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Executive Summary

National Significance - the critical importance of protecting Alaska Native 
communities and cultures
Today, Alaska Native communities are on the front lines of climate change. These communities are 
disproportionately impacted by harmful climate-driven environmental trends and extreme events. Alaska 
Native economic, social, and cultural ways of being, which have served so well for millennia, are now under 
extreme threat due to accelerated environmental change. The magnitude and severity of this problem can be 
difficult to comprehend. In jeopardy are not just buildings, but the sustainability of entire communities and 
cultures.

Alaska Native villages and Alaska Native cultures are a national treasure. Alaska is home to 160,287 
Alaska Native people who are members of 229 federally recognized Tribes—forty percent of the federally 
recognized Tribes in the United States. Alaska Native people are represented by 11 distinct Indigenous 
cultures and at least 20 Native languages with more than 200 dialects. Nearly half of Alaska Native people 
live in 200 small, remote communities that are some of the most underserved areas in the nation. Alaska 
Native people experience greater disparities in social determinants of health than other races for poverty, 
education, employment, physical environment, and access to health care due to factors including historical 
discriminatory policies, insufficient resources, and inefficient federal program delivery (USCCR, 2018; 
ANTHC, 2017). Entrenched disparities in the nation’s laws and public policies have often denied equal 
opportunity to historically underserved communities (Exec. Order No. 13985, 2021).

National Significance - a model to prevent disasters nationwide and reduce federal 
fiscal exposure
144 Alaska Native communities face some degree of infrastructure damage from erosion, flooding, permafrost 
degradation, or a perilous combination of all three hazards. The magnitude and severity of climate change 
impacts in Alaska, where air temperatures are rising faster than in any other state, will soon occur in 
communities throughout the United States. The approaches recommended in this report can serve as a 
nationwide model to prevent disasters. Developing and testing a collaborative funding allocation method 
based on risk and a whole-of-government implementation framework in Alaska is transferrable to the 
contiguous United States. This approach is consistent with GAO recommendations for prioritizing climate 
resilience investments based on need and implementing a climate migration pilot program (GAO, 2019; GAO, 
2020). 

Purpose and Origin
The purpose of this report is to help improve the effectiveness of federal and state government support for 
Alaska communities to address climate and environmental threats. Legislative and programmatic changes 
are needed to remove barriers faced by small rural communities and to create more effective and equitable 
systems to deliver resources and services. The intended audience for this report is the U.S. Congress, the 
White House, and federal and state agency leadership and program managers.
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The need to improve support for Alaska communities striving to address environmental threats has been 
reported numerous times over the last several decades. The GAO, State of Alaska, and academic researchers 
have brought attention to the issue through various initiatives and publications. This effort is unique in that it 
also offers specific solutions that have been reviewed and endorsed by more than 27 of the most threatened 
communities. 

This document builds on the BIA’s submission to the U.S. House Appropriations Committee in 2020, and it 
expands on the May 2022 GAO analysis titled Federal Agencies Could Enhance Support for Native Village Efforts 
to Address Environmental Threats (GAO, 2022). This work includes an analysis of the effectiveness of 25 federal 
programs relevant to addressing climate and environmental threats in Alaska. The report identifies funding 
needs, priorities, and implementation strategies. It offers a conceptual whole-of-government coordination 
framework for Alaska, with specific roles and responsibilities identified for state and federal partners, 
intended to catalyze the development of a better service delivery system. In addition to informing systemic 
change that requires action by the U.S. Congress, information in this document may be used by federal 
agencies to inform the allocation of Bipartisan Infrastructure Law and Inflation Reduction Act funding for the 
near-term benefit to communities. 

Figure 1: Despite striving to address coastal erosion for decades, the majority of 
the shoreline at Shishmaref is unprotected. Also, the community does not yet have 
adequate information to make an informed decision about addressing projected 
erosion and flooding later this century. Credit: Native Village of Shishmaref
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What are the Unmet Needs of Alaska’s Environmentally Threatened Alaska Native Villages?

Inequitable delivery of resources and services

The federal government has not taken a strategic approach 
to address climate and environmental threats because 
resources and services are not prioritized based on need—
specifically, the level of risk to communities. Inequitable 
regulatory barriers and program design have disadvantaged 
Alaska Native villages from relevant federal programs. 
These barriers prevent those with the greatest need from 
accessing competitive grants while those with less need, 
high capacity, and grant writers routinely win access to 
resources and services. Supporting the most vulnerable 
communities who have been historically disadvantaged 
from access to resources and services should be the highest 
climate change priority. Federal agencies, particularly those 
with staff and leadership outside Alaska, regularly fail to 
design programs to be equitable, in part due to a lack of 
knowledge of rural Alaska.

