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Tribal applicants experience systemic barriers to access federal programs, funding, and services. For 
example, federal cost-share requirements can create obstacles for Tribes with limited financial resources 
to match funds. GAO has made recommendations to several agencies to help alleviate these barriers. 

 
The Big Picture 

The Office of Management and Budget annually 
reports the amount of federal funding by fiscal year 
that benefits or relates to American Indians and 
Alaska Natives (AI/AN). We have found that when 
Tribes compete with others for funding, they may 
receive a small portion of the total amount. We and 
others have previously found that limited access to 
federal funds and services contribute to long-
standing disparities between AI/AN individuals and 
other Americans.  
For decades, we have identified challenges Tribes 
face in navigating federal programs and accessing 
federal funding. Although agencies have made 
progress in some areas by addressing our 
recommendations, systemic barriers remain across a 
variety of federal efforts. Additionally, in 2023, 
Executive Order 14112 recognized the undue burden 
placed on Tribes when accessing federal funds. The 
Executive Order directed agencies to proactively and 
systematically identify and address these burdens, 
including their root causes, where possible. It also 
acknowledged that such actions would be consistent 
with the federal government’s commitment to fulfilling 
its trust responsibility. This Snapshot summarizes our 
recent findings about barriers to access and ways 
some agencies have addressed them, often in 
response to our recommendations. 

What GAO’s Work Shows 

We identified the following challenges Tribes may 
face when accessing federal agencies’ programs and 
services: capacity limitations, financial constraints, 
limited agency communication, and remoteness of 
Tribes and federal agencies’ limited awareness of 
tribal traditions and cultures. These obstacles in 
combination with common program characteristics 
can create additional barriers for Tribes seeking 
federal assistance.  

 

 
Managing administrative burdens such as application 
and reporting requirements can strain Tribes’ staffing 
capacity. For instance, Tribes may not have program 
staff or may require additional technical assistance.  
We also found that  
 Tribes can experience challenges navigating 

applications for multiple federal programs; 
and 

 smaller Tribes can have limited capacity such 
as fewer staff to fill out program applications, 
especially for competitive grants, which has 
limited their access to federal assistance. 

To address this barrier, some agencies have 
 provided financial assistance to help Tribes 

build capacity to the extent allowed by law; 
and 

 minimized administrative burdens by 
streamlining applications; adopting 
compatible templates, policies, and 
procedures across agencies; and using self-
determination contracts, self-governance 
compacts, or other flexible program delivery 
mechanisms, whenever possible. 

 
Financial constraints may hinder access to federal 
programs. For example, tribal governments generally  
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do not have access to the traditional taxes that state 
and local governments can levy and therefore must 
rely on a combination of federal funds and economic 
development initiatives to support their operations.  
We have also reported that 
 federal programs’ cost-share requirements 

can be an obstacle for Tribes that do not have 
the resources to provide matching funds; and 

 additional financial burdens for grant 
recipients—such as upfront costs before 
reimbursement—could be impossible for 
some Tribes to pay. Also, federal processing 
delays, such as those during the COVID-19 
pandemic, have resulted in increased costs 
and short spending time frames for Tribes. 

To address this barrier, we have found that 
 some agencies have lowered cost-share 

requirements to the extent allowed by law and 
better supported tribal economic development 
and planning by improving federal processes 
to ensure timely service delivery; and 

 Congress has lowered cost-share 
requirements and established longer 
spending time frames to use federal relief 
funds. 

 
Limited agency communication with Tribes, such as a 
lack of or ineffective consultations, can contribute to 
delayed payments to Tribes. 
Some Tribes have also experienced 
 agency officials’ limited knowledge of 

historical context, combined with a lack of in-
depth training on tribal consultations, which 
can result in agency officials reacting 
defensively and hinder effective consultations; 

 delays or limited agency outreach on relevant 
information, including grant opportunities, 
which can impede Tribes’ ability to act 
effectively; and 

 a lack of constructive feedback from federal 
agencies on grant applications, which can 
delay or hinder Tribes’ decisionmaking in 
pursuing other funding options. 

To address this barrier, some agencies have 
 provided training to their staff on effective 

government-to-government consultation 
practices, such as collaborative agenda 
setting, understanding historical context and 
key concepts such as treaty rights; 

 improved outreach efforts to increase access 
to information, such as funding opportunities 
and technical assistance on applications; and 

 provided constructive feedback to tribal 
applicants in a timely manner to inform Tribes’ 
decision-making and planning efforts.  

 
The remote locations of some Tribes may pose 
challenges due to limited infrastructure and hinder 
access to federal services. Additionally, agencies 
sometimes have a limited understanding of Tribes’ 
traditional practices and may not consider Indigenous 
ecological knowledge and stewardship practices. 
To address this barrier, some agencies have 
 incorporated consideration of infrastructure 

barriers, as well as traditional ecological 
knowledge and stewardship practices in 
federal program design and administration to 
the extent allowed by law; and 

 increased regional outreach to Tribes and 
built relationships to improve agencies’ ability 
to work with Tribes and respect tribal 
approaches.  

About GAO: 
The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and 
investigative arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its 
constitutional responsibilities and to help improve the performance and 
accountability of the federal government for the American people. This 
document is based on GAO audit products. 
Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube. 
Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or Email Updates. Listen to our Podcasts. 
Visit GAO on the web at https://www.gao.gov. 
This work of the United States may include copyrighted material, details 
at https://www.gao.gov/copyright. 

Contact Us: 
For more information, contact: Anna Maria Ortiz, OrtizA@gao.gov, (202) 
512-3841. 
Sarah Kaczmarek, Managing Director, Public Affairs, 
KaczmarekS@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800. 
A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, Congressional Relations, 
ClowersA@gao.gov, (202) 512-4400. 
Contributors: Lisa Van Arsdale (Assistant Director), Leah English 
(Analyst-In-Charge), Frank Garro, Latoya Hogg, Gina Hoover, Dan Luo, 
Krinjal Mathur, Dan Royer, Caitlin Scoville, and Jeanette Soares. 
Sources (cover image): National Archives (treaties at left and third from 
left); Library of Congress (treaty second from left); U.S. Government 
Publishing Office (Public Law No.114-178); Federal Register (Executive 
Orders 13175 and 14112); U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (Broken 
Promises); and suey/stock.adobe.com (background image).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105215
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105215
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106278
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106278
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-105875
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-105875
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-103514
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-22
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-21-150
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-106824
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-106824
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-22
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105215
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-18-591
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-106824
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104421
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-106741
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-106741
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.facebook.com/usgao
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usgao
https://twitter.com/usgao
https://www.youtube.com/user/usgao
https://www.gao.gov/about/contact-us/stay-connected
https://www.gao.gov/about/contact-us/stay-connected
https://www.gao.gov/podcast
https://www.gao.gov/
https://www.gao.gov/copyright
mailto:kaczmareks@gao.gov
mailto:ClowersA@gao.gov


Related GAO Products 

Page 1 
 

Single Audits: Interior and Treasury Need to Improve Their Oversight of 
COVID-19 Relief Funds Provided to Tribal Entities. GAO-25-106741. 
Washington, D.C.: Nov. 7, 2024. 

Tribal Energy: Federal Assistance to Support Microgrid Development. 
GAO-24-106278. Washington, D.C.: July 22, 2024. 

Justice40: Additional Efforts Needed to Improve Tribal Applicants' Access 
to Federal Programs under Environmental Justice Initiative. GAO-24-
106511. Washington, D.C.: Apr. 10, 2024. 

Tribal Issues: Bureau of Indian Affairs Should Take Additional Steps to 
Improve Timely Delivery of Real Estate Services. GAO-24-105875. 
Washington, D.C.: Oct. 26, 2023. 

Tribal Broadband Connectivity Program: Feedback Should Be Provided to 
Applicants Receiving Equitable Distribution Grants. GAO-23-106824. 
Washington, D.C.: Aug. 24, 2023. 

COVID-19 Relief Funds: Lessons Learned Could Improve Future 
Distribution of Federal Emergency Relief to Tribal Recipients. GAO-23-
105473. Washington, D.C.: Dec. 15, 2022. 

Tribal Economic Development: Action is Needed to Better Understand the 
Extent of Federal Support. GAO-22-105215. Washington, D.C.: Aug. 30, 
2022. 

Tribal Broadband: National Strategy and Coordination Framework 
Needed to Increase Access. GAO-22-104421. Washington, D.C.: June 
22, 2022. 

Alaska Native Issues: Federal Agencies Could Enhance Support for 
Native Village Efforts to Address Environmental Threats. GAO-22-
104241. Washington, D.C.: May 18, 2022. 

Indian Energy Service Center: Support Activities Have Been Provided, 
but Goals and Performance Measures Should Be Defined. GAO-22-
103514. Washington, D.C.: Mar. 10, 2022. 

COVID-19: Lessons Learned from Interior and Treasury’s Administration 
of CARES Act Funds Could Improve Federal Emergency Relief to Tribes. 
GAO-22-104349. Washington, D.C.: Oct.29, 2021. 

EPA Grants to Tribes: Additional Actions Needed to Effectively Address 
Tribal Environmental Concerns. GAO-21-150. Washington, D.C.: Oct. 20, 
2020. 

Tribal Consultation: Additional Federal Actions Needed for Infrastructure 
Projects. GAO-19-22. Washington, D.C.: Mar. 20, 2019. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-25-106741
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106278
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106511
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-105875
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-106824
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105473
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105215
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104421
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104241
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-103514
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-103514
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104349
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-21-150
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-22


Related GAO Products 

Page 2 
 

Indian Programs: Interior Should Address Factors Hindering Tribal 
Administration of Federal Programs. GAO-19-87. Washington, D.C.: Jan. 
3, 2019. 

Native American Youth: Involvement in Justice Systems and Information 
on Grants to Help Address Juvenile Delinquency. GAO-18-591. 
Washington, D.C.: Sept. 5, 2018. 

Drinking Water and Wastewater Infrastructure: Opportunities Exist to 
Enhance Federal Agency Needs Assessment and Coordination on Tribal 
Projects. GAO-18-309. Washington, D.C.: May 15, 2018. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-87
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-18-591
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-18-309

	Tribal Issues: Barriers to Access to Federal Assistance
	The Big Picture
	What GAO’s Work Shows
	 incorporated consideration of infrastructure barriers, as well as traditional ecological knowledge and stewardship practices in federal program design and administration to the extent allowed by law; and
	 increased regional outreach to Tribes and built relationships to improve agencies’ ability to work with Tribes and respect tribal approaches.

