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INTRODUCTION
On December 10, 2024, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold an oversight hearing on Supporting the Arts, Culture, and History of Indigenous Peoples in New York City. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA), New York City (NYC) library systems, professional associations and nonprofits in the field, advocacy group members, community members, and other interested stakeholders. 

BACKGROUND
The Role of the Arts in Indigenous Cultural and Historical Preservation
	The term “Indigenous” refers to any group of people native to a specific region, who lived there before colonists or settlers arrived.[footnoteRef:1] It is estimated that there are more than 370 million Indigenous peoples spread across 70 countries worldwide.[footnoteRef:2] Many Indigenous communities have faced devastation of their culture, including their language, along with the loss of land and resources.[footnoteRef:3] Indigenous arts and culture can help amplify Indigenous stories and empower their communities, who are often marginalized.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Raypole, Crystal. What Does ‘Indigenous’ Mean? How to Use It (and When to Avoid It), Healthline, (March 2021). Available at: https://www.healthline.com/health/what-does-indigenous-mean]  [2:  United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, Indigenous Peoples, Indigenous Voices, Factsheet. Available at: https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/5session_factsheet1.pdf]  [3:  Supra, note 1. ]  [4:  Morin, Dashayne. Unveiling the Power of Indigenous Art: Why It Matters Now More Than Ever!, Powwow Times, (October 2023). Available at: https://powwowtimes.ca/unveiling-the-power-of-indigenous-art-why-it-matters-now-more-than-ever/] 

Indigenous arts often play a crucial role in preserving and representing Indigenous cultures by depicting sacred symbols, stories, and other motifs related to their ancestral past.[footnoteRef:5] Additionally, the arts have served as a form of resistance and activism, allowing artists to voice their concerns, advocate for their rights, and challenge the status quo.[footnoteRef:6] The arts have been used to protest land dispossession, cultural appropriation, and the destruction of Indigenous territories.[footnoteRef:7] While artistic expression has served as an integral part of Indigenous heritage, artists often face challenges in accessing resources, funding, and arts education.[footnoteRef:8] A lack of institutional support and recognition can further marginalize Indigenous artists, making it difficult for them to gain exposure and establish sustainable careers.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  Id. ]  [6:  Id. ]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id. ] 


Native American Heritage Month 
	In 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed a joint resolution designating November as National American Indian Heritage Month, now known as Native American Heritage Month.[footnoteRef:10] This official recognition was to honor and acknowledge the many contributions Native Americans[footnoteRef:11] have made to the United States (U.S.), including their influence on language, agriculture, the arts, and government.[footnoteRef:12] The month-long celebration is an opportunity for education and reflection on the historical mistreatment of U.S. Indigenous peoples, including forced removals, broken treaties, and misguided cultural assimilation efforts.[footnoteRef:13] It also highlights the continued contributions of Native Americans in various fields, including science, arts, politics, and environmental stewardship.[footnoteRef:14] Throughout November, a variety of activities and events are held across the country to commemorate Native American Heritage Month.[footnoteRef:15] These events include exhibits that showcase Native American arts, artifacts, and historical documents at museums, cultural centers, and libraries.[footnoteRef:16]  [10:  Mimosa, Larry. Native American Heritage Month: History, Significance, and Celebrations, Knowinsiders, (October 2024). Available at: https://knowinsiders.com/native-american-heritage-month-history-significance-and-celebrations-40921.html#google_vignette]  [11:  “Native American” refers to the original peoples of the North American continent. Supra, note 1.]  [12:  Supra, note 10.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.] 


