
FRAMING PAPER 

USDA Tribal Consultation: 

Public Access to USDA-Supported Research Results and Indigenous Data Sovereignty 

APRIL 11, 2024 

What: The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) requires that USDA-supported research 

products, such as peer-reviewed publications and research data, be made freely and publicly 

accessible by default. USDA continues to develop these public access policies and strives to 

do so in an equitable way that spreads the benefits of open science broadly, including to 

tribal nations. But not all research data should be made publicly accessible. A dialogue with 

tribal nations is desired to make sure tribal nations benefit from open science while ensuring 

that indigenous data sovereignty is respected both in USDA policy and practice. 

Why it Matters: Tribal nation researchers are subject to these policies and they and others 

can benefit from them. Tribal researchers are subject to USDA’s research policies if they are 

funded or otherwise supported by USDA agencies such as the National Institute of Food and 

Agriculture (NIFA) and the Agricultural Research Service (ARS). Tribal nation researchers 

in general, as well as students, colleges and universities, and businesses all stand to benefit 

from free access to research publications and data. Public access to the results of federally 

funded research supports scientific integrity and innovation because the building blocks and 

results of discovery are readily available for examination and re-use by all. 

Important Terms: 

Open Science – The principle and practice of making research products and processes 

available to all, while respecting diverse cultures, maintaining security and privacy, and 

fostering collaborations, reproducibility, and equity (from Science.gov). 

Public Access – A concept within open science which refers to the free availability of 

Federally funded scholarly materials, including data and publications, to the American 

public and the world. 

Data Management and Sharing Plans (DMSPs) – Required for all USDA-supported 

research that will create data, these plans describe how data will be collected, stored, and 

shared. These plans also include what data will or will not be made publicly available. 

Background: In 2013, the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) 

issued a memorandum on Increasing Access to the Results of Federally Funded Scientific 

Research. Along with other federal funders, in 2022 USDA followed guidance and began 

requiring that scholarly publications and digital scientific research data arising from the 

research it supports be made freely and publicly accessible with no more than a 12-month 

embargo. USDA also began requiring research it supports to be accompanied by a data 

management plan, to be renamed a data management and sharing plan. These plans describe 

the whole life cycle of data and how they are made available for reuse. They also describe 

how data that should not be made publicly available (such as personally identifiable 

information and other sensitive data) will be securely managed. 

https://www.science.gov/Open-Science-Public-Access.html
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp/ostp_public_access_memo_2013.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp/ostp_public_access_memo_2013.pdf


 

 

To support public access, the USDA launched PubAg, a repository of free, full-text research 

articles authored by USDA-funded researchers. USDA also launched a catalog and repository 

for research data: Ag Data Commons.  

 

To further advance the goals of open science, in 2022, OSTP issued a second public access 

memorandum, Ensuring Free, Immediate, and Equitable Access to Federally Funded 

Research, with a greater focus on equity, directing agencies to remove the 12-month embargo 

period that allowed a delay in making publications and research data publicly available. The 

new round of policy-making and implementation strives for consistency across all federal 

funders. In response to the 2022 memorandum, USDA is now revising its Departmental 

Regulation (DR 1020-006) and consulting with tribal nations as laid out in our 2023 

Implementation Plan. 

 

This Formal Tribal Consultation aims to build mutual trust regarding public access and to 

make sure tribal nations have the opportunity to provide input on USDA policies and 

implementation. USDA invites tribal nations to consider a role in the implementation of 

public access policies including in the governance of tribal data. USDA is exploring 

international standards for respecting indigenous data sovereignty known as the CARE 

Principles for Indigenous Data Governance. The principles are Collective Benefit, Authority 

to Control, Responsibility, and Ethics.  

 

What We Heard from Tribes about Public Access and Indigenous Data Sovereignty: 

This is USDA’s first tribal consultation focused on these topics. However, the National 

Institute of Health (NIH) consulted with tribal nations in 2019 on Data Management and 

Sharing. Based on this consultation, NIH produced a summary report that outlined three 

areas of feedback and recommendations: 

1. Strengthen engagement built on trust between researchers and tribal nations 

2. Train researchers to responsibly and respectfully manage and share American Indian 

and Alaska Native (AI/AN) data 

3. Ensure research practices are aligned with the laws, policies, and preferences of 

AI/AN community partners 

Some human health data and other potentially sensitive data types are collected by USDA-

funded researchers. Regardless of data sensitivity, tribal nations should have control over if 

and how their data is used and shared. 

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Would tribal nations support adding indigenous data to the list of data categories in 

USDA Departmental Regulation (DR 1020-006) that are not required to be made 

publicly accessible? How can USDA recognize indigenous data sovereignty in its public 

access policy? 

Context: Departmental Regulation (DR 1020-006) lists nine data categories that are 

not required to be made publicly accessible, consistent with statute and other 

directives, e.g., proprietary information, information that would hurt national security, 

the physical location of sensitive cultural or archaeological sites, etc. USDA could 

expand this list to explicitly name indigenous data using language such as: “Data that 

would violate tribal nations’ data sovereignty, including data collected about their 

https://search.nal.usda.gov/discovery/search?vid=01NAL_INST:MAIN&search_scope=pubag&tab=pubag
https://agdatacommons.nal.usda.gov/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/08-2022-OSTP-Public-access-Memo.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/08-2022-OSTP-Public-access-Memo.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/dr-1020-006.pdf
https://www.nal.usda.gov/sites/default/files/page-files/USDA_Public_Access_Implementation_Plan_8_10_2023_0.pdf
https://www.nal.usda.gov/sites/default/files/page-files/USDA_Public_Access_Implementation_Plan_8_10_2023_0.pdf
https://datascience.codata.org/articles/10.5334/dsj-2020-043
https://datascience.codata.org/articles/10.5334/dsj-2020-043
https://dpcpsi.nih.gov/sites/default/files/Tribal-Data-Management-Sharing-ReportFinal508.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/dr-1020-006.pdf


 

 

citizens, lands, and resources that is not authorized by tribal nations to be made 

publicly available.” 

2. What steps can USDA take to ensure that tribal nations are involved in the creation 

and implementation of Data Management and Sharing Plans (DMSPs)? 

Context: DMSPs have been required for USDA-supported research for around two 

years. Thus, while this is not a new requirement, it is likely that many researchers and 

their institutions do not have experience yet in partnering effectively with tribal 

nations to plan data management. What approaches could USDA take to promote 

responsible use?  

3. What support do tribal researchers and institutions need to comply with public 

access policies? 

Context: USDA currently provides web-based resources, public access policy and 

data management planning, Ag Data Commons, and PubAg. Some institutions 

provide support for public access activities to their researchers through their research 

offices or libraries. What additional support is needed to help tribal researchers and 

their institutions understand and take appropriate steps to comply with the policies? 

4. What is needed to ensure that access to the results of federally funded research 

benefits tribal nation members? 

Context: A major goal of these policies across the federal government is to promote 

strong and equitable science and innovation. Providing free access to full-text 

articles and data for all is only part of the open science equation – researchers, 

students, and businesses must have the capacity to use this information in their work. 

What else is needed to increase usage of these materials? Who should be partners in 

these approaches? 

 

https://www.nal.usda.gov/data/data-management-planning