Lack of funding

Approximately $4.3 billion in 2020 dollars is needed over 50 years to mitigate infrastructure damage, as detailed 
in Chapter 4. There’s an $80 million annual funding gap over the next decade, crucial for averting costly disaster 
responses. Spending $1 on hazard mitigation saves $6 in recovery costs (Multi-Hazard Mitigation Council, 2019). 
Preventing erosion, flooding, and permafrost-related disasters in Alaska Native villages could save around $25.8 
billion in response and recovery costs. Despite the existence of 60 funding programs, only seven have aided 
environmentally threatened Alaska Native villages. Just two programs specifically support Tribes in protection-
in-place, managed retreat, and relocation efforts.

Limited Local Capacity

Local staff positions need support and comprehensive training to strengthen community capacity. Small 
Alaska Native communities are often assumed to have administrative capabilities akin to those in contiguous 
U.S. municipalities, but in reality, they lack specialized planning, public works, and administrative 
departments. In many cases, a single administrator manages various roles, and staff turnover is high. 
Additional funding is necessary to hire and train community-based staff, as discussed in Chapter 5.
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“We should not be writing grants to protect our communities”
- Melanie Bahnke, Chair, Alaska Federation of Natives Climate Task Force

“Instead of being seen as an asset to the United 
States of America, it feels like we are ignored by 
federal agencies. We are excluded. We have been 
declined funding to replace threatened homes, our 
preschool, and our fuel tank farm. Our community 
already faces extreme overcrowding—the Killanak 
family has 17 people living in an 800-square foot 
home. More people cannot abandon their homes 
and move in with relatives. Our pre-school is 
taught entirely in the Yup’ik language—it should 
be a national treasure! If the tank farm fails, it will 
pollute the river, a main food source for our entire 
community. I feel defeated. We need agencies 
to value us, our culture, the way we live, and to 
prioritize our community.”

- Janet Erik, President 
Chefornak Traditional Council, Chefornak, Alaska
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Lack of Technical Assistance

Community-specific multi-disciplinary technical assistance teams are needed to support communities with 
the tens of thousands of tasks associated with risk assessments, planning, and implementing solutions. Most 
infrastructure projects in rural Alaska are implemented by regional and statewide organizations that work 
with communities on planning, design, and construction. However, there 
is limited technical assistance available to communities to address climate 
and environmental threats. Current federal programs—such as FEMA 
Hazard Mitigation Assistance, BIA Tribal Climate Resilience, and EPA 
Office of Environmental Justice—exclude or make it difficult for Tribal 
organizations to support Alaska communities with technical assistance. 
Other agencies, such as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, have legislative 
barriers that block access to the agency’s technical expertise and services. 
See Chapter 5.

Community-Specific Hazard Data Collection and Risk Assessments 

Few Alaska communities have completed site-specific erosion, flooding, or permafrost risk assessments 
to inform long-term solutions and develop appropriate mitigation projects. Completing community risk 
assessments will inform community decision-making, improve the statewide cost estimates presented in this 
document, and inform the scale of governmental response. This need can be most effectively and equitably 
addressed through a voluntary statewide data and risk assessment program that communities can elect to 
participate in. At the time of publication, staff from the State of Alaska, ANTHC, and federal agencies have 
started to develop this program with the intention of providing an experienced, diverse team to collaborate 
with each community on collecting data, assessing that data, developing and revising standards, overseeing 
work, engaging disciplinary subject matter experts for advisory support, and supporting community-specific 
long-term monitoring programs. See pages 65-66.

Agency Coordination

Current government support to address climate change and environmental threats is immensely complex, 
inefficient, and ineffective. For many communities, trying to navigate all potential government programs to 
address environmental threats can be like trying to assemble a 10,000-piece puzzle without a picture printed 
on the pieces. Significant adjustments to how agencies collaborate are required to improve accessibility, 
equity, and efficiency. See Chapter 6.
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“Technical assistance has informed 
most of the recent decisions 
Shaktoolik has made to address 
coastal flooding and erosion. We 
would not be where we are today 
without a lot of outside support.

- Genevieve Rock,  
Native Village of Shaktoolik�

“It has been very stressful and frustrating to go through so many agencies to find ways to 
carry out our Managed Retreat Plan. It would be so much better if government agencies could 
coordinate among themselves on how they can fund our plan so Napakiak can be safer.”

