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Context:  

Nearly 100 years ago, Lewis Meriam, a statistician at Brookings, and his team led an unprecedented effort to survey the 

wellbeing of Native Americans and recommend ways to improve their conditions. Upon its publication in February 1928, The 

Meriam Report cast a spotlight on a harsh reality: federal Indian policy had devastated Native peoples. Land was stripped 

away, destructive military campaigns were waged, children were taken, and cultures were nearly lost. The very identity of 

Native Americans was being erased by policy and practice.  

Through language dominated by the racism and imperialism of its day, for the first time, the truth was laid bare in writing: a 

formal acknowledgement that exposed the systemic injustices inflicted on Native communities through federal policy. For 

more than four decades under the Dawes Act, and for centuries before that, Native communities had endured land theft, 

cultural suppression, and extreme poverty. By highlighting issues such as land dispossession and the trauma of boarding 

schools, the Meriam Report became well-known for research that triggered reform and altered the trajectory of Indian policy 

in the United States. Its admission spurred action that, for a period, shifted the relationship between Native Nations and the 

federal government. And yet, a century later, many of the core issues remain unresolved.  

The timing of the Centennial Anniversary and the still-strained relationship between Indian Country and the federal 

government has coalesced into a historic initiative between three non-partisan institutions: Indian Land Tenure Foundation 

(ILTF), the American Indian College Fund (the College Fund), and Brookings Institution (Brookings). Together, this 

partnership brings trust, credibility, advocacy, scholars and research, and a wealth of resources to form a powerful alliance to 

drive change.  

The Initiative’s mission: to once again trigger policy change—this time led and authored by and for Native voices.   

  

Opportunity:   

REWRITING the narrative.  

For decades, Native Nations have worked to challenge federal policies, public assumptions, and historical erasure that Indian 

Country has endured for centuries.  The Meriam Centennial Initiative marks a powerful moment to build on this momentum, 

putting Native experiences and perspectives at the forefront and defining their path forward.  

REASSERTING sovereignty and voice.  

Tribal Nations have long been fighting for leadership in education, land, governance, and justice. While meaningful progress 

has been made, the priority remains: restoring decision-making power to Native Nations across all systems. This is not a new 

fight, but a sustained and evolving movement rooted in self-determination.  



RESTORING land, culture, and trust.    

Healing what is broken. Repairing the relationship between tribes and the federal government through continued and 

increased policy reform, land return, education, and investment in Native-led systems grounded in culture and community.  

The Meriam Centennial Initiative is a collective of research, reflection, Native voices, commentary, storytelling, expertise, 

values, governance, healing, and in-depth examination. All contribute to shaping chapters on land, law, health, climate, 

education and more. This effort is about bold, data-backed reform, deep cultural healing, long-overdue investment, and 

concrete change in how the United States governs and respects Native Nations. It acknowledges the deep harm that federal 

policy has inflicted on Native communities and suggests a clear path forward. As the oldest stewards of this land, Native 

people, their history, and their culture need to be understood, passed down, and integrated into American values. The Meriam 

Centennial Initiative is reimagining the future relationship between Native Nations and the United States and demanding more 

from every level of power.   

 

Outputs and Impact: 

The Meriam Centennial Initiative serves two purposes: (1) to illustrate the modern-day policy issues most critical to 

supporting Tribal sovereignty and Native American wellbeing and (2) to provide analysis and bold recommendations to help 

policymakers address the ongoing challenges facing Indian Country. Proposed products include:  

 

• A framing brief that explores the legacy of the Meriam Report; overviews essential concepts for policymakers and 

general audience readers; explores areas where the Meriam Report and subsequent major federal and state policy 

initiatives have come up short in supporting Tribal sovereignty and Native American wellbeing; and makes the case 

for a substantial rethink of policy for Native nations and Native American people. 

 

• A series of research and policy papers authored by a combination of Native and non-Native scholars with expertise in 

Indian Country, as well as scholars, who explore key areas of Native American policy and propose significant reforms 

to bolster Tribal sovereignty and strengthen Native American wellbeing. Research will draw from the major themes of 

the Meriam Report and will also explore critical topics that didn’t exist or weren’t relevant in 1928. 

 

A Meriam Centennial convening of key Tribal, federal, state, and other national leaders to disseminate findings, surface 

partnerships, and reach key stakeholders needed to achieve impact will be held in 2028. We will also explore ancillary events, 

such as webinars with Native and non-Native organizations, press outreach, and sustained engagement with Tribal 

organizations and policymakers. 

 

Intended Audience:    

• The general public and media: Traction with the public is needed to articulate and inform Americans about 

the trust and treaty obligations that the federal government has to tribes. To spotlight systemic inequities and 

demand meaningful investment into Native communities.  



• Federal Policymakers: The federal government has a constitutional and moral duty to uphold tribal 

sovereignty and support Native communities. Federal leaders must prioritize Indian Country and ensure 

long-term, reliable funding backed by research and Native-led solutions.  

• Philanthropy: While philanthropic organizations make critical investments in Native Communities and 

systems, acting to complement and supplement federal action, there is significant room to prioritize growth 

in philanthropic investment into Indian Country.  

• State & Local Policymakers: States vary widely in how they engage with tribes, some building strong 

partnerships, others still shaped by outdated policies. As tribal-state dynamics evolve, it’s essential for state 

and local leaders to respect tribal sovereignty and build meaningful, government-to-government 

relationships.  

 

Key Research and Policy Personnel:   

To be indigenous is to be tied to the land. Indian Land Tenure Foundation (ILTF) seeks to re-energize discourse from within 

Indian Country to reach both Native and Non-Native support. The Initiative is dedicated to producing what will later be known 

as the 2nd most impactful report for Indian policy after the original Meriam Report, sparking a new era for Sovereign Nations.   

ILTF, the College Fund, and Brookings are respected, trusted, nonpartisan institutions. ILTF brings deep connections with 

Indian Country, including Tribal leaders and institutions, land-focused education, conferences, and programming. The College 

Fund is a respected national Native-led, Native-serving nonprofit focused on education, civic engagement, scholarship and 

advocacy throughout Indian Country. While the words and ideas of Brookings scholars reach policymakers at all levels of 

government, media outlets across the country, and thought leaders in the private, nonprofit and social sectors.   

Rooted in purpose and vision to sovereignty, self-determination, and future generations, the Meriam Centennial Initiative will 

have built the bridge that documents Native voices and turns them into tangible action through philanthropy, education, and 

policy.   

Research Independence 

ILTF, the College Fund and Brookings are committed to quality, independence, and impact in all of their work and make 

all final determinations of scholarly activities, including the research agenda and products. 

 

Anticipated Report Chapter List:    

1. Historical context and legacy of the 1928 Meriam report 

2. Demographics, housing, and living conditions 

3. Land 

4. Women, family life, missing and murdered indigenous women and people 

5. Culture, arts, and community  

6. Language revitalization 

7. Climate change, energy, and natural resources 

8. Education 

9. Health 

10. Economics 

11. Legal and treaty rights 

12. Proposals for Tribal, state and federal policy with a focus on federal agency reform 