Indigenous Peoples and Organizations in the Arts in NYC
	Built on the land of the Lenape, NYC is currently home to over 180,000 individuals who identified as “American Indian or Alaska Native” in the 2020 U.S. Census—an increase from the 2010 Census.[footnoteRef:17] Andrew Lipman, professor of history at Barnard College, notes that “the largest single concentration of Native people in the United States is in New York City,” and that Indigenous history is “an active part of America’s present and future, which is relevant to thinking about how we might see the future of this city.”[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Sandoval, Gabriel. “Native American New Yorkers Grow in Number, Latest Census Shows,” The City (October 10, 2021), available at https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/10/10/native-american-new-yorkers-grow-numbers/#:~:text=In%20the%20five%20boroughs%20of,111%2C749%20of%208.1%20million%20people.]  [18:  “A Tour of Native New York,” Barnard College (November 1, 2019), available at https://barnard.edu/news/tour-native-new-york.] 

	Various organizations exist among NYC’s Indigenous peoples today, including The Lenape Center and the American Indian Community House, and work to bring Indigenous arts, culture, and history to the attention of New Yorkers. Some examples of such work includes:
· The Lenape Center’s featuring of an installation entitled, “Welcome to Territory,” of three turkey-feather capes of the kind originally worn by the Lenape for the “Going Home” section of the Making Home exhibition now on display at the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Graeber, Laurel. “Design, Unearthed and Unfettered, in Cooper Hewitt’s Triennial,” The New York Times (October 23, 2024), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/23/arts/cooper-hewitt-smithsonian-design-triennial.html.] 

· The American Indian Community House, whose membership includes Native Americans from 72 tribes and whose mission is to nurture intercultural understanding,[footnoteRef:20] has been working since 2018 with the Museum of the City of New York (MCNY) to co-create exhibitions and projects that tell the stories of NYC’s contemporary Indigenous population in their own voices.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  American Indial Community House website at https://aich.org/about/.]  [21:  Interview with Sarah Henry, Deputy Director and Chief Curator, and Monxo Lopez, Curator of Community Histories, at the Museum of the City of New York with staff of the New York City Council’s Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, on November 13, 2024.] 

· The American Indian Community House and MCNY will be opening an exhibit on the 400th anniversary of Dutch colonization of what is now NYC from the Indigenous perspective entitled, Unceded: 400 Years of Lenape Survivance.[footnoteRef:22] Such exhibit is the second part of a two-exhibition international event, with the first part in the Amsterdam Museum in the Netherlands entitled, Manahahtáanung or New Amsterdam? The Indigenous Story Behind New York earlier this year.[footnoteRef:23] This two-exhibition international event “speaks to the resilience and creativity of Indigenous people today and the importance of recognizing their central role in shaping our city and nation.”[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Museum of the City of New York website at https://www.mcny.org/lenapeweekend.] 


THE NYC PUBLIC LIBRARY SYSTEMS AND INDIGENOUS HISTORY
The New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx, celebrated Native American Heritage Month during November this year by providing free events, recommendations for reading, research resources, and more.[footnoteRef:25] NYPL offered a wide array of Indigenous-related programs and events for all ages, including a poetry discussion circle, book discussions, movie showings, and family story times.[footnoteRef:26] At the Stephen A. Schwarzman Building and online, NYPL’s Polonsky Exhibition of its treasures includes a printed Cherokee syllabary—a set of symbols representing syllabic sounds, developed by Sequoyah, a member of the Cherokee Nation, in the 1820s.[footnoteRef:27] This syllabary is much admired for enabling written communication in the Cherokee language for the first time, thus making it an important and valued part of Indigenous history in the U.S.[footnoteRef:28] [25:  Native American Heritage Month, New York Public Library website. Available at: https://www.nypl.org/spotlight/native-american-heritage-month]  [26:  Native American Heritage Month Programs & Events, New York Public Library website. Available at: https://www.nypl.org/events/native-american-heritage]  [27:  Supra, note 25. ]  [28:  Id.] 

