
The Friends Committee on National Legislation 
(FCNL) is one of a few faith-based groups that 
lobbies with and for Native Americans on issues 
affecting their communities. Through the years, 
FCNL has developed a credibility that enables it 
to provide Congress with unbiased insight and 
information about the issues that affect indigenous 
peoples in the United States.

There are currently 573 federally recognized tribes 
in the United States, as well as many other Native 
communities still fighting for recognition. Since the 
tribes are so culturally and geographically diverse, 
their needs and challenges vary greatly—but they 
are making strides in building a better future. 

Historically, FCNL’s Native 
American Advocacy Pro-
gram is based on consulta-
tions and building connec-
tions among these tribes, 
tribal organizations, and 
non-Native allies. For ex-
ample, in the 1970s, FCNL’s 
Native American policy 
work was based largely on 
the results of a series of 
regular consultations by a 
group equally composed of 
tribal leaders and represen-
tatives of yearly meetings.

In 2017, FCNL launched the 
Native American Congres-
sional Advocacy Program, 
which trains young advo-
cates. The term of FCNL’s 

Advocating with and for Native Americans

first Native American congressional advocate, 
Lacina Tangnaqudo Onco (Shinnecock/Kiowa), is 
ending, and her successor, Kerri Colfer (Tlingit), is 
continuing her work.

Although the program continues to keep an eye on 
issues that FCNL worked on in the past, the program 
has recently focused on missing and murdered Indig-
enous women (MMIW). The main legislative vehicle 
for FCNL’s focus this year is the reauthorization of 
the Violence Against Women Act, originally passed 
in 1993 with the help of FCNL and Native advocates. 

Kerri Colfer (Tlingit), a lawyer, highlighted two new 
issues that could impact Native American efforts in 

(continued on p. 2)
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Native American women rally on Capitol Hill, Sept. 11, 2019, for the reauthorization of 
the Violence Against Women Act. Photo: Emily Sajewski
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building a better future for their communities today: 
advance appropriations for essential services and 
the impact of climate change. 

Tribes are speaking out about the federal govern-
ment’s trust responsibility to provide for their well-
being as sovereign nations and their ability to grow 
and prosper—not merely exist. When the United 
States government shuts down, as it did December 
2018-January 2019, Native Americans are among the 
most severely affected. 

Many tribes depend on federal funding for health 
programs, and when the U.S. government shuts 
down, it prevents them from paying employees. It 
forces tribes to allocate funds from other essential 
areas of tribal operations and services in order to 
make up for the lack of federal funding. 

“As a result, tribes are often unable to make impor-
tant improvements to their facilities, budget properly, 
or retain employees,” Colfer said. 

Native American advocates are asking Congress to 
ensure that federal agencies like the Indian Health 
Service receive advance funding to help them 
avoid the harmful impact of government shut-
downs. On Sept. 25, 2019, the House Subcommit-
tee for Indigenous Peoples held hearings on two 
bills—the Indian Programs Advanced Appropria-
tions Act (H.R. 1128) and the Indian Health Service 
Advance Appropriations Act (H.R. 1135). FCNL is 
following this issue closely.

Colfer said that, if passed, these bills would provide 
advance funding that will allow tribes to not only 
meet their basic needs, but also create dynamic and 
strong economies.

Tribes, especially those located in coastal areas, are 
expected to be disproportionately impacted by 
climate change in the coming years. Many tribes 
depend on local natural resources for their subsis-
tence and economy. That is why Native people have 
long been at the forefront of climate change initia-
tives, despite contributing very little to the problem. 
Over the past few years, FCNL’s climate program 
has repeatedly emphasized this connection. 

On July 25, 2019, Fawn Sharp, president of the 
Quinault Indian Nation, testified in front of the 
House Committee on Natural Resources on the 
devastating impact climate change is having on the 
tribe’s land and economy. Increased rainfall and 
rising sea levels are flooding their coasts, and they 
will have to move one of their villages to higher 
ground at the cost of as much as $200 million

“Despite these new challenges, tribes continue to 
build for a brighter future, bringing with them the 
shared values and traditions they have always held 
dear,” Colfer said. 

