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Partnering with Tribal Nations
 for Economic Prosperity

October 21, 2026
First Nations 
Development Institute



Session Walk-a-ways:
 Importance of meaningful tribal partnerships and 

collaborations for regional prosperity

 Vision and approaches for economic development 
initiatives

 Open discussions, sharing knowledge as Community of 
Practice (CoP) professionals

Any Specific walk-a-way from the audience?



Partnerships 



 Dr. Joanie Buckley –First Nations Development Institute (Oneida Nation)

 Calvin Castillo  –    Transit Manager, Navajo Nation

 Todd Morris      –    Senior Mobility Manager, Northern                                
                             Arizona Council of Governments 
(NACOG)

 Paulette Butterfly – Blackfeet Planning Director, Blackfeet Nation

 Sarah Converse –   Executive Director, Sweetgrass Development

 Mystic Cournoyer ExecMPA – Economic Development and Trust Fund 
Director, Yankton Sioux Tribe

 London Weier -       Program Manager, NADO  



Navajo Nation















TRANSIT PLANNING AS A 
PATHWAY
TO PARTNERSHIP

How a transit planning project created a connection 
between NACOG and the Navajo Nation

NADO EDD–Tribal Engagement  |Tod Morris- NACOG



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 1  /  B A C K G R O U N D

Who NACOG is, and where transportation fits
A regional organization operating across 4 northern Arizona counties.

NACOG Service Area 4 counties Apache • Coconino • Navajo • Yavapai

Regional forum Transportation, economic 
development, aging, housing, Head 
Start + more

Transportation 
role

Regional planning outside Flagstaff 
and Prescott metropolitan areas, 
Roadway & Transit
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Navajo Nation



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

Sharing a region does not automatically create a partnership
The challenge was not repairing a damaged relationship. It was creating an institutional connection where little routine interaction 
existed.

PROXIMITY ≠ PARTNERSHIP

SOVEREIGNTY

Tribal governments are sovereign governments, not 
simply another local jurisdiction.

LIMITED ROUTINE CONTACT

NACOG historically had few institutional pathways with 
the Navajo Nation beyond transportation.

COLLABORATION GOALS

The goal is government-to-government relationship 
building, not ordinary stakeholder outreach.
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0 1  /  B A C K G R O U N D

Public Outreach- Regional Safety Plan Recommended Projects Regional Safety 
Plan



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 1  /  B A C K G R O U N D

NACOG’s Commitment to Strengthening Tribal Partnerships
Recognition of Tribal Partnerships Impact on Region/Organization

Internal Strategic Goals
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Strategic Projects

Ready to Respond

Refine Approach

Recognize it’s a fluid process. Needs individual relationships to establish foundation

Strengthen Tribal Partnerships- apart of every annual Strategic Planning 
Meeting 

NACOG has long list of big picture projects

Traditionally been quick to pick up the phone, jump in where needed

Lots of needs- Ensure projects align with regional obligations/priorities



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 1  /  B A C K G R O U N D

NACOG successes- Legislative Outreach
Regional Priority Projects List= Avenue for Tribal Engagement
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NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 2  /  T H E  G A P

Transit as a regional connector
Navajo Transit
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2018 Passenger Transportation Plan Recommendations



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 3  /  T H E  O P E N I N G

Transit created a practical reason to work together
A defined project turned an abstract goal of “building a relationship” into applicable and needed project.

Lead with usefulness, not with a request for 
partnership.

01 A real need Navajo Transit had a concrete planning 
need.

02 A useful role NACOG could bring planning resources, 
project management and regional 
connections.

03
Repeated 
contact

A planning process creates recurring 
conversations instead of a single outreach 
meeting.
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NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 4  /  P R E C E D E N T

Hopi Transit Plan demonstrated a path
The 2022 Hopi Transit Plan created continuity, familiarity and a stronger transportation partnership today between NACOG & Hopi 
Tribe.

The Hopi Transit Plan created a repeatable pathway for trust to develop through the 
work.
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NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 5  /  T H E  P R O C E S S

Consistent Presence 

2
0

• Nearly 10 years out in 
the region

• Intentionally seeking 
out relationships

• Active attendance & 
involvement in tribal 
meetings



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 5  /  T H E  P R O C E S S :  PAT H  A H E A D

Long road to get here. Now real work starts

2
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NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 5  / P R O C E S S  L E A D S  TO  O U T C O M E S

From project to partnership
A 20 month-long planning process gives both organizations time to move beyond introductions and into 
working relationships.

The important outcome is not only a plan. It is institutional memory, staff-to-staff 
familiarity and a reason to collaborate again.
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NACOG in position to support plan 
implementation

Navajo Transit becomes leader in 
region and available supports other 
5311s

More connected region, benefitting all 
rider groups

Consensus on Navajo Transit role in the 
region



NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 6  /  W H AT  C O M E S  N E X T

Make sure the next collaboration does not start from zero
The relationship can support future coordination while remaining responsive to Navajo Nation priorities.

• NACOG’s value is demonstrated to Navajo Nation
• Navajo Nation understands role of NACOG as resource to members but also serve a convener with 

Navajo Nation governments, State/Fed depts, and surrounding communities
• Move towards partnerships beyond transportation & consider economic development strategies

NACOG role is not to predefine the next partnership. It is to be ready when collaboration is useful.
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NACOG  |  EDD–Tribal Engagement

0 7  /  TA K E AWAY S

Five steps other regional organizations can use
Partnership is a long game. A well-chosen project can be the first step.

1 Start with a real need Find a project with genuine shared value.

2 Lead with value Support Tribal priorities instead of only seeking 
participation in yours.

3
Respect sovereignty & 
educate yourself

Treat engagement as a relationship between 
governments.

