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MINNEAPOLIS — Nothing in her upbringing on a remote Indian reservation in northern Minnesota prepared Jean Howard for her
introduction to city life during a visit here eight years ago: an outbreak of gunfire, followed by the sight of people scattering.

She watched, confused, before realizing that she should run, too. “I said: ʻI’m not living here. This is crazy,' ” she recalled.

But not long afterward, Ms. Howard did return, and found a home in Minneapolis. She is part of a continuing and largely unnoticed mass
migration of American Indians, whose move to urban centers over the past several decades has fundamentally changed both reservations
and cities.

Though they are widely associated with rural life, more than 7 of 10 Indians and Alaska Natives now live in a metropolitan area, according
to Census Bureau data released this year, compared with 45 percent in 1970 and 8 percent in 1940.

The trend mirrors the pattern of millions of African-Americans who left the rural South during the Great Migration of the 20th century and
moved to cities in the North and West. But while many black migrants found jobs in meatpacking plants, stockyards and automobile
factories, American Indians have not had similar success finding work.

“When you look at it as a percentage, the black migration was nothing in comparison to the percentage of Native Americans who have
come to urban areas,” said Dr. Philip R. Lee, an assistant secretary for health during the Clinton administration and an emeritus professor
of social medicine at the University of California, San Francisco.

Recent budget figures show that federal money has not followed the migration, with only about 1 percent of spending by the Indian Health
Service going to urban programs. Cities, with their own budget problems, are also failing to meet their needs.

One effect of the move toward cities has been a proliferation of Native American street gangs, which mimic and sometimes form
partnerships with better-established African-American and Latino gangs, according to the F.B.I. and local law enforcement reports. Last
month, a federal jury in Minneapolis convicted several members of the Native Mob, a violent gang, of racketeering and other crimes as
part of one of the largest gang prosecutions ever undertaken in Indian Country.

The migration goes to the heart of the question of whether the more than 300 reservations in the United States are an imperative or a
hindrance to Native Americans, a debate that dates to the 19th century, when the reservation system was created by the federal
government.

Citing generational poverty and other shortcomings in reservations, a federal policy from the 1950s to the 1970s pressured Indian
populations to move to cities. Though unpopular on reservations, the effort helped prompt the migration, according to those who have
moved to cities in recent years and academics who have studied the trend.

Regardless of where they live, a greater proportion of Indians live in poverty than any other group, at a rate that is nearly double the
national average. Census data show that 27 percent of all Native Americans live in poverty, compared with 25.8 percent of African-
Americans, who are the next highest group, and 14.3 percent of Americans over all.

Moreover, data show that in a number of metropolitan areas, American Indians have levels of impoverishment that rival some of the
nation’s poorest reservations. Denver, Phoenix and Tucson, for instance, have poverty rates for Indians approaching 30 percent. In
Chicago, Oklahoma City, Houston and New York — where more Indians live than any other city — about 25 percent live in poverty.

Even worse off are those living in Rapid City, S.D., where the poverty level stands at more than 50 percent, and here in Minneapolis, where
more than 45 percent live in poverty.

“Our population has dealt with all these problems in the past,” said Jay Bad Heart Bull, the president and chief operating officer of the
Native American Community Development Institute, a social services agency in Minneapolis. “But it’s easier to get lost in the city. It’s
easier to disappear.”

Despite the rampant poverty, many view Minneapolis as a symbol of progress. The city’s Indian population, about 2 percent of the total, is
more integrated than in most other metropolitan areas, and there are social services and legal and job training programs specifically
focused on them.

Quietly, Indians Reshape Cities
and Reservations
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The city has a Native American City Council member, Robert Lilligren; a Native American state representative, Susan Allen; and a police
chief, Janee Harteau, who is part Indian. But city life has brought with it familiar social ills like alcoholism and high unemployment, along
with less familiar problems, including racism, heroin use and aggressive street gangs.

Lee Antell is the president of the American Indian Opportunities Industrialization Center, which provides job training and operates an
alternative high school in Minneapolis. “You can go down the list of all the urban problems — homelessness, having no money, on
probation,” he said. “We’ve dealt with all of that, and if we had a student with just one of those, we’d jump for joy.”

But Clyde Bellecourt, a co-founder of the American Indian Movement who lives in Minneapolis and continues to be involved in a number of
social organizations in the southern part of the city, where most of the American Indian population lives, said that despite the poverty,
cities tend to provide Native Americans with greater opportunities.

“It’s not bad here,” Mr. Bellecourt said. “They come here and they get job training and don’t want to go back to the reservation.”

At the heart of one experiment to halt the cycle of poverty here is Little Earth of United Tribes, a sprawling 212-apartment complex, the
nation’s only public housing project that gives American Indians preference. It offers a wide array of social services, from empowerment
counselors and bike rentals to couples’ therapy and a teen center that offers homework help, computers and board games. Houses are
being built next to the complex to promote homeownership.

The typical resident is a single mother. The unemployment rate, more than 65 percent, is only marginally better than at impoverished
reservations like Pine Ridge in South Dakota.

Bill Ziegler, the housing project’s president and chief executive officer, said he came to Minneapolis from the Lower Brule reservation in
South Dakota in 2004 with a wife and five young children. Within the first six months in the project, he said, there were five gang
homicides, and from 2005 to 2007, only three students graduated from high school, a rate of about 5 percent.

During a community forum in 2007, he asked to see the hands of parents who believed that their children would graduate from high school.
He said no one raised their hand. “We expect boys to join gangs, girls to get pregnant,” he said. “I told them, ʻOur kids are doing what
they’re expected to do.' ” His solution has been to offer programs that are widely used by residents and to install nearly two dozen security
cameras around the complex, hire off-duty police officers and evict individuals who have committed crimes or other offenses.

Mr. Ziegler said the board was moving toward a requirement that every resident have a job, be enrolled in school at least part time or
serve as a volunteer. Though unemployment remains high, he said, the complex now has more than 120 volunteers.

“When we’re talking about change, we’re not hunting vampires — there’s no silver bullet,” Mr. Ziegler said. “It’s like the Lakota hunters
bringing down a buffalo. It wasn’t one shot. It was a series of arrows that led to success. And it’s going to take a series of arrows to bring
down the beast.”
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