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Food and Nutrition Service Tribal Highlights 2023 
We are pleased to report the progress and achievements of our tribal affairs work.  FNS has made 
strides in promoting food and nutrition security, supporting local food systems, and preserving 
traditional foods and knowledge. 

Created Tribal Affairs Team 

FNS has formally created a tribal affairs team to advance our work on tribal sovereignty and self-
determination. The team, which is comprised of a tribal affairs specialist in five of our regional 
offices as well as Tribal Affairs Technical Advisor in the Administrator’s office, is responsible for 
providing guidance and support to our program staff on tribal-related matters ensuring that our 
activities are aligned with tribal values and priorities. The team also works to build strong 
relationships with tribal leaders and community members to promote collaboration and 
partnership. 

This team was first introduced at the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) 
consultation held in Washington D.C. in February 2023. The team was then invited by Tribal 
Leaders and representatives to visit them on their lands, in their communities, and at their food 
program sites to listen and learn firsthand of the successes and challenges they face 
administering our programs. The team of six have visited almost twenty Tribal Nations, attended 
tribal sponsored and focused events and activities and have full calendars for the remainder of 
the year. This includes group involvement with an activity at the upcoming National Association 
of Food Distribution Programs on Indian Reservations (NAFDPIR) annual conference in August.  

Training Federal Staff 

Our commitment to tribal training is an ongoing initiative that aims to provide our staff with the 
knowledge and skills needed to engage effectively with tribal communities. The trainings cover a 
range of topics, including history, sovereignty, and respectful engagement to fulfill our federal 
trust responsibility to Indian Country. 

FNS has partnered with an external vendor, Tribal Tech LLC, an Indigenous women owned and 
operated organization that has a long history of providing trainings to federal agencies. Their 
trainers are tribal members from tribal communities across Indian country. The curriculum is 
designed to be flexible and responsive to the needs of our staff and the tribal communities we 
serve. The tribal training is a vital component of our commitment to promoting tribal sovereignty 
and self-determination and we will continue to invest in its development and implementation to 
ensure that our staff are equipped with knowledge and skill needed to engage effectively with 
tribal communities. 

An initial training event will occur in June 2023, and will be mandatory for identified staff 
working directly with Indian Country and FDPIR.  FNS has also invited staff members from the 
Defense Logistics Agency (DLA) to join these training opportunities as they are striving to 
improve their services with Indian Country. A longer-term contract is planned for a more 
comprehensive suite of tribal training opportunities and resources.   
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FNS/AMS Pilot to Procure Buffalo from Indigenous Buffalo Producers for FDPIR 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) procures 
bison for the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR), a federal nutrition 
assistance program administered by the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS).  USDA has 
heard from Tribes that they face significant barriers to selling their Tribally produced buffalo to 
the USDA Foods program.   
 
FNS and AMS are implementing a pilot to facilitate the purchase of buffalo from Tribal 
producers.  Specifically, the pilot will: 
 

• Allow a purchase unit for bison that is less than 40,000 lbs., and between 10,000-20,000 
lbs. as requested by Tribes and stakeholders. 

• Explore local/regional distribution models to deliver directly to tribes. 
• Align purchase timeframes with Tribal producers’ slaughter and processing times, 

providing a three-month lead time for purchases.  
• Explore different package sizes based on input from Tribal producers and FDPIR 

participants. 
• Require state OR federal inspection and microbiological testing. 
• Waive AMS animal handling and welfare oversight and audits.  These standards are 

designed for the cattle/livestock model of killing the animal in a facility, whereas Tribal 
buffalo producers consider buffalo a relative, and favor a field kill. 
 

Child Nutrition 

FNS is pursuing several initiatives to better meet the needs of Indian Country regarding the 
federal Child Nutrition Programs (CNP), including the National School Lunch Program, the 
School Breakfast Program, the Summer Food Service Program, and the newly authorized 
Summer EBT program.  These include: 

• Reducing barriers to serving indigenous and traditional foods in Child Nutrition 
Programs and expanding technical assistance to Program operators looking to 
incorporate these foods. FNS is working to increase the number of indigenous and 
traditional foods in the Food Buying Guide for Child Nutrition Programs, which 
provides technical guidance for Program operators on how foods can fit into the 
federal meal pattern requirements. Additionally, we:  
• Created a new webpage consolidating the resources available for Indigenous 

communities participating in CNP. The new webpage provides these communities 
with an organized hub of technical assistance resources and policy guidance that 
supports serving traditional Indigenous foods in CNP. Technical assistance 
resources include: the Traditional Indigenous Foods Memo, the Food Buying 
Guide for Child Nutrition Programs, and USDA standardized recipes. 

