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Indian Country Research
The Comprehensive indian resources for Community and Law enforcement Project evaluation
The CIRCLE Project was a collaborative effort between several
Department of Justice agencies
and three tribes — the Northern
Cheyenne Tribe, the Oglala Sioux
Tribe and the Pueblo of Zuni — to
improve criminal justice systems
within these communities by reducing crime and improving safety.
Tribes focused their CIRCLE funds
on different objectives, depending
on their needs. For example, the
Pueblo of Zuni stressed building a
management information system,
expanding community policing,
developing a model to decrease
youth and family violence, and
strengthening law enforcement,
corrections and domestic violence
service agencies. The Northern
Cheyenne Tribe focused on creating
a better tribal court system, building
a juvenile detention and rehabilitation
center, expanding victim services and
expanding the police force. Finally, the
Oglala Sioux Tribe worked on expanding youth services as well as the
police force and improving the tribal
court system and victim services.
How Effective Was the Program?
NIJ sponsored a 48-month parti
cipatory evaluation of the CIRCLE
Project. All the project stakeholders
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were deeply involved in the evaluation work. Researchers worked
closely with federal and tribal partners to learn how effective the
CIRCLE Project was in improving
tribal criminal justice systems and to
what extent the Justice Department
succeeded in helping the tribes.
Given the tribes’ diverse approaches
toward the broad goals of reducing
crime and improving safety, evaluators examined the accomplishments
of each tribe individually and in significant detail. However, they did draw
some general lessons from their specific findings.
They noted that addressing sustainability at the beginning helps tribes
to plan their changes according
to projected long-term effects. In
addition, tribal partners wanted the
CIRCLE Project to support selfdetermination. Participants wanted
the freedom to shape tribal institutions and design changes tailored to
the particular needs of their communities. Evaluators also recognized
the great need, in system reform,
for nation-building and creating
criminal justice processes (not
merely outcomes) that are culturally fitting. These tailored solutions,
respecting self-determination and

tribal sovereignty in creating institu
tions, nation building and designing
culturally suitable processes, were
identified as important for program
momentum and sustainability.
Comprehensive change is possible,
as shown by the successes of the
Pueblo of Zuni. Although crime reduction cannot definitively be attributed
to CIRCLE, such change can likely
reduce crime. However, one of the
most important lessons from this
evaluation concerns the approach
that agencies take to justice system
enhancements in Indian Country.
Local data-gathering and an understanding of conditions specific to
locale help to identify opportunities
for action. While not all tribes are
ready for system-level changes, this
should not deter them from making
targeted changes on a smaller scale.
This more incremental course saves
money, time and effort and can lead
to long-term success.
▼
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Read the full report: http://
www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/
grants/221081.pdf

To learn more about NIJ’s tribal
crime and justice research go to:
▼
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http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/nij/
topics/tribal-justice/welcome.htm.
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Public Law 280
Systematic documentation of P.L.
280 did not begin until recently. An
NIJ-funded study, Law Enforcement
and Criminal Justice Under Public
Law 280 by Carole Goldberg and
Dr. Duane Champagne has shed
some light on this area and helped
to map out some of the contours of
its effects.

county or federal police in overall
availability.

In general, those tribes that are under
state and tribal jurisdiction were less
satisfied with both the availability and
the quality of law enforcement than
tribes that are under federal and tribal
jurisdiction. P.L. 280 residents had a
significantly less favorable view of
the performance of non-tribal police
than the state and county police
themselves. All jurisdictions, how
ever, rated the performance of
tribal police higher than state,

A 1968 amendment required future
transfers to be approved by tribal
members. It also allowed states to
return jurisdiction — in full or in part
— back to the federal government.

▼

P.L. 280 reservation residents
stressed the lack of resources as a
significant limit on developing their
own police and justice systems. In
addition, they expressed concerns
that players in the federal, state
and county criminal justice systems
lack respect and appreciation for
tribal cultures.
Read a brief on the research
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/
nij/209839.pdf.

▼

Passed in 1953, Public Law 280
drastically changed the role that
some state governments play in
Indian Country criminal justice sys
tems. Before this law, criminal
jurisdiction on reservations in all
states was shared between federal
and tribal governments. State gov
ernments were largely uninvolved.
P.L. 280 mandated a transfer of fed
eral criminal jurisdiction over Indians
and non-Indians on reservations to
state governments in six states. It also
allowed other states to transfer law
enforcement authority, without the
consent of tribal members.

The full report is available at http://
www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/
grants/222585.pdf.

—Sarah B. Berson
NCJ 229886
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