
IHS TRIBAL SELF-GOVERNANCE ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
c/o Self-Governance Communication and Education  

P.O. Box 1734, McAlester, OK 74501 
Telephone (918) 302-0252  ~  Facsimile (918) 423-7639  ~ Website: www.Tribalselfgov.org  

 
Sent Via Electronic Mail: jacqueline.colli@va.gov 

October 17, 2018 
 
The Honorable Robert Wilkie, Secretary 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
810 Vermont Avenue, NW 
Room 1000 
Washington, DC  20420 
 
RE:   Request that VA Establish a Tribal Advisory Committee 
  
Dear Secretary Wilkie: 

 On behalf of the Indian Health Service (IHS) Tribal Self-Governance Committee 

(TSGAC), I am writing to request that the VA consider an opportunity in which we can advance 

the existing partnership between Self-Governance Tribes and the VA to enhance and improve 

critical health care services provided to American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) veterans.  

Specifically, we would like to strongly recommend that the VA consider the establishment of a 

Tribal Advisory Committee within the agency.   

 As you are aware, AI/ANs continue to serve in our country’s armed forces in greater 

numbers per capita than any other group.  The U.S. Census Bureau’s 2015 American 

Community Survey (ACS) identified 133,899 veterans as AI/AN.1 AI/AN veterans are more likely 

to lack health insurance than veterans of other races. Upon return from their dedicated service 

however, many AI/AN veterans encounter various challenges to receiving VA benefits and 

access to quality healthcare services.   

 It is incumbent upon the Federal Government and its subsidiary agencies, VA and IHS, 

to uphold their trust obligations and ensure that AI/AN veterans receive timely and quality 

culturally appropriate healthcare.   Over the past two years, the TSGAC has met with several 

representatives of the VA to explore options on how to improve coordination of care between 

IHS and VA.  These issues include: (1) successful implementation of the Memorandum of 

Understanding between the IHS and VA of October 1, 2010; (2) enhancements to the current 

VA/IHS Reimbursement Agreements; (3) implementation of Indian specific provisions of the VA 

Mission Act; (4) VA’s capacity to accept electronic claims from IHS/Tribal programs for 

pharmacy; and (5) Veterans Access, Choice and Accountability Act of 2014 (Choice Act). 

 Tribal Advisory Committees provide an effective forum for Tribes and Federal agencies 

to work together as government-to-government partners to address policy, legislative, budget, 

program and service issues and formulate recommended actions.  For example, established in 

1996, the TSGAC is representative of 360 Federally-recognized Tribal governments 

participating in Self-Governance.   The TSGAC advises the Director of IHS on health policy and 

other matters affecting Self-Governance Tribes.  The TSGAC strongly urges the VA to establish 

a similar Tribal Advisory Committee modeled after the TSGAC.  

                                                           
1
 American Indian and Alaska Native Veterans: 2015 American Community Survey, August 2017.  
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 We recommend this Tribal Advisory Committee be comprised of Federal and Tribal 

officials who would provide education, advocacy, policy guidance and recommendations to the 

VA to ensure cooperation and coordination of healthcare programs and services for AI/AN 

veterans. Representatives would also serve as liaisons for AI/AN veterans within their 

communities. 

 E.O. 13175 requires Federal agencies to consult with Tribal officials in the development 

of “Federal policies that have Tribal implications.”  While we understand that currently the VA 

has a Minority Veterans Committee, we believe it is not sufficient for meaningful Tribal 

consultation and deliberation on issues pertaining to the multifaceted Tribal healthcare 

programs and facilities across Indian Country.  

 We firmly believe this Tribal-Federal partnership can be further advanced by the 

formation of a Tribal Advisory Committee to ensure that the treaty and trust obligations of the 

Federal government are upheld. We hope that you will seriously consider this recommendation.  

If you have any questions or would like to discuss this further, please contact me at 

lmalerba@moheganmail.com.  Thank you. 

Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Chief Lynn Malerba, Mohegan Tribe of Connecticut 
Chairwoman, IHS TSGAC 
 
cc:   Stephanie Birdwell, Director, Office of Tribal Government Relations, VA 

RADM Michael D. Weahkee, Assistant Surgeon General, USPHS and Acting  
Director, Indian Health Service  
Jennifer Cooper, Director, Office of Tribal Self-Governance 

         TSGAC and Technical Workgroup Members 
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