• Are updating trainings/resources/website to support use of traditional Indigenous 
foods in school meals as appropriate; and,  

• Will award cooperative agreements to up to four Indigenous-led organizations (up 
to $500K each) to provide training and technical assistance to schools on 
including traditional Indigenous foods in school meals. 
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• Promoting Traditional Foods in Child Nutrition Program Rulemaking. In February 
2023, FNS issued a proposed rule to update the Child Nutrition Program meal patterns. 
This rulemaking incorporates feedback received during listening sessions with Tribal 
partners. Specifically, the rule proposes to add tribally operated schools, schools operated 
by the Bureau of Indian Education, and schools serving primarily American Indian or 
Alaska Native children to the list of schools that may serve vegetables to meet the grains 
requirement and proposes to explicitly state in regulation that traditional foods may be 
served in reimbursable school meals.  
 

• Continuing to Grow the Farm to School Grant Program in Indian Country: Since 
Fiscal Year (FY) 2013, USDA has awarded tribal entities and organizations serving 
Native American communities over $4.1 million through the Farm to School Grant 
Program, funding a total of 61 projects across the United States. Indian Tribal 
Organizations and eligible entities where the leader, and/or 80 percent of the board, 
and/or 50 percent of the staff are Native Americans, and the projects are serving Native 
American communities currently receive priority group bonus points added to the scoring 
of their grant applications. 

o In FY 2022 a total of 9 projects led by tribal entities and organizations serving 
Native American communities were funded by the Farm to School Grant Program 
and were awarded over $636,000.  Examples of projects funded in FY 2022 
include:  
 The Cheyenne River Farm to School Implementation Project will 

provide locally sourced beef and buffalo to be served in school meals to 
the estimated 2,200 students attending schools on the Cheyenne River 
Sioux Reservation. Students will also learn about where the locally 
sourced protein comes from and its cultural importance.  

 The Sac and Fox Tribe of the Mississippi in Iowa Project will serve the 
Meskwaki Settlement School's Early Childhood through 12th grade 
students. Their implementation grant will help them expand the school's 
gardening and food storage capacity, incorporate more local and tribal 
foods in the school's meals, conduct taste testing activities, and develop a 
tribal food sovereignty curriculum.  

 
• Demonstrating Effective Approaches to Summer Nutrition for Children in Tribal 

Areas: FNS provided grants to the Cherokee Nation, the Chickasaw Nation, and Inter 
Tribal Council of Arizona to implement Summer Electronic Benefit Transfer (Summer 
EBT) demonstration projects in summer 2022. Through these projects, Tribal grantees 
provided debit cards to households with children eligible for free or reduced-price meals 
that they could use to purchase groceries in the summer. In total, 60,000 children were 
served by these tribal organization in 2022. The Summer EBT projects have 
demonstrated the effectiveness of providing electronic benefit transfer (EBT) benefits to 
children and identified successful approaches to program implementation. These efforts 
paved the way for authorization of a permanent, nationwide Summer EBT Program 
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beginning in summer 2024.  We are working closely with eligible Tribes to develop 
guidance and prepare for implementation of permanent Summer EBT in summer 2024. 

 

FDPIR 

FDPIR is the only federal nutrition program exclusively focused on meeting the nutritional needs 
of Indian Country.  We are working in close consultation with Tribal leaders and program 
operators to continuously respond to their needs and improve the program.  Specifically, we are: 

• Expanding the FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration Project: FNS implemented the 
FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration Project, authorized by the 2018 Farm Bill, which 
recognizes tribal food sovereignty by allowing tribes to enter contracts with farmers, 
growers, and producers to procure their own foods. To date, FNS has received $12 million in 
funding for this project. In October 2021, eight tribes began implementing Round 1 of the 
project with approximately $6 million in funds, purchasing local, traditional foods including 
bison, ground beef, Alaskan Halibut, Alaskan Cod, wild rice, and a variety of fresh fruits and 
vegetables among other products. FNS is currently working to finalize contracts with eight 
additional Tribes to expand the project and award nearly $6 million in additional funds. More 
information is available here: FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration Project. 

• Increased Funding for FDPIR Nutrition Education Initiatives:  With an additional $4 
million in annual funding for FDPIR nutrition education, FNS is supporting Tribes in 
developing and expanding nutrition education efforts locally, with flexibility to utilize the 
funds based on individual needs. To date, FNS has disseminated approximately $3.6 million 
based on requests from 81 Tribes. The initiative responds to feedback from tribal leaders that 
nutrition education funds need to be more flexible to support Indigenous traditions, with 
funds provided directly to tribal nations on a non-competitive basis. FNS will disseminate 
additional funding in FY2023-24 based on Tribal requests.  

• Enhancing the FDPIR Food Package to Align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
and the Thrifty Food Plan: FNS worked collaboratively with the FDPIR Food Package 
Review Workgroup to identify new foods to add to the FDPIR Food Package, as well as 
enhancements to better align with current dietary guidance and the Thrifty Food Plan. The 
new offerings include frozen strawberries, frozen vegetable stir-fry mix, low-sodium turkey 
deli meat, extra virgin olive oil, and bison stew meat. Effective September 01, 2023, the 
FDPIR Food Package will include these new food options and provide additional units of 
eggs, meat/poultry/fish, and vegetables. 

• Advancing the USDA Department of Defense Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program to 
Ensure Access to High-Quality Fresh Fruits and Vegetables: In response to stakeholder 
feedback, FNS is working with the Department of Defense to address quality concerns with 
produce received through the USDA Department of Defense Fruit and Vegetable Program 
(USDA DoD Fresh). Specific actions include: implementing a pilot to conduct inspections of 
produce shipped from contracted vendor facilities; creating a new process for tracking and 
resolving stakeholder complaints; and working to update the Memorandum of Understanding 
with the Department of Defense to increase oversight of the program and strengthen 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/self-determination
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fns.usda.gov%2Fsnap%2Fthriftyfoodplan%23%3A%7E%3Atext%3DWhat%2520is%2520the%2520Thrifty%2520Food%2Clowest%2520cost%2520of%2520the%2520four.&data=05%7C01%7C%7C13d3550fbd8b4708704a08db62e58ef1%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C638212510308630146%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=24S7cSawoa%2BH87PZsoGwA20cF7fd%2BJalhA0yXPkqMjY%3D&reserved=0


 

5 
USDA is an equal opportunity employer, provider, and lender. 

customer service.  We have also worked with DoD to facilitate formal contracting officer 
visits to every USDA DoD Fresh vendor to emphasize contract requirements and 
expectations. 

• Proposed Rulemaking to Increase Parity and Access in Food Distribution Programs: 
USDA is pursuing rulemaking to amend regulatory provisions at 7 CFR 250, 251, and 253 to 
make access and parity improvements within several food distribution programs, including 
the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), the Food Distribution Program on 
Indian Reservations (FDPIR), The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), and 
USDA Foods disaster response. The proposed rule will publish later this year with an 
opportunity for public comment. 

 

WIC 

WIC is a powerful public health program that is currently directly operated by 33 Indian Tribal 
Organizations.  We continue to work to improve the program for participants in Indian Country, 
and to grow participation.  Recent actions include: 

• Expanding Access to Traditional Foods in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC):  In November 2022, FNS issued a proposed 
rule to update the foods available through the WIC program. The proposed changes would 
increase access to traditional foods, including fruits and vegetables, and whole grains such as 
blue corn meal. The changes would also make it easier for participants to access nutritionally 
appropriate alternatives to cow’s milk, which is a priority for Indigenous nutritionists. FNS is 
currently developing the final rule to implement changes, with consideration given to more 
than 15,000 comments received on the proposed rule.  

• Investing in Modernizing the WIC and WIC Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program: 
Through the WIC modernization initiatives, USDA is working to connect more eligible 
families to the program and strengthen service delivery to support better maternal and child 
health outcomes. Equity and access for underserved and Tribal communities is a priority of 
the modernization effort. More information is available here: WIC Modernization  

The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) 

FNS is exploring opportunities to strengthen the reach of TEFAP in Indian Country within our 
current authority.  Specifically, we: 
 
• Awarded Nearly $100M in TEFAP Reach and Resiliency Grants to State TEFAP 

agencies: The TEFAP Reach and Resiliency Grant Initiative aims to expand program reach 
into remote, rural, Tribal, and/or low-income areas that are underserved by the 
program. Many State agencies are using grant funds to conduct targeted outreach activities in 
Tribal areas. USDA awarded nearly $40M to 38 TEFAP State agencies in Round 1 (see: 
TEFAP Reach and Resiliency: Round One Projects) and recently provided nearly $60M in 
Round 2 grant awards to 40 TEFAP State agencies. 

  

https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic/modernization
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/reach-resiliency-grant-round-one-awards