To support FCNL’s advocacy on behalf of Native Ameri-
cans, Nebraska Yearly Meeting Friends established a 
Native American Fund in 1993. In June 2019, the FCNL 
Education Fund received a generous endowment gift of 
$385,000 from an anonymous donor that brought the 
principal of the fund to $500,000. This endowment will 
help guarantee the long-term sustainability of the Native 
American Advocacy Program. 

Advocating with and for Native Americans (from p. 1)

Learn and Lobby Congress 
to Act on Climate Change

Join students, recent graduates, and young 
adults as they learn to lobby Congress during 

FCNL’s 2020 Spring Lobby Weekend.

March 28-31, 2020 | Washington, D.C.

For more information, visit fcnl.org/SLW
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(continued on p. 6)

Sometimes we are touched by Spirit in ways that are 
both tender and forceful, and we can’t turn away. 
Often, these spiritual openings come in places and 
times we don’t expect. 

Last summer, in a meeting with Friends and friends 
at the First Alaskans Institute, I felt a new opening 
to understand the sins of my people against indig-
enous peoples. The feelings I have experienced—grief, 
shame, and hope for the resilience of the human 
spirit—live in me now. 

Grief over the grave injustices that have perpetrated 
generational trauma for indigenous peoples. Shame 
that my white European ancestors and my chosen 
Quaker faith participated in the cultural genocide of 
others. Hope for the resilience of people who perpe-
trated injustice to ask for forgiveness and for those 
who have suffered to forgive. 

We know of the grievous decisions our government 
made to deprive Native Americans of their homes on 
land that wasn’t “owned;” to force them to reserva-
tions; and to make them compliant to a white, Chris-
tian way of being in the world. 

In that conversation in Anchorage, what opened for 
me was to consider how I can be an ally with people 
who have had their culture, religion, language, liveli-
hood, and families stolen from them. I heard how the 
actions of those who colonized this land and made it 
their own profoundly violated the lives of indigenous 
peoples. I heard how the effect of those actions mani-
fests in the trauma in subsequent generations. 

I heard how the Quaker and other Christian mission-
aries forbade people in Alaskan villages their dances, 
their drumming, and their music. This severing of 
spiritual and cultural practices was not only denying 
heritage, it was denying people their stories, denying 
them the essence of who they are as humans.

The four Friends and the five people from First Alas-
kans Institute began the meeting with introductions 
that told our stories. The meeting was led by Ayyu Qa-
ssatag (Inupiaq). She named her mother, father, grand-
parents, home, and language. We introduced ourselves 
in this way, establishing a personal connection and a 
space that opened us to one another as humans. 

A Quaker Reflection

Naming the Truths
By Diane Randall

I recognize the value of heart-to-heart conversations 
as a way for Quakers and other people of faith to 
listen to and speak the truth of how our ancestors 
harmed and destroyed indigenous people and to see 
one another with respect and love. 

I have learned from Friends and from other faith 
leaders—in Christian churches—who are facing the 
spiritual challenge of confronting how our historic 
actions have done violence to entire populations 
based on a false sense of superiority and righteous-
ness. This is essential labor for all of us who are 
white and Christian. 

As I reflect on the meaning of my experience last 
summer, I have a new understanding of how living 
in a culture that protects white supremacy and Chris-
tian supremacy has affected my way of navigating 
the world. 

It is difficult for the present generation to have to 
inherit the burdens passed by ancestors, but it feels 

MAKE A MONTHLY  
COMMITMENT TO BUILD PEACE 

Being a Monthly Sustainer allows more of your gift 
to support FCNL’s lobbying and education work. It 

also saves paper and postage.    

