. The ideas on how to accomplish this goal range in 

form from more common notions of historical accounting and preservation to creating ongoing 

and active programs centered on traditional knowledge transfer. Examples of the latter include 

programs for fishing and agriculture where current tribal members teach others traditional skills 

and knowledge in an outdoor classroom.  

 

            The tribes are also interested in obtaining outside funding for a variety of historical and 

educational projects. There is a desire to create a traditional knowledge encyclopedia to make the 

information more readily accessible. Some tribes would also like equipment and assistance to 

capture oral histories, as some currently have a limited capacity to record elders. Other tribes are 

also interested in funding for lecture spaces and equipment that could help with interpretive 

activities, such as canoes for paddling on a nearby river. There is a need for facilities to store 

artifacts as well as the need for resources to preserve those artifacts. Additionally, some tribes 

would like funding to conduct historical research. Specifically, there is interest in conducting 

research on individual tribal history and also on historical treaties between the tribes, the British 

crown, and colonial governments.   

 

F. Improving Communication 

 

Overwhelmingly, tribes in Virginia express a desire for increased communication at a 

number of levels: within individual tribes, between tribes, between tribes and local governments, 

and between tribes and state government. There was no specific consensus regarding the 

appropriate entity to convene or facilitate communications at these various levels. Some tribes 

indicated a desire to establish a new effort, separate from the existing Virginia Indian Advisory 

Board, for purposes of inter-tribal communications. Some state-recognized tribes identified a 
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desire to meet or open a dialogue with federally recognized tribes in Virginia to discuss their own 

applications for federal recognition and whether or not they are being carried out correctly. On the 

topic of federal recognition, a concern was also expressed that tribal interactions seemed to 

decrease upon gaining federal recognition.  

 

            There was also some concern about communication within individual tribes. There is a 

clear wish to engage tribal members and a desire to conduct projects that are widely accessible to 

members. Specific concerns were voiced about keeping members informed and connected with 

the tribe as they move farther away. To this end, there is interest in online platforms and tools, 

such as website redesigns, to help members who have moved away to stay connected.  

 

 For additional details regarding potential relationship frameworks between tribal, state, and 

local governments please see Appendix B, Tribal Communities and State and Local Governments. 

 

G. Legal and Administrative Issues 

 

 Most of the tribes have individualized legal questions, but they can be categorized broadly. 

The most common concern is obtaining federal recognition among tribes that have not yet achieved 

that recognition. While each tribe may have its own reason for seeking federal recognition, the 

majority could benefit from the panoply of benefits that accompany such a designation. Another 

large category of issues includes environmental concerns. Many of the tribes face issues that many 

private property owners face, such as questions surrounding the siting and permitting of pipelines 

or electrical cables that may potentially cross their land. Interest in irrigation plans and soil testing 

for agricultural land, as well as a desire to partner with universities and other entities to study 

issues regarding saltwater intrusion and shoreline stabilization were identified. In addition to these 

environmental concerns, the tribes also face issues that any government would face, such as 

securing health care for their members.  

 

Conclusion 

 

While each tribal community within Virginia is unique, there are some concerns and 

priorities which are common across multiple tribal communities. Of the topics identified in this 

report, perhaps one that should be the initial focus is the idea of improving communication. 

Improved communication between tribes, between tribes and local governments, and between 

tribes and the state government is an important building block for the other topics identified in this 

report. Establishing a framework for such continued communication is a crucial first step to 

providing assistance with respect to capacity building, planning efforts, land acquisition, passing 

along traditional ecological knowledge, capturing tribal histories, and addressing legal and 

administrative issues.  


