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“We	all	know	the	story”:	
§  Indian	Country	is	poor,	much	poorer	than	
other	parts	of	the	naAon.	

§  Housing	problems	(condiAons,	availability,	
“need”)	in	Indian	Country	are	severe.	

§  American	Indians	living	on	reservaAons	have	
poor	or	nonexistent	credit.	

§  If	they	get	loans,	Indian	people	won’t	repay	
them	anyway.	

§  Lending	on	trust	land	is	difficult	to	
impossible,	given	collateralizaAon	concerns.	

	
Psst...	“The	story”	might	not	always	be	true.	



Indian	Country	Incomes	
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Real Per Capita Income I 
Reservations Other than Navajo and Navajo Alone 

Data: The graph portrays aggregate, inflation-adjusted income divided 
by population for Indians living on reservations and for all Americans. 

Trend: Outside the Navajo Nation, Indians had an increase in per capi-
ta income of $1154 in the 2000s (10.5%). The pace of change, though 
slower than in the 1990s (32.5%), was better than for the US as a whole, 
which saw a decline (!3.3%). Yet even after experiencing superlative 
growth in both decades, reservation per capita incomes are only 45% 
of the US average.  

Implication: Nationally, personal income is about 85% of GDP, and it 
amounts to 80%–90% of GDP in the majority of states [39]. Thus real 
personal income per capita is a proxy for GDP per capita—a statistic of 
interest for Indian Country but one not easily measured. In the main, 
per capita income tells us how reservation economies are faring. 

Although it sometimes receives undue consideration at the expense of 
other quality-of-life indicators, income correlates with mortality, fer-
tility, migration, education, occupation, and a host of other measures 
[40]. For example, rising income derived from gaming profits has re-
cently been linked to declines in Indian psychopathology among 
children whose families crossed the poverty threshold [18]. Similarly, 
higher baseline incomes correlate with healthier dietary responses to 
Indian income growth [41]. Income tracks only the cash economy, not 
domestic production, barter, subsistence, or other economically 
meaningful but uncompensated work. Nonetheless, it remains a valu-
able first-order comparator for living conditions in societies.  

Income per capita is calculated as a mean and is subject to the influ-
ence of outliers—extreme wealth pulls the average away from the me-
dian. The distribution of income can be an object of concern both for 
its potential links to economic growth [42,43], and as a matter of poli-
cy preference. Median Household Income and the Family and 
Child Poverty rate graphs shed more light on distribution. 
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Real Per Capita Income III 
All Indian Areas 

Data: The information here covers all census-defined Indian areas as-
sociated with federally recognized tribes in the lower 48 states. Again, 
the inflation-adjusted income data (2009 dollars) are calculated as be-
fore, but here the geographic scope expands to include all reservations, 
including the Navajo Nation’s, Tribally Designated Statistical Areas, 
and Oklahoma Tribal Statistical Areas (OTSAs). In the decennial cen-
sus of 2010, OTSAs encompassed 273,211 Indians and covered rough-
ly two-thirds of the land area of Oklahoma. 

Trend: Indians living in all Indian areas experienced an $882 increase 
in per capita income over the 2000s (7.6%). The pace of change—
though slower than in the 1990s (27%)—was better than in the rest of 
the US, which saw declines in the period (!3.3%). The incomes here 
are higher because the Indian incomes in the OTSAs pull the numbers 
up. Per capita income in the OTSAs was $11,922 in 1990, $14,602 in 
2000, and $14,963 in 2010. 

Implication: OTSAs include Tulsa and other cities, and a wide variety 
of non-Indian economic activities affect the fortunes of Indians living 
within them. On the one hand, statistics for Indians living in OTSAs 
are likely to correspond to those for off-reservation and urban Indians. 
On the other hand, Indian life in Oklahoma reflects a degree of tribal 
sovereignty that Indian life in Oakland, Denver, or Gallup does not. 
Oklahoma tribes operate clinics, manage police forces, develop busi-
nesses, and engage in a host of other functions in their former reserva-
tion areas—areas from which OTSA boundaries are derived. 

Because the focus of this databook is on the living conditions on reser-
vations, which are subject to Native self-determination in ways that 
urban, off-reservation, and to a lesser-degree OTSA life is not, we make 
comparisons for the remaining indicators on the basis of reservation 
statistics only. (Interested readers can find the comparisons that in-
clude OTSAs and that focus on them directly in the online graphs, as 
explained in the Appendices). 
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Indian	Country	Unemployment	Rates	
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Unemployment 
Reservations Other than Navajo and Navajo Alone 

Data: Unemployment measures the percentage of working-age indi-
viduals (16 years or older) who are in the labor force and who are ac-
tively seeking employment [49]. This measure does not include full-
time students, people working full-time in the home or not for pay, 
and people not seeking employment for other reasons. 