Donate securely online at fcnl.org/sustainers. 
Questions? Call Kelsey Shaffer, 202-903-2529.
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FCNL’s work on Native American started soon after it 
established an office on Capitol Hill. The stories that 
arise from the decades of the work behind us are not 
just our stories—they are still connected to the lives 
of many of our relatives. 

One story was retold to me recently by a young 
Seneca man, who was filming a discussion at a 
conference on Indian boarding schools. He said his 
grandfather remembered the work of the Quakers in 
the late 1950s to stop the building of the Kinzua Dam 
in Pennsylvania. The dam was part of a plan to save 
Pittsburgh from flooding, by flooding one-third of 
the land reserved for the Seneca Nation. 

Led by Arthur Morgan, a civil engineer and Quaker, 
FCNL and the American Friends Service Committee 
advocated diverting the water elsewhere to preserve 
Seneca lands while saving Pittsburgh from the floods. 
When the Army Corps of Engineers rejected this pro-
posal, FCNL lobbied for compensation and relocation 
assistance for the Seneca. 

From the late 1950s through the mid-1970s, volun-
teers led FCNL’s policy work. The work was based 
largely on a series of consultations by a group equally 
made up of tribal and yearly meeting representa-
tives. These consultations led to opposition to the U.S. 
government’s termination policy that ended federal 
recognition of many tribes as government entities. 

The consultations also strengthened grassroots sup-
port for adequate funding for schools and health care, 
for the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (P.L.92-
203) Act, and for oil rights for the Osage Nation. 

Staffing the Program
In the mid-1970s, the work continued with the estab-
lishment of a staffed Native American program. It 
was supported by several yearly meetings, the United 
Society of Friends Women, and a few individuals. 
The inaugural staff were Diane Payne and Brian Mi-
chener, who served as Friends in Washington starting 
in 1975. 

In summarizing FCNL’s work with Native Ameri-
cans in the two years she was at FCNL, Diane Payne 

Working with Native Americans to  
Bend the Arc of History to Justice 
By Ruth Flower

wrote: “The Friends in Washington worked on water 
rights (Colorado River, Orme Dam flooding, and 
unauthorized sale of water by the Department of the 
Interior), helped draft amendments on the Indian 
Health Care Improvement Act (P.L. 94-437), and ar-
ranged for expert testimony on the upcoming crime 
bill regarding its impact on Native Americans.”

She added that FCNL staff helped 45 members of 
the Lakota Treaty Council in arranging meetings 
with 70 members of Congress about the violence at 
Pine Ridge. They also sought congressional hear-
ings on the activities of the FBI and the U.S. Army 
in the reservation. 

For more than 40 years, FCNL’s work has continued 
to touch on this wide range of issues. 

Native American Children 
In the late 1970s the FCNL staff was augmented 
by Mennonite volunteers and a Jesuit priest. FCNL 
played a major role in the passage of the Indian 
Child Welfare Act (P.L. 95–608). To curb the all-too-
frequent practice of removing Native children from 
their families and making them easily available for 
adoption, this law required tribes to be notified and 
given the opportunity to be involved in decisions 
about their placement. 

Don Reeves, an FCNL lobbyist, and his wife Barbara 
had adopted a Native child in Nebraska. They testi-
fied in Congress based on their own experience and 
their growing understanding that Native children 
need their own families and communities to thrive. 
Their testimony and FCNL’s lobbying helped move 
the bill through Congress. The law is under attack 
again today and needs support. 

In more recent decades, FCNL has supported the res-
toration of Native languages, resulting in the Esther 
Martinez Native American Languages Preservation 
Act of 2006 (P.L. 109-394). The law promotes oppor-
tunities for children to learn their Native languages 
from elders and in schools.

Working with our interfaith colleagues, FCNL also 
had significant impact in obtaining funding to 
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rebuild Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) schools. 
About 40,000 Indian children attend the 183 BIE 
schools; more than half of the schools needed to be 
torn down and replaced. 

