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California Tribal Perspectives on 
Climate Change Resiliency

By Dr. Donna Miranda-Begay

Tübatulabal/Yokut/Paiute/Navajo – Tribal Affiliation 



Personal Background

Home is “yi-tii-en-ep” – where the flat water lives. 
Tübatulabal Tribal Allotment (160 acres) Weldon, CA
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Where is Weldon, CA?

Weldon is located about 60 miles northeast of 
Bakersfield and 5 hours southeast of Monterey
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Overview
California Tribal Perspectives on 

Climate Change Resiliency

• Past and Present location of CA Native American Tribes

• How GIS was used to better inform decision-making 
and/or increase communication more effectively

• Recommended public policy changes to assist California 
Native American Tribes with Climate Change Resiliency



Before 1850 – CA Tribal Languages 1850 – CA Counties



1850 CA Counties 1907 and Present 
CA Counties

Historically, California Indians have not been included in development of 
California and Local Government “Blue Print” plans.  It is important to 
note that the current location of many California Tribes, may not be 
central to their traditional territories.

Pre-European 
CA Tribal Groups



California Tribal Lands

Trust Lands

Reservations, Rancherias, and 
Allotments (Public Domains)

As of June 2021



California Environmental Justice (EJ) – Tribal Perspective
• Prior to 1980s – California State ”limited” outreach to Tribes in policy and program 

planning and development (i.e., water, transportation, land management)
• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (Established in 1970)
• California Native American Heritage Commission (Established in 1977)
• California Environmental Protection Agency (Established in 1991)
• California Agencies and Departments – Tribal Liaisons (1990s)
• SB 18 (Burton, 2004) – Protection of Sacred Lands
• CA Tribal Water Summit (CA Dept. of Water Resources 2004)
• California Governor’s Office – Tribal Affairs Office (2010)
• Executive Order – B-10-11 Working with CA Tribes (2011)
• AB 52 (Gatto, 2014) – CEQA Enhancement Act

U.S. BIA GIS Data used by State government (2008)
CA Dept. of Water Resources work with CA Native American Tribes to create updated CA 
Native American Lands map (2013)
State Water Resources Control Board – Regional Map has Tribal Lands (2013)
CA GIS Council – open invite for Tribal GIS (2018) / Tribal Workgroup
CA Water Commission – Tribal input to Climate Change Report update 2023
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research – Tribal input to Climate Change Report 
update 2023
CA GIA – Tribal Focus Group or Committee? 2023?



SWRCB – added CA Tribal 
Lands mapping data to their 

Regional Map (2013) –
including allotment lands 

(Public Domain)



Getting CA Tribal Lands onto Federal/State/Local 
Government maps

U.S. Department of Interior - Bureau of Indian Affairs

Pacific Region - GIS Data for California

https://www.bia.gov/sites/default/files/dup/assets/bia/pacreg/PRO
_Indian_Lands.gdb_.zip

https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch


California Tribal Lands

Trust Lands

Reservations, Rancherias, and 
Allotments (Public Domains)



U.S. Drought Monitor 
National Drought Mitigation Center
University of Nebraska-Lincoln
Map Export Tool | U.S. Drought Monitor (unl.edu)

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/Maps/MapExport.aspx


Common mapping of Trust Lands – Reservations and 
Rancherias (no allotments)

Tachi Yokut 
Rancheria

Tule River 
Indian 
Reservation
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In working with California Native American 
Tribes - How GIS has been used to better 
inform decision-making and/or communicate 
more effectively

• Mapping in the past

• Protection of Cultural Resources and Landscapes

• Culturally Sensitive Resource Mapping

• Tribal participation on Federal, State, Local and 
Community planning



Past – Mapping 

1936 – Indian Henry (Paiute and 
Tübatulabal) photo by Waterman.

Lake Isabella Dam being planned –
cultural and burial sites had to be 
identified due to flooding of where 
the North and South Fork of Kern 
river converge.

Indian Henry pointed out circle or 
spiral figure drawn onto boulder
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Elders Telling Their Story
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Geographic and Historical Presence – J P 
Harrington and C. H. Merriam Maps – 1898 –
1938: Language/Dialects/Presence
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Cultural Sensitive Resource Mapping
In developing mapping - deciding on:
• What to map?
• Why map it?
• Who can have access?
• How to protect and back-up data/maps?
• Use of mapping
• Meaning of place
• Sensitive or okay to share with others
• How to share within your Tribe?
• What to share with public?



CHRIS (California Historical Resources Information System) 
/ Local area cultural resource information, ethnographies, and 

GIS/GPS data.
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CHRIS
Pre-Historic
Recorded 

Sites

County / 
Local 

Partners 
(USFS, 

USBLM) data

Tribal Data, 
Photos, 

Traditional 
Language, 

Records, etc..



CHRIS Record – TB-080

Traditional Site Name:
yitiyanup
(yee-tii-yan-ep)

“where the flat water 
lives”
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California Historic Records Information System (CHRIS)
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Ethnographic Record

Type: verbal, recordings, field 
notes, traditional language, 
research, etc…

Format: Tribal declared format, 
USFS – Record Format, 
Anthropological, or other

Reliability: source, when, and 
valid by who

Storage: paper, digitalized, e-
document (spreadsheet, PDF, 
Word)…..
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Ethnographic Record

Type: verbal, recordings, field 
notes, traditional language, 
research, etc…

Format: Tribal declared format, 
USFS – Record Format, 
Anthropological, or other

Reliability: source, when, and 
valid by who

Storage: paper, digitalized, e-
document (spreadsheet, PDF, 
Word)…..
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Descriptions / Field Names

Tribal Descriptions and Coding vs. Public Partner Descriptions and Coding

Archeological Terms – scatter site, work site, habitat, mortar

Tribal Description (English) – village, harvest area, bark house, grinding rock

Traditional Language – “yitiiyamup”, “toont”, “komol”, and “tunt”

If data will be exchange back to public partners – will need to inform them of your 
descriptions and coding.  When receiving data – Tribe should also be aware of 
public partners data descriptions and field names.