Trend: The unemployment rates on American Indian reservations and 
for the US as a whole differ by 12 points in the ACS 2010 five-year av-
erage. Although unemployment rates have declined since the 1990 
census, the pace of that decline has slowed.  

Implication: Unemployment is an important indicator of the level of 
economic activity. Persistent unemployment indicates an under-
utilization of resources—human resources—and a lack of economic 
opportunity in a geographic region. Although the difference between 
reservation unemployment and national unemployment remains 
large, it is somewhat heartening that Indian unemployment did not 
increase with the recession, as it did in the United States. 

 

 

Akee Taylor 2014  45  

24.2

20.1 19.9

6.2 5.7

7.9

0

10

20

30%

Indian Total US—All Races

1990 2000 2006–10 1990 2000 2006–10

Reservations Other than Navajo
Unemployment Rate

 

29.3

26.3

16.3

6.2 5.7

7.9

0

10

20

30%

Indian Total US—All Races

1990 2000 2006–10 1990 2000 2006–10

Navajo Nation
Unemployment Rate

 

Source: Akee & Taylor (2014, Page 45) 



Indian	Country	Labor	Force	ParCcipaCon:	
Women	
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Male and Female Labor Force Participation 
Reservations Other than Navajo 

Data: The labor force encompasses people aged 16 and older who are 
employed or seeking to be employed. The labor force participation 
rate describes the proportion of the working-age population that is or 
seeks to be economically active in the cash economy.  

Trend: Generally speaking, the labor force participation rate changes 
slowly or only in response to large shocks. In the United States, the 
rates for both male and female participation changed slightly from 
1990 to 2010; for females it moved slightly upward and for males it 
moved slightly downward. In Indian Country, these trends take the 
same direction as for the US as a whole, but the increase in Indian fe-
male labor force participation is more pronounced. Enough women 
entered the workforce in Indian Country to counteract the decline 
among men, holding the total Indian participation rate at 55% in 
1990 and 2010. The US rate stayed virtually unchanged at 65%. 

Implication: When people move from outside the labor force into it, 
the economy grows. Outside the labor force, they tend to be more de-
pendent—either on family breadwinners or on government assis-
tance—than self-sufficient. Of all our indicators, female labor force 
participation brings Indians closest to parity with the US (see Rela-
tive Standing of Indians, 2006–2010), making the trend in this 
graph hopeful.  
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Male and Female Labor Force Participation 
Reservations Other than Navajo 
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The	Changing	Economic	Fortunes	in	
Indian	Country	
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Exhibit 1.3: Projected Real Per Capita Income Growth (reservations other than Navajo)
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Conclusion	on	Incomes:	

§  There	is	a	growing	middle	class	in	Indian	
Country	(i.e.	It’s	geUng	larger)	

§  There	is	a	growing	number	of	single	idenAfier	
American	Indians	living	in	counAes	just	off	
the	reservaAon.	

§  “We	want	people	of	all	incomes	levels	to	be	
able	to	live	on	the	reservaAon.”	
(One	of	the	most	common	responses	during	the	engagement	
mee6ngs	in	Indian	Country	for	the	Access	to	Capital	and	Credit	
Report.)	

§  So	income	may	not	be	the	key	barrier.	



Access	to	Banks	
NaAve	American	Lending	Study	(2001):	“What	is	
the	approximate	distance	from	the	ReservaAon	
or	Indian	Lands	to	the	nearest	branch	or	ATM?”	

§  Only	14	percent	of	communi6es	on	Indian	Lands	
had	a	financial	ins6tu6on	in	their	community	

§  Approximately	half	of	these	communi6es	had	a	
financial	ins6tu6on	nearby	(fewer	than	30	miles	
away)	

§  Only	about	half	had	an	easily	accessible	ATM	
§  Six	percent	of	the	residents	of	Indian	Lands	must	

travel	more	than	100	miles	to	reach	a	bank	or	ATM	



Cross-Country	Distance	from	the	Geographic	Center	of	a	
Tribe’s	ReservaCon	to	the	Nearest	Bank	or	ATM	

Note: Calculations take account of 484 parcels that are part of 205 reservations belonging to 201 Tribes. When a reserva-
tion comprises multiple parcels, or a Tribe owns multiple reservations, the mean straight-line distance among the parcels 
or reservations was used to calculate the mean, median, and extreme values across Tribes.  Data sources: FDIC (2013), 
Census Bureau (2012), and Digibits Media (2013); bank and ATM information current as of August 2013.
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Mortgage	Loan	ApplicaCons	2003,	2006,	2010:		
Exhibit 8. Mortgage Loan Applications in 2003, 2006, & 2010:
AIAN Applicants on or near Indian Lands Compared to All Applicants in a State