FCNL and other faith-groups lobbied vigorously 
for adequate funds to replace all the schools in poor 
condition, at an estimated cost of $1.3 billion. While 
Congress declined to provide that amount, it did 
increase funding to $58 million by 2016, allowing the 
worst of the schools to be replaced. 

Tribal Justice Systems
Another area of FCNL’s Native American advocacy 
has been the tribal justice systems. The “termination 
era”—when tribal governments were weakened, and 
many members were dispersed to cities—seriously 
challenged tribal governments’ ability to keep their 
citizens safe. 

Jurisdiction over tribal lands and tribal citizens is 
fraught with overlapping complications, laws, and in-
terpretations. This crazy quilt of laws has prevented 
the underfunded and overextended tribal police and 
courts from protecting tribal citizens. 

In most cases, tribal police could not arrest—and 
tribal courts could not try—a non-Indian accused of 
a serious crime in Indian Country. FCNL lobbied for 

the Tribal Law and Order Act (Public Law 111–211) 
in 2011. In 2013, it lobbied for the reauthorization of 
the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA). For the 
first time, VAWA included language specific to tribal 
jurisdiction and provided resources directly to tribal 
justice systems. 

These newer laws introduced some changes that now 
allow tribal police in some circumstances to arrest a 
non-Indian for certain kinds of crimes committed in 
Indian country. FCNL’s work in this field continues 
now with a focus on missing and murdered Indig-
enous women. 

All these stories from FCNL’s past hold significant 
places on a long arc of change. Nothing happens 
quickly, but looking back it is possible to see clear 
contrasts with previous policies, and even sharper 
contrasts with the way things might have gone if 
FCNL and other advocates had not engaged in the ef-
fort. The long arc of history bends toward justice, but 
only when people of each generation stand on it. 

Ruth Flower is former FCNL legislative director. This ar-
ticle is based on her remarks during the event Oct. 23, 2019 
event, Indigenous People Day: The Long Arc of FCNL’s 
Advocacy (fcnl.org/qwc). Her original paper, “Quakers, In-
dians, and Congress: 40 Years of Engagement,” is available 
online at decolonizingquakers.org. 

Former FCNL Legislative Director Ruth Flower with Lacina Tangnaqudo Onco (Shinnecock/Kiowa) on her left and 
Kerri Colfer (Tlingit) on her right. Photo: Adlai Amor
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Five New FCNL Resources
Look for these new FCNL publications and when 
they will be available.

The first is A Guide to Congress for College Student 
Advocates, by Dr. Welling Hall. It has eight lesson 
plans is focused on training advocates as part 
of FCNL’s Spring Lobby Weekend. Dr. Hall is 
a member of the West Richmond, IN, Friends 
Meeting. It is now available for download at 
fcnl.org/teachingadvocacy. 

The second is a study guide by Ruth Flower, 
former FCNL legislative director. It’s working title 
is Decolonizing Our Minds: Indigenous Peoples and Quakers. The toolkit is 
aimed at helping Quakers confront its history with Native Americans and 
help in the healing process. It will be available for download by early 2020. 

Faithfully Lobbying: 2018-2019 Annual Report, is being mailed to supporters 
in mid-November. It gives an overview of FCNL’s and FCNL Education 
Fund’s activities in fiscal year 2019. 

The 2019 The World Seek: Statement of Legislative Policy, will be mailed in 
early January 2020 and available for download. However, this is pending 
approval by the FCNL General Committee during the 2019 Annual Meeting. 

By spring 2020, we also hope to release a new pamphlet by Ruth Flower 
based on her paper, “Quakers, Indians, and Congress: 40 Years of 
Engagement.” This was originally presented at the 2016 conference, 
Quakers, First Nations, American Indians: From the 1650s to the 21st 
Century at the University of Pennsylvania. It is also available for 
download at decolonizingquakers.org. 
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Naming the Truths (from p. 3)FCNL Celebrates 
Indigenous Peoples’ Day
Starting this year, FCNL observes the second Monday in October as In-
digenous Peoples’ Day, not Columbus Day. 

“Celebrating Indigenous Peoples Day on Columbus Day is one way to help 
the FCNL community rethink history, as well as honoring the resilience of 
Indigenous peoples today,” said Diane Randall, FCNL’s executive secretary. 

For several years, FCNL remained open through the Columbus Day fed-
eral holiday. Instead, FCNL substituted it for the last Friday of October to 
observe William Penn Day and United Nations Day.

Indigenous Peoples’ Day was first suggested in 1977 during the United 
Nations International Conference on Discrimination Against Indigenous 
Populations in the Americas. In 1989, South Dakota became the first state 
to observe Indigenous Peoples Day in lieu of Columbus Day.  

like a necessary undertaking. I 
do not know exactly where this 
opening will bring me. But I 
am grateful for FCNL’s work to 
address racial injustice—both 
within the Native American 
Advocacy Program and all our 
legislative priorities—and to be 
attentive to the inherent racial 
disparities in U.S. policies. 

The work of recognizing injus-
tice, speaking truth, practicing 
reconciliation is lifelong, and 
I’m clear that for me it is both 
personal and policy-focused. 
Resolution will not come soon 
or easily, but being available to 
foster relationships that help us 
see in new ways creates trust 
and builds faith that Way will 
open for healing.

Diane Randall is FCNL executive 
secretary.  
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Working as the Congressional Advocate on Native 
American Policy has been an amazing opportunity. 
My two years with FCNL allowed me to truly under-
stand the issues we are working on. There are only a 
handful of fellowships in tribal policy. The fact that 
this fellowship is hosted by a faith-based advocacy 
organization makes it truly unique. 

I began my fellowship in November 2017. After 
consulting with several interfaith partners and tribal 
organizations, I determined FCNL’s policy priorities 
for the Native American Policy Program. My policy 
work focused on the crisis of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women (MMIW) and ending violence 
against Native women. 

Native women experience violent crimes at higher 
rates compared to other women in the United States. 
This crisis has led to the silent epidemic of MMIW. 
While this is well known in Indian Country, it has 
received little attention outside our communities. 
Thanks to widespread organizing and advocacy ef-
forts, the problem is now being recognized by state 
and federal policymakers. 

In the last two years, several bills related to missing 
and murdered Indigenous women have been intro-
duced. One bill that FCNL has been working on is 
Savanna’s Act. In August 2017, Savanna LaFontaine 
Greywind, a Spirit Lake Dakota and Turtle Mountain 
Chippewa woman, went missing and was found bru-
tally murdered by her neighbor. 

Savanna’s story is incredibly tragic, especially since 
she was pregnant. Her story is just one of many cases 
of missing Native women later found murdered. To 
honor Savanna’s memory, former Senator Heidi Heit-
kamp (ND) introduced Savanna’s Act (originally S. 
1942). This bill will improve data collection of missing 

cases; increases tribal access to criminal databases; 
and increases coordination between state, federal, 
tribal, and local law enforcement agencies.

Savanna’s Act was very close to passing in December 
2018, but it couldn’t quite make it over the finish line 
when the 115th Congress ended. Thankfully, it was 
reintroduced in both the House and the Senate at the 
start of this year’s 116th Congress. In addition to the 
stand-alone bill, Savanna’s Act is incorporated in the 
House version of the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA or H.R. 1585). This comprehensive VAWA bill 
will restore tribal jurisdiction over violent crimes, 
which is a big step forward to ending violence in 
tribal communities.

As it stands, tribes only have jurisdiction over non-
Native Americans for crimes of domestic violence. A 
VAWA reauthorization that restores their jurisdiction 
over violent crimes, such as sexual assault and child 
abuse, will help tribes keep their communities safe. 
Together with our partners, FCNL was able to push 
a VAWA reauthorization bill through the House early 
this year. Although the Senate still has to pass VAWA, 
we will continue to push for the inclusion of strong 
tribal provisions until it is successfully reauthorized. 