FIELD NAME:   SITEDESC   LOC   GPS   TYPESITE

Will data be shared and how?

CHRIS
Pre-Historic
Recorded 

Sites

Tribal Data, 
Photos, 

Traditional 
Language, 

Records, etc..
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• Sierra “Buffer” Zone  – Culturally Sensitive Resource Mapping (Binary 
Regression Analysis)

• Dr. Brian Hemphill (CSU Bakersfield) and Mike Pesses (Antelope Valley 
College)



Kern Valley
Light Blue = US BLM Open Lease Land
Red dots = Cultural Recorded sites
Yellow = Tribal Allotments

Potential fracking sites in Kern Valley – U.S. BLM Open Lease Lands (2018)
Ruled fracking not a good fit for Kern Valley.
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• Use of ethnographic records by U.S. Forest Service
• Use of Linguist Research (1870s-1960s)
• Photos, Recordings, and old Maps
• ArcView Software – Data Exchange with US FS (includes data, photo, 

polygons, GPS data.  County GIS data – roads, rivers, etc..
• GIS Map used to work with U.S. Army Corps of Engineers – Lake Isabella Dam 

Expansion Project (2012-2024)
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Hand Drawn map translated onto Aerial Photograph map – U.S. Indian Health 
Services Water Project for White Blanket Allotment



Concerns of climate 
change in 
California Native American 
Tribes

110 Federally Recognized Tribes
60+ Tribes seeking Federal 
Recognition

Federal Trust Lands –
Reservations, Rancherias, and 
Allotments (Public Domains)

Landless Tribes



Concerns of climate change in California 
Tribal Communities.
CA Water Commission – outreach to CA Native American Tribes

James D. Sarmento, PhD (Shasta), Feb. 15, 2023, Summary Update









Colorado River – Potential Dead Pool
1984   Lake Mead Hoover Dam, NV  Water Level    Feb 2023

Colorado River – 25 feet drop in water level in 45 years, 
per Hualapai Tribal Member. 

Current deepest area is 20 feet  (Feb 2023)



CA Dept of Toxic and Substance Control (DTSC)
Sea Level Rising (SLR) Web App

Sea Level Rise | Department of Toxic Substances Control (ca.gov)

DTSC has inventoried its 
universe of sites to assess the 
number of current projects 
that could be subject to a 
SLRVA.

https://dtsc.ca.gov/climate-change/




Potential Tribal New Partnership

Private Fay Creek Ranch 2275 acres in Weldon, CA

300+ acres for Tübatulabal

Few Acres for family ranch owners

Western Rivers Conservancy is working to purchase the ranch 
and will ultimately convey the property to the Kern River Valley 
Heritage Foundation and the Tübatulabal Tribe.



Fay Creek Ranch
• Need GIS Map

• Using Drone for Review of Landscape

(both video and photos)

• Information Sharing with Tribe

• Purpose – new jobs, recreation, tourism, cultural 
preservation, and sharing of traditional knowledge



Recommended public policy changes to 
assist California Native American Tribes with 
Climate Change Resiliency

• Federal – U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs be lead agency to update 
Tribal Trust Lands GIS data set and make the data set update 
mandatory at every 5 years. This data set should be announced 
and shared with all Federal Agencies.

• California State – include U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs Tribal Trust 
Lands GIS data set on their Natural Resources, Environment, 
Employment, Economic Development, Emergency Response, and 
Climate Change planning and incidents maps. 

• Provide more resources for CA Native American Heritage 
knowledge build of GIS and to assist State Agencies with Tribal 
Trust Land mapping. 

• Provide resources to support the CA Historic Records and 
Information Systems (CHRIS).



“tuwu” (too-woo)  Thank you / In a good way

Erskine Fire Area – 2016 / Native Plants Resiliency
saat (saw-aht) – Indian Mountain Tea (Feb 2023)



In Summary – Climate Change Resiliency

• Individual to organization – purpose / motivation

• Funding and Resources – one-time vs. on-going

• Use of technology tool – introduction to Tribal 
circle, acceptance, useful and meaningful.

• Who will be the lead and help with training?

• On-going knowledge build – within and outside the 
Tribe

• What if you are not part of the organization – what 
happens to the operations?  Sustainable / Resilient
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References

US Department of Interior – Bureau of Indian Affairs – Pacific Regions, CA GIS 
Data set

https://www.bia.gov/sites/default/files/dup/assets/bia/pacreg/PRO_Indian_
Lands.gdb_.zip

Sea Level Rise | Department of Toxic Substances Control (ca.gov)

Fay Ranch Rd, Weldon, CA 93283 | Zillow

South Fork Kern River - Western Rivers Conservancy

https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
https://dtsc.ca.gov/climate-change/
https://www.zillow.com/homedetails/Fay-Ranch-Rd-Weldon-CA-93283/2080137480_zpid/?mmlb=g,8
https://www.westernrivers.org/projects/ca/south-fork-kern-river-fay-creek-ranch
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tooyüˊ tüwü 

Travel Well

Dr. Donna Miranda-Begay

donnabegay@yahoo.com

CA Tribal GIS

www.catribalgis.org

(Coming soon)

mailto:donnabegay@yahoo.com
http://www.catribalgis.org/
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