As compared to all applicants in the state, AIAN applicants on or near Indian Lands:

Note: Data on manufactured housing loans and the mean rate spread were not reported in 2003.  
Source: Home Mortgage Disclosure Act public datasets for 2003, 2006, 2010.
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Credit	Scores	on	Indian	Lands	
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Exhibit 4.2:  Average Credits Scores (All Races) by Geography, 2002-2012

Source: Dimitrova-Grajzl (2014, Table 3) 
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CDFI	Development	Services	AcCvity	
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One	NaCve	CDFI’s	Impact	
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average score was 622, and on October 9, 2014, borrowers’ average score was 675. 
This 53-point increase would be enough to move many customers from one rating 
category (negative, weak, acceptable, good, strong) to the next.

FIGURE 12

Credit Scores of Four Directions Clients Over Time
movement from first credit score assessment to most recent

(FDDC course-of-business files)

 Four Directions’ success at helping clients improve their credit is yet another 
measure of its success at helping them build assets. This is because good credit is 
itself an asset: an individual can use it to leverage one asset into another, it can put 
an individual on an upward path of wealth accumulation, and losing it can have 
lasting effects on a person’s lifetime income.

e. four directionS lowerS the coSt of Borrowing

 The cost of borrowing is influenced by a variety of factors, including the interest 
rate on the loan, the term of the loan, fees associated with borrowing (closing costs, 
for example), mortgage insurance requirements, and security payments, among 
others. The interplay of these costs, including whether or not various upfront costs 
can be amortized with the loan principal, are what determine the payments due 
at closing and the monthly payments of a loan. Consumers are sensitive to all of 
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Conclusions	on	Mortgage	Access	&	Credit	

§  Access	to	banking	services	for	American	Indian	living	
on	reservaAon	has	probably	improved.	

§  AIANs	have	tried	to	adjust	their	borrowing	requests	
are	sAll	are	denied,	o_en	due	to	“poor	credit.”	

§  On	reservaAon	credit	among	borrowers	of	all	races	
is	poor—which	points	to	land	issues—but	non-
housing	loan	performance	is	quite	good.	

§  CDFIs	are	working	to	make	a	difference,	and	the	are	
making	a	difference	for	credit	scores.	

But	it	s6ll	doesn’t	appear	that	there	is	much	flow	of	
mortgage	lending	to	Indian	Country.	



Housing:	184	lending	

ACCESS TO CAPITAL AND CREDIT IN NATIVE COMMUNITIES
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Exhibit 4.3:  Annual and Cumulative Value of HUD Section 184- Guaranteed Mortgage 
Lending on Trust Lands, 1995-2013 (2013 dollars)
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Housing:	184	lending	
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ACCESS TO CAPITAL AND CREDIT IN NATIVE COMMUNITIES

Exhibit 4.4:  Annual and Cumulative Value of HUD Section 184- Guaranteed Mortgage 
Lending on Trust and Fee Simple Lands, 1995-2013 (2013 dollars)
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Conclusions	on	Trust	Land	Lending	
§  Trust	lands	opAons	exist	

•  But	the	apparent	preference	among	borrowers	and	banks	
has	been	for	lending	on	fee-simple	lands	

•  And	funding	for	those	models	has	been	limited	

§  It’s	other	issues	(especially	bureaucraAc	issues)	that	
complicate	trust	land	lending,	e.g.:	

•  Tribal	trust	land	leasing	codes	need	development	

•  Slow	6tle	status	report	process	

•  Tribal	mortgage	codes	are	needed.	

§  Lenders	need	beber	/	more	informaAon	



Codes,	RegulaCons,	
Capacity	
Accurate	land	surveys	
Title	status	reports		
Leasing	codes	
Zoning	policies	
Trust	land	mortgage	code	
Trustee	mortgage	policies	
Court	enforcement	capacity	
	

InformaCon,	CollaboraCon,	
Trials	
CorrecAon	of	misinformaAon	
CollaboraAon	with	NaAve	CDFIs,	
housing	enAAes	
Greater	use	of	exisAng	programs	
(RD,	HUD,	VA,	state	programs)	
New	abempts	at	programs	
Inclusion	in	CRA	acAvity	
New	responses	to	risk	regulaAon	
	

Challenges	Ahead	
Tribes	 Lenders	