While my fellowship is ending, I know that I am 
leaving FCNL’s Native American Policy Program 
in the capable hands of the next fellow, Kerri Colfer. 
She will build on my advocacy work and continue to 
develop the program. 

FCNL has and always will work with tribal leaders, 
organizations, and coalitions to ensure that Native 
voices are properly represented in Congress. I, myself, 
will use my FCNL experience to continue advocating 
for tribes on the Hill. 

Lacina Tangnaquodo Onco (Shinnecock/
Kiowa), is FCNL’s first congressional advo-
cate for Native American Policy. She will 
be joining the Native American Finance 
Officers Association, as a policy specialist, 
and will be advocating for sound economic 
and fiscal policies in Indian Country. 

Viewpoint

Making Native Voices Heard in Congress
By Lacina Tangnaqudo Onco (Shinnecock/Kiowa)

FCNL has and always will work with 
tribal leaders, organizations, and 
coalitions to ensure that Native voices 
are properly represented in Congress. 
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Question & Answer with Kerri Colfer (Tlingit)

No Such Thing as One Native Voice
What attracted you to FCNL? 
Since I grew up in Pennsylvania, the Quaker aspect 
stuck out when I saw the job posting. When I saw 
that FCNL works on the Violence Against Women 
Act (VAWA), I got really excited because that’s what 
I focused on as a student, especially as it relates to 
Alaskan Native villages. 

When did you first decide to pursue a law career?
In high school, I knew I wanted to study law, and 
I knew I wanted to pursue a career in Federal 
Indian Law. I eventually became more interested in 
bringing attention to domestic violence and how it 
affects Native communities. My tribe is matrilineal—
we trace our ancestry through our mother’s lineage, 
and we belong to our mother’s clan. Women are a 
central part of our identity. I was raised by a single 
mother, and she has always been an example of the 
strength and resilience of Native women that I look 
up to. Because of her, I knew I wanted to use my 
voice to bring attention to the crisis of missing and 
murdered Indigenous women and stop this violence 
in our communities.

Native issues have been long ignored by 
decisionmakers and the media. Is it difficult to 
remain positive?
It can be frustrating, sometimes, when Native people 
are left out of policy conversations in Congress and 
the mainstream media, especially when Natives are 
disproportionately affected. Shutdowns, climate 
change, health care—these things really mean 
something different for Natives. But I stay positive 
because it motivates me. As a Native person, it drives 
me to speak out more.

Is there anything that’s surprised you about the 
advocacy world in D.C. so far? 
I’m new to D.C., so everything is a surprise. But in the 
legislative advocacy world here, what struck me was 
the amount of collaboration that goes on between 

different organizations and constituents. There are so 
many people working towards the same goals.

What ways can FCNL improve in advocating for 
Native rights and issues? 

Recognizing Indigenous Peoples’ Day is a great step 
forward. FCNL can continue along the same lines by 
remembering Natives in all the other things that we 
do. Recognize that we’re on indigenous land when 
we work in D.C. and around the country. 

We should remember that Native issues aren’t just 
one category and that the other issues we work on 
also affect Native people, so we should bring that 
understanding to our advocacy. 

Tribes aren’t monolithic. They’re all very different 
and there are many perspectives that all should 
go into our work. There’s no such thing as one 
Native voice. 

Kerri Colfer (Tlingit) joined FCNL in 
September as the new congressional 
advocate in the Native American 
Advocacy program. She earned a B.A 
in English Literature from Brown 
University and J.D. from Temple 
University. Colfer is a member of the 
Tlingit tribe of southeast Alaska.

Interview by Alex Frandsen, FCNL communication 
assistant. 

Tribes aren’t monolithic. They’re 
all very different and there are 
many perspectives that all should 
go into our work. There’s no 
such thing as one Native voice. 


