Native American
Code Officials

December 2024

Join us in growing a Native-led community of building and fire code officials dedi;;ted
to Tribal Nations and Indian Country! Membership is open to all interested in
promoting Tribal Sovereignty, Tribal Health and Safety, and Tribal Economic and
Workforce Development. This is a Native-led organization and membership in the ICC
or other model code organization is not required. Join us in advocating for Indian
Country and serving as a resource for Tribal Nations looking to implement building and

fire codes that are customized to their tribal needs and traditions



Objectives of NACO

1. To promote the advancement of
bwmg code adoptions by Native

American Tribal Nations.
2. To support, organize and
participate in educational seminars
and training programs relating to
specific needs of code officials
working in Native American
-‘ communities.
~ 3.To promote mentoring of Native
American members to further their
knowledge of code ‘app Ilwons
0 be dedicated to a pfogess of-
inuous improvementforithe
a professional |
tmosphere.
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On December 4-5, 2024, the Native American
Code Officials (NACO) Joinnaco.com and
attendees consisting of citizens of 19
sovereign tribal nations from coast-to-coast .
and supporters gathered to discuss if and how

health and safety, and economic and
workforce development in Indian Country.
NACO was formed by Native Americans in
December of 2023 and has grown to 62
members including citizens from 18 tribal
nations.
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Unlike traditional building code summits which focus on technical structural
and mechanical materials and systems, the attendees from Indian Country
focused on the sovereign empowerment, health, safety, housing, economic
development, workforce development and other issues specific to Indian
Country. The vital importance of our elders being allowing to age in place in
their own homes and keeping our community and especially our youth
connected to our elders came up in every discussion in the Circle. The Circle
discussions were also very frank about the justifiable historic concerns about
non-Natives encouraging tribes to adopt any “code” from outside Indian
Country. That is a valid concern and was discussed openly and head-on.


https://joinnaco.com/

For most attendees, this summit was unlike anything they were used to. The Circle
discussions were entirely community focused — how could codes improve physical
and mental health, adult and youth career opportunities, investment in the
community, housing and business, and especially retaining traditions and stay
connected to our elders.

Health was a primary discussion. Drafts, leaks, mold, improper piping,
inadequate insulation, and undersized ventilation all negatively impact
health. Pre-COVID studies found that most people now spend up to 22 hours
indoors — be it at home, work, or school. Our building indoor environment is
now our near-exclusive physical environment and indoor air, including
recirculated air, is our primary source of the air we breathe.



The health environment is
also facing greater
challenges with extreme
and extended weather
events. Pouring money into
new construction and
renovation is futile if
developers and contractors
are not held accountable to
conform with any building
codes. For too long Indian
Country has endured
substandard work in our
homes, workplaces,
community centers, and
schools. Unhealthy ﬁ
buildings lead to unhealthy &
communities.




Elder health directly impacts the health of Indian Country.
Building codes support the ability of our elders to remain in
their homes — or age in place — protecting their physical and
emotional health and dignity. Indian Country understands that
the homes of our elders are our classrooms and a central place
of our community. It is where our youth learn our traditions
and histories. It 1s where our adults remain grounded in our
culture. It is where we gather in extended family and
community. Removing our elders from their homes adversely
affects our whole tribal community.




On the issue of economic investment and development, the Circle discussed
how having codes can create pathways to both. Honest investors,
developers, and contractors welcome codes. They want to know that their
investment and work are held to clear and established standards. Some
public and private funding may require that there be established construction
standards. Recognizing the sovereignty of tribals nations, those established
standards are set by the tribe and should, as an exercise of tribal sovereignty,
be recorded in writing. As stated earlier, economic investment and
development are futile if the results are poorly constructed, unsafe, and
unhealthy homes, workplaces, community centers, and schools.




On the issue of workforce development, the Circle discussed how having
codes can create good-paying careers and how today's skill tradespeopl
tomorrow's contractors and developers. The attendees included those
joined the skilled trades and became building inspectors for their ~
and are now mentoring younger tribal members. Having codes and havinﬁf
those codes administered by members of their own community has been X
empowering for both the tribal and tribal members. | also shared my family's 2
journey starting with my parents not having the opportunity to finish h|gh
school and both working multiple low pay jobs to support elght children ji
one-and-a-half-bedroom apartment. That all changed when my father got:
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As sovereign tribal nations, the Circle was clear that building codes must enhance
not diminish tribal sovereignty. In looking at building codes, the discussion was
having the codes fit the respective tribal needs and traditions and not having the
tribes fit the codes. The value of model codes is that the tribe has 100% control
over what they may want to take, leave, amend, or customize from the model
codes, including setting provisions specific to tribal customs and traditions. The
process is in fact an exercise in tribal sovereignty. Providing building standards
for work on tribal land and holding developers and contractors accountable is also
an exercise of tribal sovereignty. The model codes offer options, flexibility,
adaptability, and are regularly updated to include the latest technologies,
innovations, and best practices, all of which can be incorporated into tribal codes
at the sole discretion of the tribe. Model codes are not a tool to limit tribal
sovereignty, just the opposite they are an additional tool to promote and exercise
tribal sovereignty.




This summit was just a start, and the Circle is meant
to grow. As Matthew Beaudet said in the Closing
Prayer “The Creator has taught us for generations

that we all strive when we share our knowledge and
labor and harvest with each other and in doing so

we create sustenance for the next generations. It is
called a Journey for a reason, and we ask the
Creator to grant us patience, resolve and

collaboration on this Journey."
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