
The	  Lummi	  Tribe	  and	  Climate	  Change	  
The	  Affects	  on	  Culture,	  Economics,	  and	  Health	  

Ryan	  Ahrling	  	  Environmental	  Studies	  University	  of	  Oregon	  	  	  

Abstract:	  
•  The Lummi tribe governed by the Lummi Nation is a Native 

American tribe, which inhabits the coast of Washington State. 
In 1855 the tribe was paid $165,000 for their land and to 
relocate to what is now the Lummi reservation, which 
includes the Lummi Peninsula and Portage Island. 

•  Increased weather events due to global climate change have 
caused coastal erosion to quicken along Pacific Northwest 
Coasts; this plays a significant role on the future of the Lummi 
reservation. 

•  I explore how culturally important species such as salmon, 
shellfish, and plants will be affected by climate change. My 
research paper hopes to illuminate the affects that climate 
change will have on the Lummi people and their land and 
explore the implications this will have on an entire peoples 
culture.  

Background:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	              
•  The Lummi reservation lies ten miles west of 

Bellingham, Washington and encompasses a length 
of about 8 and a half miles. About 7,600 acres of 
land remains in control by the Lummi Indians. In 
addition 5,000 acres of shallow tideland has been 
allotted to the Lummi people for fishing practices. 

•  Major economic factors on the Lummi Reservation 
include: shellfish aqua ponds, fish hatcheries, and 
timber. 

•  Due to the tribes long history in Puget Sound the 
Lummi Reservation plays a large role in the Lummi 
people’s culture and economics. 

Hypothesis & Approach: 	  	  
•   Given climate predictions of the IPCC and other peer 

reviewed sources it is apparent that coastal areas will be 
widely affected by global climate change. 

•   Since the Lummi Tribe relies heavily on the reservation for 
cultural practices, economic revenue, and tribal self-
determination climate change in this area must be analyzed 
closely in order to gain insight on how it will affect the 
reservation and thus the tribe. 

•  The Lummi Mitigation plan discusses major venerable 
reservation areas these include coastal erosion, flooding, 
drought, pollution of fresh water aquifers, increased severity 
of winter storms, and damage of aqua agriculture 

•  Increased climate events and rising sea levels will have a large 
affect on the Lummi tribes economic system, health, and 
cultural heritage 

•  The loss of land and increased spending on climate related 
disaster may increase dependency on outside sources and 
affect tribal sovereignty  

Conclusion: 
•   The importance of culturally significant species on the 

reservation including specific tree and berry species, sockeye 
salmon, and shellfish will be significantly affect by global 
climate change. Warming global temperatures will change 
species distribution and numbers, which will in turn affect 
availability for tribal use. 

•  Major economic factors will be affected by global climate 
change. Increase in stream temperatures will affect salmon 
populations, ocean acidification will affect the shellfish 
industry, increased coastal flooding will affect agricultural 
areas, and increased winter storms will affect the timber 
industry present on the reservation. 

•  Increased winter storms, coastal erosion, and flooding due to 
global climate change along the Lummi Reservation will 
continue to have significant health and social impacts. The 
increase of these events will have physiological and physical 
affects on the Lummi people. Increased flooding and sea 
level rise jeopardizes Lummi water supplies while loss of 
infrastructure and homes plays a major physiological factor 
in those living on the reservation. 

•  Due to increased financial spending on climate action and 
recovery self-determination and increased dependency on 
outside sources may occur.  

•  If long-term climate change impacts are not dealt with the 
viability of living on this land in centuries to come may not 
be possible. Increased sea level rise and flooding may make 
the land in hospital affecting tribal sovereignty. 

Fig. 1: Lummi Reservation Vulnerability Regions 

Fig. 4: Lummi Reservation Elevation map 

Fig. 5: Nooksack River Flood History Fig. 6: Potential Flood Damage Costs 

Future Directions: 
Climate change and indigenous rights is a significant conversion that comes about from this research. Because in the coming century many 
tribes including the Lummi will face large challenges with climate adaption looking at the political framework is an important aspect. Much of 
the Lummi reservation lies on land that is at sea level and the IPCC predicts this land may be under water in the next century. It is important to 
address what responsibilities come in play for the U.S government to ensure that the tribe remains sovereign and that their cultural heritage 
does not disappear. Furthermore because this land may be gone or inhospitable how can the U.S government ensure that the Lummi tribe 
remains a sovereign nation?  
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This figure demonstrates the frequency of 
flooding on the reservation (majority of the 
most severe floods have occurred over the 
past 40 years) 

A graph of the potential economic 
impacts of increased flooding on 
Lummi Reservation 

Figure 2: Global Sea Level Rise Averages 

An Illustration of IPCC global mean sea level rise predictions 

Fig. 3: Global sea level rise map 

Focusing on the west coast of the United States we can that sea level 
rise will have serious impacts on coastal communities over the next 
century 
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