Working closely with The Lenape Center, the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), which serves the borough of Brooklyn, mounted Lenapehoking in 2022, the first-ever Lenape-curated exhibition in NYC, presenting works by Lenape artists of the past and present, including beaded bandolier bags from the 1800s, a newly made turkey-feather cape, and culinary tapestries.[footnoteRef:29] Along with the exhibition at BPL’s Greenpoint branch, the partners presented panel discussions, music, poetry, and lectures by scholars in conjunction with BPL’s Center for Brooklyn History. Joe Baker, a member of the Delaware Tribe of Indians and co-founder and executive director of The Lenape Center, noted that the “exhibition site is a library branch, a public space, a very democratic space, a place where grandmas gather, and children gather; it is in many ways messy and noisy and it’s a part of a community and it is really alive…which was important in terms of disrupting the historical hierarchical museum model and placing this work at the very ground level of human experience.”[footnoteRef:30] BPL is also publishing an anthology of Indigenous scholarship, building on the work done in the exhibition and panels, for use as reference material in libraries and higher education institutions.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Brooklyn Public Library website at First Ever Lenape-Curated Exhibition in New York Features Masterworks by Lenape Artists, Created Through Partnership Between Brooklyn Public Library and The Lenape Center | Brooklyn Public Library.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Brooklyn Public Library website at Brooklyn Public Library and The Lenape Center Announce Programming Series and Anthology Accompanying Lenapehoking, the First Lenape-Curated Exhibition in New York | Brooklyn Public Library.] 

For much of 2024, BPL’s Brooklyn Heights Library hosted Urban Skins & Ancient Kin, an exhibition of “lyrical, dynamic abstract photo-based paintings by Brooklyn-based Plains Cree/Anishnawbe/Metis artist Bebonkwe Brown.”[footnoteRef:32] Bebonkwe is one of BPL’s Heritage Ambassadors, who bring together folk and traditional artists, library staff, and the public to share cultures and make connections.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Brooklyn Public Library website at Urban Skins & Ancient Kin: Exhibition & Opening Reception | Brooklyn Public Library. ]  [33:  Brooklyn Public Library website at Heritage Ambassadors | Brooklyn Public Library.] 

During the month of November 2024, BPL hosted a variety of events to celebrate Native American Heritage Month. At the Central Library, BPL presented an event to introduce a new Lenape curriculum written for pre-kindergarten through grade 12 students to “bring Indigenous history to life and address the often overlooked narrative” of the Lenape in NYC.[footnoteRef:34] At the Canarsie Library, Paint and Chill: Native American Heritage Month provided an opportunity for teens to learn about and recreate a piece of art by a contemporary Native artist.[footnoteRef:35] At the Gravesend Library, visitors could peruse an exhibition table for books about Native Americans and for Native recipes.[footnoteRef:36] Additionally, the BPL website displayed a list of books related to Indigenous cultures.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  Brooklyn Public Library website at Teaching Lenape History & Presence in New York City Schools | Brooklyn Public Library.]  [35:  Paint and Chill: Native American Heritage Month, Brooklyn Public Library website. Available at: https://www.bklynlibrary.org/calendar/paint-and-chill-native-canarsie-library-20241120-0300pm.]  [36:  Native American Heritage Month, Brooklyn Public Library website. Available at: https://www.bklynlibrary.org/calendar/native-american-heritage-gravesend-library-20241115-1000am]  [37:  YA Native American Heritage Month, Brooklyn Public Library website. Available at: https://discover.bklynlibrary.org/?booklist=711781] 



           The Queens Borough Public Library (QPL) website offers Native American booklists for adults, teens, and kids.[footnoteRef:38] On November 20 this year, QPL hosted a book discussion on Wandering Stars, by Tommy Orange.[footnoteRef:39] The book illustrates the generational trauma resulting from the Sand Creek Massacre of 1864 and the Carlisle Industrial School for Indians and explores what it means to live with the institutional violence that follows Native Americans.[footnoteRef:40] In previous years, QPL has honored Native American figures who have made significant cultural contributions in a variety of fields.[footnoteRef:41]  [38:  Queens Public Library website. Available at: https://queenslibrary.org/]  [39:  Native American Heritage Month: Book Discussion "Wandering Stars" by Tommy Orange, Queens Public Library website. Available at: https://www.queenslibrary.org/calendar/native-american-heritage-month-book-discussion-wandering-stars-by-tommy-orange/005614-1024]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Queens Library Celebrates Native American Heritage Month!, Queens Public Library website, November 2016. Available at: https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/news-media/blog/1704] 