4 Give it time Repeated interaction builds familiarity and 
trust.

5 Think past the deliverable Design the project so the relationship can 
continue.

START WITH A PROJECT.
BUILD A RELATIONSHIP.

KEEP SHOWING UP.
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Blackfeet Nation
 



Strengthening Our Economy 
Through Partnerships As the 
Foundation of our CEDS

The 
Reservation 

is home to 
56% of the 

enrolled 
Tribal 

Members 
and is the 

largest 
Indian 

population 
in Montana



 

Building a 
stronger, self-
sustaining 
Tribal 
economy 
while 
maintaining 
our values, 
culture, and 
sovereignty



Economic Development Goals

Business Growth
Support Tribal entrepreneurs, small 
businesses and tourism
Infrastructure
Improve water, roads, utilities, 
broadband and facilities
Workforce
Expand training, education and 
employment opportunities
Community Development
Support housing, public spaces and 
community well-being
Identify Partnerships 
To move from strategic planning to 
actual economic development
Identify priority projects & assigning 
responsibility, identify funding, & 
measuring results

Partnerships are the 
Foundation of Our CEDS

1. provide the ability to 
accomplish the work. 

2. Internal, External & Regional   
Partnerships help to build 
capacity to plan, develop, 
fund, and implement our 
projects.

3. Improve project readiness & 
funding coordination

4. Build Tribal planning and grant 
management capacity

5. Assist in expanding Tribal 
businesses & workforce 
opportunities to benefit future 
generations

6. Opportunity to share lessons 
and successful strategies for 
sustainability

Our Commitment To Working 
Together

Proposed next steps:
1. Confirm departmental CEDS 

responsibilities.
2. Identify each department's 

priority projects.
3. Assign lead and supporting 

partners.
4. Establish quarterly reporting.
5. Review progress with Tribal 

Council & Partners
6. Blackfeet Planning will 

continue to serve as a 
coordinator, with Tribal 
departments, agencies, 
businesses, organizations, & 
with existing and new 
Partnerships



PARTNER CONTRIBUTION

Blackfeet Tribal Business Council Leadership, policy, direction, and approval of Tribal Priorities

Tribal Departments & Programs Project Development, coordination, implementation, and reporting

Sweetgrass Development Regional economic development coordination and technical assistance

Montana Department of Commerce Grant opportunity, Tourism Development Grant program, awarded Tribe $2.7M grant

Economic Development Administration (EDA) EDA funding and planning support for CEDS 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Technical assistance and eligible tribal development programs, and funding of Tribal Planning 
Department

Blackfeet Community College Education, workforce development, and training

Local businesses & Entrepreneurs Job Creation, private investments, and business development

Community Members Local knowledge, community priorities, and project feedback

Montana State University Extension Office Reimagining Rural Communities through Beautification, Wayfinding and funding 
contributions

Browning Public School District #9 Community Support and student involvement

Global Volunteers of America Short-term volunteers to support long-term, community led human and economic 
development projects

The National Center for American Indian 501©(3) non-profit dedicated to advancing tribal economies, 

Enterprise Development (NCAIED) Native owned businesses, and indigenous entrepreneurs, business growth & government 
contracting, economic accelerator, business development & Capital Access

Center for Rural Outreach & Public 501©(3) Cross Cultural training, Facilitation of CEDS development Retreat, Strategic Planning 
Services, Inc. And Fund Development



CEDS

Chairman Terry Tatsey
Blackfeet Tribal Business Council



2026 CEDS









Yankton Sioux Tribe
 

Mystic Cournoyer
Development Trust Fund /Economic 

Development Director

Yankton Sioux Tribe





London Weier
Program Manager

NADO

lweier@nado.org 
(850) 933 - 3547

mailto:lweier@nado.org


NADO & FNDI Tribal Engagement
nado.org/tribal-engagement-resources/

 EDD-Tribe Interactive Map
 Case studies of joint projects and engagement approaches
 Reports: Tribal EcDev Perspectives; Engagement 101 for RDOs
 Webinar recordings; external links

Resources



More info at:  www.nado.org/EDDCoP
This session is offered through the Economic Development District Community of Practice (EDD CoP), managed by the NADO Research Foundation to 
build the capacity of the national network of EDDs. To learn more, visit: www.nado.org/EDDCoP. The EDD CoP is made possible through an award from 
the U.S. Economic Development Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce (ED22HDQ3070106). The statements, findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations in this webinar are those of the speakers and do not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Economic Development Administration 
or the U.S. Department of Commerce.



Visit:  www.nado.org/EDDCoP 

http://www.nado.org/EDDCoP


Interactive EDD Map available 
at: www.nado.org/EDDMap

http://www.nado.org/EDDMap


Interactive Tribal - EDD Map available 
at: https://www.nado.org/eddtribem
ap/

https://www.nado.org/eddtribemap/
https://www.nado.org/eddtribemap/


Session Walk-a-ways:
 Importance of meaningful tribal partnerships and 

collaborations for regional prosperity

 Vision and approaches for economic development 
initiatives

 Open discussions, sharing knowledge as Community of 
Practice (CoP) professionals

Any other specific walk-a-way from the audience?



Engaging with Tribal Partners

 “Meaningful” partnership
Open mind and good heart
Respect and humility
 Research / Preparation
 Cultural protocols
Understand Sovereignty, 

treaties, lands, environment

7th Generation Philosophy



London Weier
Program Manager

NADO

lweier@nado.org 
(850) 933 - 3547

mailto:lweier@nado.org
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