Legislation in the 

Democratic Native American Initiative

Education 

The Indian School Construction Act (HR 410).  Of the 185 tribal schools operated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), many are overcrowded or in a serious state of disrepair.  HR 410, introduced by Rep. Brad Carson, would help address the massive backlog in school construction and maintenance for these schools.  The bill would give eligible tribes the authority to issue bonds to provide funding for the construction and repair of tribal schools.  It would authorize $200 million for tribal school modernization bonds over two years.

Tribal College or University Teacher Loan Forgiveness Act (HR 365).  Geographic isolation and low salaries keep many qualified teachers away from the nation's 32 tribal colleges and universities.  H.R. 365, introduced by Rep. Darlene Hooley, would address this issue by forgiving up to $15,000 in student loans for certified teachers who commit to teach at a tribal college or university.  Under this legislation, 15 percent of a teacher’s loans would be forgiven during the first two years of teaching at a tribal college or university, increasing to 30 percent in the fifth year, to a total of $15,000.  This legislation provides loan forgiveness in a similar manner as current law allows for teachers who commit to teach in under-served elementary or secondary schools.
The College Opportunity for All Act (H.R. 3180). Tribally Controlled Colleges and Universities—which predominantly serve low-income and Native American students—continue to struggle to expand their infrastructure, student support services and academics.  Democrats support significantly boosting investment in Tribally Controlled Colleges and Universities. H.R. 3180 (Rep. George Miller, and 67 co-sponsors) would more than quadruple funding for Tribally Controlled Colleges and Universities, to a total of $45 million a year.
Jobs and Economic Development

Permanent extension of Indian Employment Tax Credit and depreciation rules for property used predominantly within an Indian reservation (HR 409).  Introduced by Rep. Brad Carson, this legislation would extend tax provisions that provide incentives to businesses that choose to invest in Indian Country.  These provisions give tax credits to employers who hire qualified individuals who live on or near Indian land and accelerate the depreciation on investments located on or near reservations.  HR 4520 (FSC/ETI bill) includes a one-year extension of these provisions.

Tribal Transportation Program Improvement Act (HR 2331).  The Indian Reservation Road System includes over 56,000 miles of roads, the majority of which are in poor condition, severely hampering economic development in Indian Country.  Although Indian Reservation roads make up nearly three percent of the nation’s highways, they receive less than one percent of federal funds.  HR 2331, introduced by Rep. Matheson, would increase funding for the Indian Reservation Roads Program.  It would also increase the funding available to tribes for transportation planning, allow federal funds to be used for designing bridges (not just for construction), and increase access to funds for transit and transportation safety.

Health Care 
 
Indian Health Care Improvement Act (HR 2440).  The reauthorization of the Indian Health Care Improvement Act (IHCIA) seeks to address health disparities experienced by Native Americans and identified by the National Steering Committee.  The bill includes provisions to target health services to the specific needs of Native Americans, increase the number of Native Americans entering health professions, upgrade cancer screenings and programs for behavioral health, and more easily fund health care activities.  
 

Housing 
 
Homeownership Opportunities for Native Americans Act (HR 4471).  This bill by Rep. Matheson encourages Indian housing loans by restoring federal loan guarantees at 95 percent for private lenders who make mortgage loans for housing in Indian Country.  The Bush Administration has reduced the loan guarantee rate to 80 percent of the loan - increasing the risk to lenders. These loan guarantees assist federally recognized tribes and tribally designated housing entities that want to finance eligible, affordable housing activities, but are unable to secure financing without the federal guarantee. This program has administered $77 million in guarantees and has not experienced even one single default.  It passed House of Representatives on June 21, 2004 under suspension of the rules by voice vote. 
 
Cultural Awareness

Native American Sacred Sites Act (HR 2419). This bill, introduced by Rep. Nick Rahall, would ensure that Native Americans can maintain access to sacred lands for ceremonial use.  HR 2419 would also require all federal land management agencies take the necessary steps to prevent significant damage to sacred lands.  It would provide tribes with the ability to petition the government to place certain federal lands off-limits to energy leasing or other types of development, in situations in which development would cause significant damage to Native American sacred lands. If HR 2419 is enacted, Indian tribes would no longer have to depend on the good graces of federal bureaucrats to protect these lands; tribes themselves could initiate those protections through the petition process.

Enhanced Protection of Our Cultural Heritage Act (HR 4527). This legislation, recently introduced by Rep. Frank Pallone, would increase the penalties for violating the laws protecting archaeological resources, such as Indian relics on Native American burial sites.  It would also increase federal criminal penalties for embezzlement and theft from Indian tribal organizations and illegal trafficking in Native American human remains and cultural items. 

Veterans

American Indian Veterans Pay Restoration Act.  For many years, the Department of Defense withheld state income taxes from the paychecks of Native Americans servicemen and women. Current law and policy ensures that the income of Native Americans serving in the military cannot be taxed by the state if their legal residence is on a reservation. While the improper withholding of state taxes has finally come to an end, veterans who paid state taxes in the past often are not able to recover these funds. This bill, to be introduced by Rep. Tom Udall, will set up a program within DOD to assist veterans in recovering the state taxes that were wrongly deducted in the past.  

Homeland Security and Public Safety

Tribal Government Amendments to the Homeland Security Act (HR 2242).  HR 2242, introduced by Rep. Patrick Kennedy, clarifies that tribal governments have the same authority and funding as state governments and must be directly included in any activities carried out by the Department of Homeland Security.  The bill would strengthen tribes’ authority to enforce the law within their borders, providing an added boost to homeland security.

Tribal Government Homeland Security Coordination and Integration Act (HR 4526).  This legislation, introduced by Rep. Frank Pallone, would ensure that tribes are full partners in the homeland security effort. HR 4526 would establish the Office of Tribal Government Homeland Security within the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).  It would authorize DHS to delegate primary responsibility for homeland security activities within their respective jurisdictions to Indian tribes.  It would also require DHS to offer tribes technical assistance in developing and implementing emergency response plans and provide grants to tribes for homeland security purposes.
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