DCLA AND INDIGENOUS ARTS AND CULTURE
Local Law 46 of 2015: CreateNYC
On May 18, 2015, Mayor Bill de Blasio signed Local Law 46, requiring the creation of a comprehensive cultural plan for NYC.[footnoteRef:42] That plan, CreateNYC, was designed to be “a roadmap to guide the future of arts and culture in NYC,”[footnoteRef:43] including “a more sustainable, inclusive, and equitable cultural sector” for all New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:44] To launch the plan, DCLA mapped out a 10-month preparation process to work with artists, cultural organizations, agencies, arts and culture experts, and community residents to collect data and public input to inform CreateNYC.[footnoteRef:45] The process was intended to address a range of topics identified by Local Law 46, including the availability and distribution of cultural activities throughout NYC and the relationship between cultural activities and social and economic health and welfare in NYC.[footnoteRef:46] By the time CreateNYC was released to the public on July 19, 2017, more than 188,000 New Yorkers had participated either in person or online in helping to imagine the plan—through an online survey, borough-wide workshops, focus groups, roundtable discussions, and community meetings.[footnoteRef:47] [42:  Local Law 46 of 2015, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=1853941&GUID=15689E9B-3860-4882-B9D3-F67A4C896AAC&Options=ID|Text|&Search=46 (Local Law 46). ]  [43:  DCLA, “History” CreateNYC: A Cultural Plan for All New Yorkers, available at http://createnyc.org/en/about/history/. ]  [44:  Id. ]  [45:  DCLA, “The Process,” CreateNYC: A Cultural Plan for All New Yorkers, available at http://createnyc.org/en/about/the-process/.]  [46:  Local Law 46, supra.]  [47:  DCLA, “Engagement,” The Cultural Plan, available at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-cultural-plan/engagement/.] 

When introduced in 2017, CreateNYC offered 28 objectives (i.e., goals of the plan) and 96 strategies (i.e., actions for achieving those goals), categorized into eight issue areas, including equity and inclusion, which is most relevant to this hearing.[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  DCLA, CreateNYC: A Cultural Plan for All New Yorkers (2017), available at http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dcla/downloads/pdf/cultureplan/createnyc-finalplan.pdf.] 

Local Law 46 requires DCLA to submit updates to CreateNYC every two years, “detail[ing] progress made on the recommendations, initiatives, and priorities that result from the cultural plan.”[footnoteRef:49] Two years after the adoption of CreateNYC, DCLA issued its first update in the form of its 2019 Action Plan.[footnoteRef:50] The Action Plan highlighted the City’s progress in carrying out specific actions across a range of areas, but it also condensed dozens of objectives and strategies from CreateNYC into just five objectives and 25 strategies to guide DCLA’s work moving forward.[footnoteRef:51] This hearing will focus on Objective 1: Increase equitable funding and support for culture, especially in historically underserved communities, as well as on the following strategies to carry out Objective 1:[footnoteRef:52]  [49:  Local Law 46, supra.]  [50:  DCLA, CreateNYC: 2019 Action Plan (2019), available at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-action-plan/.]  [51:  Id.]  [52:  Id.] 

Strategy A: Increase the City’s funding for cultural organizations, especially those in historically underserved neighborhoods
Strategy B: Increase funding for individual artists, especially those from underrepresented communities 
Strategy D: Improve cultural access for historically marginalized groups of artists, audiences, and cultural workers 

DCLA, the City agency responsible for helping to fund hundreds of large and small arts and cultural organizations across the five boroughs, provides support to many of those organizations through its Cultural Development Fund (CDF), which awards funding through a competitive grantmaking process.[footnoteRef:53] The results of the last round of CDF funding (FY 2024) were announced on February 21, 2024, when DCLA noted that it would be providing over $52 million to 1,031 cultural organizations.[footnoteRef:54] Nonetheless, leaders of arts and cultural organizations have raised concerns about the CDF process, including the following questions centering on the equitable support of underrepresented artists and communities:[footnoteRef:55] [53: Cultural Development Fund at https://www.nyc.gov/site/dcla/cultural-funding/programs-funding.page.]  [54: “NYC Department of Cultural Affairs Announces $52.2 Million in Grants for More Than 1,000 Cultural Nonprofits Citywide” (February 21, 2024), available at PR-2024-2-21-FY24-Cultural-Development-Fund-Distributes-52-million-to-more-than-1000-arts-nonprofits.]  [55: These issues have been raised in individual and group discussions with staff from the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations in regularly scheduled calls and additional meetings with representatives of the arts and cultural community during the past two years.] 

· Should there be funds in a category targeted solely for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)-led and BIPOC-serving organizations, which historically have had more difficulty securing stable and sufficient funding from all possible sources? 
· Should some funding be earmarked to help BIPOC-led and BIPOC-serving organizations acquire physical space in their communities to provide longer-term stability? 
· Should some funding be earmarked for providing salary support, training, and retention incentives for BIPOC leaders and staff to increase their consistent presence in the arts and cultural community?

Attention has been given in past hearings of this Committee to support for BIPOC-led and BIPOC-serving organizations, such as the February 2022 oversight hearing on Expanding Access to Cultural Institutions for Underserved BIPOC Youth and the BIPOC Community At Large,[footnoteRef:56] the April 2022 oversight hearing on Using NYC Libraries to Help Overcome BIPOC Youth Learning Losses Due to COVID-19,[footnoteRef:57] and the June 2023 oversight hearing on The Schomburg Center and the Role of Libraries and Cultural Organizations in Preserving New York City’s History, which focused on the importance of Juneteenth in NYC.[footnoteRef:58]  [56:  Hearing materials available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=930253&GUID=A05C6C78-9143-42C7-941B-762A5616CCD4&Options=info|&Search=.]  [57:  Hearing materials available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=951915&GUID=0D9D6EAC-12DF-42B2-AA3D-24E841579BB6&Options=info|&Search=.]  [58:  Hearing materials available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1101581&GUID=180F3868-BDDC-4137-AF8D-C91F8E8E5ADD&Options=info|&Search=.] 

However, much less attention has been paid to equitable support for Indigenous artists and communities. For example, of the 1,031 CDF grants in FY 2024, which totaled over $52 million, only two were made to organizations that focus on Indigenous cultures:[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Armbruster, Arden. DCLA Cultural Development Fund Award Data, FY19-24. New York City Independent Budget Office, available from ardena@ibo.nyc.gov.] 

· Coopdanza, Inc., which received $15,080
· Redhawk Indian Arts Council, which received $19,035
Three additional organizations that focus on Indigenous cultures received CDF funding in FY 2023 and one additional organization in FY 2022:[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Id.] 

· Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian, which received $86,530 in FY 2023
· American Indian Artists, Inc., which received $22,480 in FY 2023
· Spiderwoman Theater Workshop, Inc., which received $10,800 in FY 2022
CONCLUSION 
The Committee wants to take a closer look at how the arts, culture, and history of Indigenous peoples are being represented, financially supported, and celebrated in NYC. The Committee wants to hear from both cultural institutions, including museums, and libraries that have exhibits and collections to spotlight and to discuss how that work is funded and supported by all levels of government, by philanthropic organizations, and by corporate donors. The Committee is interested in whether this represents an equitable distribution of funding within the arts sector. The Committee is also interested in an evaluation of what the public impact of these exhibits and collections has been.
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