- Walter Nelson, Managed Retreat Coordinator, Native Village of Napakiak
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Recommendations
1.	 We recommend the U.S. Congress take immediate action to close the $80 million annual funding gap by 

providing a single, committed funding source to fully cover the costs of protection-in-place, managed 
retreat, or relocation of threatened Alaska communities. To be effective, we recommend the entity that 
receives the gap funding has Alaska-based staff and leadership, has significant experience supporting 
community infrastructure development and environmental threats in rural Alaska, and the entity’s 
funding can be used as a non-
federal match to leverage other 
resources. A viable alternative 
to a single funding source is 
dedicated funding to multiple 
agencies who collaborate and 
fund projects from a common 
priority list. An example of an 
existing collaboration is the Alaska 
Sanitation Facilities Program. 
The single funding source or 
collaboration should provide 
100 percent federal funding and 
should be based on a risk-based 
prioritization. One hundred 
percent federal funding should be 
provided for the following needs 
in order of priorities in the graphic 
to the right:

2.	 We recommend that agencies and the U.S. Congress remove programmatic and legislative barriers for 
small Tribal and rural communities. Identified barriers for more than 25 federal programs are listed in 
Appendix C. Top priorities include:

	» The design of many funding programs unintentionally limit small, rural community access to 
federal programs. Examples include cost-sharing requirements, competitive applications, and 
benefit-cost requirements that do not fit rural Alaska.

	» We recommend the U.S. Congress implement changes in enabling legislation that prohibits 
program support for mitigating climate and environmental threats. Examples of programs 
that would significantly benefit Alaska communities include: Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) Hazard Mitigation Assistance programs, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
programs, the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)/National 
Fish & Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) National Coastal Resilience Fund, U.S. Dept. of Housing 
and Uban Development (HUD) Indian Community Development Block Grant (ICDBG) and 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG).

3.	 We propose Congress establish a lasting, all-encompassing framework to help Alaska communities 
combat environmental threats. This framework should be permanent in law to ensure continuity across 
administrations and agencies. Chapter 6 outlines specific agency roles, aligning government functions to 
aid threatened communities. A pilot framework in Alaska, in line with GAO suggestions, could inform a 
nationwide system. (GAO, 2020; GAO, 2022).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY | APRIL 2024

Funding Priorities for Alaska’s 
Environmentally Threatened Communities

Address immediate threats. Examples include relocating homes 
critically threatened by erosion, making repairs to failing 
foundations, and elevating homes that are regularly flooded.

Collect community-specific data and conduct risk assessments.

Fund and train local staff positions and create external 
technical assistance programs.

Develop and implement community-selected 
protect-in-place, managed retreat, and relocation 
solutions.

Figure 2: ANTHC • DCRA • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Options to Mitigate Erosion, Flooding, and Permafrost Degradation

Foundation adjustment
Drainage improvement

Shoreline protection

Elevating homes above the flood level

Protection-in-place
The use of shoreline protection measures and other controls to prevent or minimize impacts. 

Managed Retreat
Moving a portion of the community away from hazard prone areas to locations nearby or adjacent 
to the current site. In order to successfully retreat, a community needs developable land nearby. 

Relocation
Moving the entire community to a new location that is not connected to the current site. 
Relocation is the option of last resort. 

Figure 5: DCRA • ANTHC • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Figure 6: ANTHC • DCRA • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Figure 7: ANTHC • DCRA • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Inequitable, Ineffective, and Inefficient System
•	 Red stop signs represent agency programs that exclude communities. 
•	 Yellow yield signs represent programs that disadvantage communities. 
•	 Green traffic lights represent programs that are effective for communities.
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Figure 8: ANTHC • DCRA • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Conceptual Alaska Environmental Threat Implementation Framework
Goal: Mitigate environmental threats for another 10,000 years 

in our communities. See Chapter 6.

Community-Specific 
Technical Assistance Team

Each community works directly with
a small group of technical assistance 
providers. This team provides a single 
point of contact for a community to 

access the planning, funding, and 
technical support it needs. 

Mitigation Framework Co-Chairs
Three Co-Chairs ensure that government support among 

State, Federal and regional Tribal agencies are staffed, 
coordinating with each other, and able to meet their 

obligations. Federal and State Liaisons provide the Co-Chairs 
with access to The White House and Alaska State Capitol. 

The Tribal Co-Chair helps ensure that the decisions of each 
community’s Tribal government are honored.

Government Support Functions

Each government support function includes State and Federal agencies or programs in Alaska with specific 
expertise needed for the mitigation effort. A community’s Technical Assistance Team would recommend 

involving various government support functions based on the specific needs of the community.

Environmentally Threatened Community

Figure 9: ANTHC • DCRA • Unmet Needs Report 2023
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Division of Environmental Health and Engineering

dehe@anthc.org

To read the full report scan below:


