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ABSTRACT 

In 2018, an unlikely partnership formed at the University of Minnesota, called WKH�³.DZH�*LGDD-
QDDQDDJDGDZHQGDDPLQ�0DQRRPLQ´��³)LUVW�ZH�PXVW�FRQVLGHU�0DQRRPLQ���3VLȘ´��FROODERUDWLRQ��7KH�
research collaboration, whose express purpose is to protect wild rice, includes both tribal and non-tribal 
institutions and members. Since 2018, the group has grown to include social scientists, graduate students, 
and undergraduate researchers. The research partners are now probing scientific and ethical questions 
about wild rice decline in the upper Midwest and the role of genetic research at the university.  

The ³)LUVW´ collaboration is one of a handful of tribal/university research partnerships that have sprung up 
around the country to include tribal perspectives and traditional knowledge in mainstream ecological 
research. More than stakeholders, tribal partners involved in these projects share power and governance 
over research alongside mainstream institutional partners. However, such partnerships are not isolated 
from the complicated histories of European settler colonialism that persist through US institutions today. 
Finding a way to reconcile those histories is crucial to the success of the partnerships themselves. In the 
FDVH�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ��UHFRQFLOLQJ�WKHVH�KLVWRULHV�PHDQV�GHHSO\�LQYHVWLQJ�LQ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�² 
relationships to the land and between people ² even if that means putting data collection on hold.  



3 

To protect wild rice, relationships are paramount to data 
A unique tribal-university research partnership is threatened by a tenuous history. How they choose to 
proceed impacts the future of wild rice, and could offer a glimpse of a new kind of science. 

It is -11 degrees in Lac du Flambeau, Wisconsin. In mid-January, the late afternoon sun reflects on the 
frozen lake, sending golden rays of light across the landscape. Winter is when wild rice waits under the 
thick ice, the seeds laying in the muck at the bottom. Come spring, they begin to grow into long-stemmed 
grasses, and by August, harvesters fill their canoes with the long, dark grains and carry them home to eat.  

But wild rice ² known as Zizania palustris to scientists and manoomin to the Anishinaabe people of Lac 
du Flambeau ² no longer grows in Flambeau Lake. In fact, it no longer grows on many of the lakes or 
rivers in northern Wisconsin or Minnesota, where it historically thrived. One of the people trying to 
understand the decline is Joe Graveen, a member of the Lac du Flambeau tribe.  

In his fifties and gregarious, Graveen meets me at the Tribal Natural Resources Department on the 
northeast bank of Flambeau Lake, where he works as a wild rice program manager. We walk through the 
building and Graveen, dressed in a hunter-orange hoodie, jeans, and tall, camo-print work boots, greets 
his co-workers with smiles.  

He leads me to his desk, where KH�VLWV�XQGHUQHDWK�D�PDS�VWUHWFKLQJ�WR�WKH�FHLOLQJ��,W¶V�D�VDWHOOLWH�LPDJH�RI�
the surrounding area, ZKHUH�*UDYHHQ�JUHZ�XS�KXQWLQJ��ILVKLQJ��WUDSSLQJ�DQG�³URDPLQJ�WKH�ZRRGV�´�
Pointing to the winding rivers that crisscross the wall, he shows where he would take boats out with his 
friends and swim in the summer and, most importantly, harvest rice��³:H¶YH�EHHQ�RQ�WKH�ZDWHUV�
KDUYHVWLQJ�ULFH�IRU�PRVW�RI�RXU�OLYHV��RU�DOO�RI�RXU�OLYHV�´�KH�VD\V�� 

On the map, KH¶V�PDUNHG�where wild rice used to grow, but has vanished, data he amassed from years of 
sifting through historical documents. Pulling up archival files on his laptop, Graveen explains to me how 
ZLOG�ULFH¶V�UDQJH�LQ�WKH�DUHD�VKUDQN�UHPDUNDEO\�DIWHU�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�ORJJLQJ�PLOO�RQ�QHDUE\�Long Lake 
in the early 1900s and a rise in housing development in the area. By incorporating historical events ² 
even a tornado that crossed the lake years ago ² into the picture of wild rice decline, Graveen and his 
colleagues are hoping to XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�ZLOG�ULFH�V\VWHP�PRUH�KROLVWLFDOO\��³7KHUH�DUH�WKLQJV�WKDW�
happened back then that have an influence on what¶V�JRLQJ�RQ�WRGD\�´�*UDYHHQ�VD\V�� 

Wild rice decline is a priority of the natural resources department here. The Lac du Flambeau tribe is part 
of a broader group of Anishinaabe people who originally migrated west to Wisconsin and Minnesota for 
the express SXUSRVH�RI�IROORZLQJ�ZLOG�ULFH��WKH�ZRUG�³PDQRRPLQ´ comes from the Ojibwe language, 
which members of the Lake Superior Chippewa, to which the Lac du Flambeau tribe belongs, speak). The 
migration story of the Anishinaabe tells of a prophet, who called the people to move west until they found 
D�SODFH�³ZKHUH�IRRG�JURZV�RQ�ZDWHU�´�,Q�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�VWRU\��ZLOG�ULFH�LV�LQWHUGHSHQGHQW�ZLWK�DOO�RWKHU�
things ² animals rely on it for food, it relies on the earth to live. In following with this belief, Graveen 
refers to wild rice as a literal relative, and, therefore, a being for whom he is responsible.  

Wild rice, additionally, is the basis upon which many Anishinaabe traditions and practices rely. It is 
present at all traditional ceremonies, including celebrations, gatherings of mourning, initiations, and 
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feasts. It is also an important and nutritious food source. To Graveen and his neighbors, wild rice is 
crucial to their identity as Anishinaabe people. As White Earth Anishinaabe member Joe LaGarde writes, 
³,I�ZH�ORVH�RXU�ULFH��ZH�ZRQ¶W�H[LVW�DV�D�SHRSOH�IRU�ORQJ�´ 

Graveen is not alone in his efforts to protect wild rice. In 2018, he began participating in an unlikely 
SDUWQHUVKLS��WKH�³.DZH�*LGDD-QDDQDDJDGDZHQGDDPLQ�0DQRRPLQ´��³)LUVW�ZH�PXVW�FRQVLGHU�0DQRRPLQ���
3VLȘ´��FROODERUDWLRQ��7KH�UHVHDUFK�FROODERUDWLRQ��ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�ERWK�WULEDO�DQG�QRQ-tribal institutions 
such as the University of Minnesota, has grown to include social scientists, graduate students, and 
undergraduate researchers, and is now probing scientific and ethical questions about wild rice decline in 
the upper Midwest and the role of genetic research at the university.  

The collaboration is one of a handful of tribal/university research partnerships that have sprung up around 
the country to include tribal perspectives and traditional knowledge in mainstream ecological research. In 
Washington state, for example, the Yakama Nation and the University of Washington have developed a 
partnership to train students and faculty in sustainable forestry. In Arizona, Navajo researchers work with 
the University of Arizona to understand the environmental and health effects of mining.  

More than stakeholders, tribal partners involved in these projects share power and governance over 
research alongside mainstream institutional partners. However, such partnerships are not isolated from the 
complicated histories of European settler colonialism that persist through US institutions today. Finding a 
way to reconcile those histories is crucial to the success of the partnerships themselves.  

The ´)LUVW´ partnership has already yielded important ecological insights about wild rice ² but the long-
term viability of the collaboration is haunted by histories of dispossession and struggle between land-
grant universities and Native American tribes, the disparate worldviews of Western academic science and 
Indigenous knowledge, and, most recently, investigations by university researchers into the genetic code 
of wild rice. The future of wild rice may very well depend on finding common ground between 
Anishinaabe culture and the culture of academic science itself.  

A rocky beginning 

Three hours west of Lac du Flambeau, I meet the woman who started thH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ��&U\VWDO�
Ng, a professor of hydrogeology at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. Ng, a second-generation 
Chinese American who grew up in Maine, came to the Midwest in 2014, after a PhD at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. 

In 2018, Ng was awarded a $720,000 Grand Challenges grant from the University of Minnesota to build 
on research she was already doing: investigating wild rice ecology. Specifically, Ng had been studying 
the effects of sulfate ² a mining by-product ² on wild rice. Sulfate causes changes in the sediment at the 
bottom of the lakes, making certain lakes unfavorable to wild rice growth.  

Ng¶V�proposal was twofold: she wanted to build a database of sulfate levels at different wild rice lakes to 
understand the problem more deeply, but she also wanted to involve tribal partners in the work. She 
contacted tribal agencies ²  the Great Lakes Fish and Wildlife Commission, the 1854 Treaty Authority, 
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the Lac du Flambeau tribe, and the Minnesota Chippewa Tribes, among others ² about the project, 
asking them to write letters of support for her proposal.  

The tribal agencies were initially excited for the proposal and did write letters of support. Once the grant 
was awarded, though, Ng realized something had changed. She told tribal partners in-person that the 
money had been awarded, expecting a joyous response. The response she got, though, was lukewarm.  

³:H�KDG�PHW�ZLWK�WKHP�D�IHZ�WLPHV� ZKLFK�,�WKRXJKW�ZDV�VXIILFLHQW�´�VD\V�1J��³%XW�WKH\�SRLQWHG�RXW�WKDW�
like, we had three emails ² \RX�UHDOO\�FDOO�WKDW�FROODERUDWLYHO\�KDYLQJ�ZULWWHQ�WKH�SURSRVDO"´ 

The tribal partners had two frustrations��ILUVW��WKH\�KDGQ¶W�EHHQ�sufficiently consulted in the drafting of the 
RULJLQDO�SURSRVDO��VR�LW�ZDV�LQVXOWLQJ�WR�FDOO�WKH�SURMHFW�³FROODERUDWLYH´�LQ�WKH�ILUVW�SODFH��6HFRQG��1J¶V�
focus on sulfates GLGQ¶W�UHIOHFW�WKH�QHHGV�RI�WULEHV ² there were numerous wild rice lakes experiencing 
decline that were not a victim of sulfates, but still needed scrutiny. Plus, plenty of researchers were 
already studying the mining by-product.  

The setback prompted Ng to reconsider her research plans ² there was clearly discord between tribes and 
university researchers that warranted more thoughtfulness about the meaning of partnership.  

Instead of using the $720,000 to study wild rice, she scrapped the research proposal and shifted focus to 
something quite outside of her wheelhouse: instead of beginning by researching wild rice, she would 
reorient the project to prioritize building trust between the University of Minnesota and surrounding 
tribes, as well as understanding the harm done to tribes by the university through wild rice research.  

That re-oULHQWDWLRQ�ZDV�WKH�VHHG�IURP�ZKLFK�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�JUHZ��The partnership continues to 
expand ² adding more students and growing their research interests. As it expands, though, the 
partnership has to navigate questions of tribal sovereignty and research ethics in order to maintain their 
relationships with their non-tribal partners and protect the future of wild rice.  

For tribes and natural resource managers in the region, protecting wild rice is also made difficult by a 
poor understanding among scientists about why, exactly, it is declining. While any number of ecological 
changes (climate change, human development, habitat loss, mining) are certainly contributors, natural 
resource departments and tribes VLPSO\�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WKH�EDQGZLGWK�WR�WDckle them all, making untangling 
these factors a priority. 

In a world plagued by multiple environmental crises at once, though, solving ecological problems like 
wild rice decline has never been more difficult. Pooling Western academic science with tribal knowledge 
and research approaches offers the opportunity to solve such problems more effectively. ,I�WKH�³)LUVW´�
partnership succeeds, it can provide a model to other tribal and non-tribal scientists looking to solve 
ecological problems through similar cross-cultural knowledge-sharing.  

Circling the drain 
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Untangling the threats to wild rice is an ongoing project WKDW¶V�EHHQ�WDNHQ�XS�E\�6XVDQ�.QLJKW��D�ELRORJLVW�
at the Trout Lake Research Station. The station sits about 10 miles east of *UDYHHQ¶V�RIILFH�LQ Lac du 
Flambeau, outside of reservation land but LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�:LVFRQVLQ¶V�ZLOG�ULFH�WHUULWRU\�� 

Walking out onto nearby Allequash Lake with Susan on a January afternoon, one reason for the decline 
becomes FOHDU��(YHQ�WKRXJK�LW¶V�ELWWHUO\�FROG ² so cold we can barely stand to be out of the car for more 
than five minutes ² WKLV�ZLQWHU�KDV�EHHQ�VKRUWHU�WKDQ�XVXDO��/DNHV�LQ�:LVFRQVLQ�KDYHQ¶W�EHHQ�IUHH]LQJ�
over as quickly in the winter, or staying frozen as long, as they did a decade ago, says Knight.  

7KDW¶V�D�SUREOHP: wild rice is often competing with other plants, like pond lilies, for resources. Because 
WKH�ODNHV�GRQ¶W�JHW�DV�FROG�DV�WKH\�XVHG�WR��WKH�SRQG�OLOLHV�GRQ¶W�DOO�GLH�LQ�WKH�ZLQWHU��7KH�IROORZLQJ�VSULQJ��
then, pond lilies come back to the lakes stronger than before. A boom in the pond lily population, says 
Knight, is bad for rice. 

Another likely problem is the swans. Four decades ago, years of overhunting had brought trumpeter swan 
populations down to nearly zero in Wisconsin, where there had previously lived more than 130,000 
swans. In 1989, the Wisconsin DNR attempted to restore the swan population. Biologists flew eggs from 
the Alaskan wilderness to Milwaukee, then re-introduced swans in the state. There are now upwards of 
6,000 trumpeter swans in Wisconsin. They love eating wild rice ² ZKLFK�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�VXFK�D�SUREOHP�LI�
ULFH�SRSXODWLRQV�ZHUHQ¶W�DOUHDG\�³FLUFOLQJ�WKH�GUDLQ�´�VD\V�.QLJKW� 

Wild rice is an annual plant, meaning it dies out each year and needs to be replanted. The plants that grow 
each spring are a mixture of seeds dropped the previous two autumns; for example, a rice bed in 2021 
grew from seeds dropped in 2020 and 2019. This double-year sprouting cycle gives rice an insurance plan 
² LI�WKHUH¶V�D�UHDOO\�EDG�\HDU��WKHUH�ZLOO�SUREDEO\�EH�VHHGV�OHIW�RYHU�IURP�WKH�\HDU�EHIRUH�WKDW�ZLOO�VWLOO�
sprout. But multiple bad years in a row can deprive wild rice populations of that insurance and create a 
vicious cycle of decline. 

³,I�\RX�KDYH�D�UHDOO\�EDG�\HDU��ILYH�\HDUV�LQ�D�URZ��ZKLFK�LV�ZKDW�ZH
YH�VHHQ��ZKDW�DUH�WKH�FKDQFHV�WKDW�
WKHUH
V�DQ\WKLQJ�OHIW"´�VD\V�Knight. 

The problem of the swans, the competition with pond lilies, or the strange weather patterns on their own 
would probably not be enough to create a decline like Knight has seen. But combined, the factors make it 
difficult for wild rice populations to persist. Mostly, though, Knight and Gerrish IHHO�DV�WKRXJK�WKH\¶UH�
just beginning to grasp the problem. The Trout Lake Station researchers have a good handle on the 
possible causes of decline, but no idea how those causes interact, or which factors are the most 
concerning.  

Knight speaks with a cautious tone common to scientists when she refers to these findings. ³7KDW¶V�DOO�
WKHRUHWLFDO�´�she says. ³,�GRQ¶W�UHDOO\�NQRZ�´  

A tribal approach to ecological research 
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Graveen, on the other hand, has a different approach to thinking about these multiple causes. To him and 
to other tribal scientists, the complexity of wild rice ecology is not an obstacle, but the solution itself. By 
embracing complexity, he says, wild rice ecologists might have a better chance at a more accurate 
understanding of wild rice decline.  

³,W¶V�UHDO�VLPSOH� when you look at the complexity of it,´�KH�VD\V. 

*UDYHHQ¶V�DSSURDFK looks deeper into the past and wider across the landscape for clues. His archival work 
ties historical events in the region to water levels and water quality measurements taken in the present 
day. Additionally, KH¶V�XUJHG�1J�DQG�RWKHUV�WR�ORRN�DW�ZLOG�ULFH�Gecline on a larger geographical scale ² 
rather than studying specific lakes, he recommends piecing the puzzle together on the level of whole 
watersheds.  

GUDYHHQ¶V�FRPPXQLW\�DOVR�SRVVHVVHV�Jenerations of observational knowledge of wild rice. As he 
explains, once one starts seeing the wild rice system as a greater whole ² an entity that is born from and 
gives life to everything else, like the forest, the animals, the water, and even humans ² LW¶V�HDVLHU�WR�
understand what needs to be done to protect it. 

Graveen FDOOV�WKLV�REVHUYDWLRQDO�NQRZOHGJH�³7(.�´�IRU�7UDGLWLRQDO�(FRORJLFDO�.QRZOHGJH��While TEK 
has many meanings among different groups of people and in different academic circles, he explains it 
using his own experience growing up in northern Wisconsin. As a result of all that time spent on the land, 
he and other tribal members can notice small changes over time that researchers who visit one lake three 
times in three years might not be able to see.  

*UDYHHQ¶V spiritual connection to the landscape is also an important part of that knowledge: for him, 
understanding the whole landscape, including the spiritual aspect, is critical to understanding its parts. For 
most university scientists, he says, that way of thinking is ³KDUG�IRU�WKHP�WR�JUDVS����WKH\�GRQ¶W�ORRN�DW�LW�
KROLVWLFDOO\�´ 

Indigenous science, though, offers a potentially game-changing perspective to ecological problems 
because it offers a holistic perspective. ³,QGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�ZRUOGZLGH�KDYH�WKLs valuable, valuable 
LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW�>VFLHQWLVWV@�DUH�PLVVLQJ�´�says Graveen.  

Embracing complexity 

While visiting the region, I had a glimpse into what this type of science might mean. After a long 
discussion of wild rice biology with Peter David, a biologist from a tribal natural resources agency called 
the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission, David suggested I stop by Island Lake, a rice lake, 
on my way to my final destination.  

I asked why ² LW�ZDV�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�ZLQWHU��³,�PHDQ��WKHUH�LVQ¶W�PXFK�WR�ORRN�DW�´�KH�conceded��³<RX�
FDQ¶W�JHW�D�VHQVH�RI�WKH�SODQW�FRPPXQLW\��RU�WKH�GHSWKV��RU�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH�WKLV�WLPH�RI�\HDU��%XW�\RX�PLJKW�
KHDU�WKH�VSLULW�VSHDNLQJ�WR�\RX�WKHUH�´� 
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What I thought was science ² collecting samples, entering data, running analyses, writing papers ² was 
only part of the picture, to David. He was serious that the act of investigating wild rice, the act of 
understanding the ecology of it, required also acknowledging that intangible, other-than-human force that 
also inhabited the landscape. Being there, on the lake, was inseparable from the research itself. 

So, because I, too, was attempting to understand this landscape, I stopped by Island Lake. Dusk was 
beginning to settle into the trees. The air was so cold it seemed thinner, like I could hear every sound 
made by every squirrel within the mile. I tried to tap into the spirit. Listening intently, standing there, I 
was unsure I had succeeded. 

I wondered, shifting my weight in the sub-zero temperatures to stay warm, about what Graveen had told 
PH�ZKHQ�KH�VDLG�:HVWHUQ�VFLHQFH�³WRRN�WKH�VSLULW�RXW�RI�VFLHQFH�´�:KDW�ZRXOG�LW�PHDQ�WR�EULQJ�WKH�VSLULW�
back in?  

*** 

It took some time for Ng to shift her frame of mind and approach to science once she started the 
partnership. But working with Graveen DQG�RWKHU�WULEDO�FROODERUDWRUV�KDV�FKDQJHG�KRZ�VKH¶V�FRQGXFWHG�
her research, and she says she thinks about science quite differently now.  

³:H¶UH�UHDOL]LQJ�WKDW�D�ORW�RI�WKH�VFLHQFH�WKDW�ZH¶UH�GRLQJ�LV�UHDOO\�GULYHQ�E\�WKHP�´�VKH�VD\V� 

)ROORZLQJ�*UDYHHQ¶V�H[DPSOH��VKH�VD\V�WKDW�Follaborating with tribes has helped her to incorporate, and 
embrace, the many factors that show up the data she collects��,Q�WKH�SDVW��VKH¶G�Wry to pick study sites that 
were easier to understand, or that limited the amount of confounding variables that she would have to deal 
with. )RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�SDVW��VKH¶V�WULHG�to avoid working with wetland sites that are ³unusual´ ² 
maybe they have a beaver dam, or a particularly high amount of human disturbance.  

$V�VFLHQWLVWV��VKH�VD\V��³XVXDOO\�RXU�LQVWLQFW��RXU�UHIOH[�LV�WR�FKHDW�D�ELW�DQG�ILQG�WKH�XQLTXH�SODFHV�ZKHUH�
LW
V�D�OLWWOH�ELW�OHVV�PHVV\�´�%XW�WDNLQJ�D�KROLVWLF�YLHZ�RI�WKH�ZLOG�ULFH�SUREOHP has helped her realize that 
every site has an element of messiness. Studying that messiness is key to understanding the larger picture 
of wild rice decline. $QG��LW¶V�PRUH�accurate, anyway. 

Additionally, Ng has learned to incorporate things other than fieldwork and data collection into her 
scientific method. ³,�WKLQN�RXU�XVXDO�ZD\�RI�GRLQJ�WKLV�NLQG�RI�ZRUN�LV�MXVW�WR�JR�RXW�VD\��KHUH
V�RXU�
hypothesis, we do the literature review, we take the samples, we analyze them, we model it using 
computer models, then we have the answer, and we put it out in scientific journal, and then we walk 
DZD\�´�VKH�says. 

In order to make the collaboration work, though, her team changed their approach. ³7KLV�LVQ¶W�MXVW�
helicopter science, where we get our papers, and we OHDYH�´�VKH�says. Instead, their research questions are 
directly informed by the tribal partners, and research proceeds without the singular aim, common in most 
academic circles, to publish as many papers as possible.  
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Additionally, university partners are urged to spend as much time on the landscape as possible, and 
participate in the annual harvest of wild rice. To Graveen and other tribal scientists, part of the science is 
the relationship to the landscape. Doing research, to him, is not simply collecting and analyzing lakebed 
samples; it is also canoeing on rice lakes, walking in the shoreline forests, participating in cultural 
festivals, and being part of his tribal community. Those actions, which might seem external to science for 
many classically-trained Western scientists, are crucial to his methods. 

Because wild rice is connected to everything else on the landscape, says Graveen, responsible research 
needs to emphasize a relationship between the scientist and the place in which the research occurs. To put 
WKH�VSLULW�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�VFLHQFH��VD\V�*UDYHHQ��³\RX�VSHQG�WKDW�WLPH�RQ�WKH�ODQGVFDSH�´ 

What that means for Ng, her colleagues, and the graduate and undergraduate students in the collaboration 
is now to experience the landscape as a relationship. Researchers visit Lac du Flambeau a few times a 
year, not to collect samples, but to participate in the other aspects of wild rice: paddling rice waters, 
harvesting rice, eating rice, witnessing tribal wild rice traditions. 

That approach to research ² of keeping promises, spending time, and honoring expectations ² was, 
ultimately, what led Graveen to join the research partnership in the first place��³:H�GLGQ¶W�MXVW�MXPS�LQWR�LW�
ZLWK�ERWK�IHHW�´�he says, referring to the long, back-and-forth process the tribe went through before 
agreeing to collaborate with Ng and the university. He says that the university researchers had asked how 
UHVHDUFK�VKRXOG�EH�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�/DF�GX�)ODPEHDX��+H�UHVSRQGHG��³<RX�FDQ¶t just come here, and cut the 
VDPSOH��DQG�OHDYH��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�UHVHDUFKHUV�DQG�VFLHQWLVWV�GR��WKH\�FROOHFW�WKH�VDPSOH�DQG�JR�EDFN�WR�WKH�
ODE�´ 

Ng, Graveen, and many other members of the collaboration are pleased with their successes; for the most 
part, they VD\��WKH�³)LUVW´�SDUWQHUVhip has been beneficial to both tribal groups and university researchers. 
+RZHYHU��WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�SDVW�WHQVLRQV�ZLWK�WULEHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�FXUUHQW�JHQHWLF�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�ZLOG�ULFH��
threatens the stability of the partnership moving forward ² due to these tensions, some tribal partners 
have said they might consider OHDYLQJ�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�XQOHVV�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0LQQHVRWD�WDNHV�
meaningful steps to improve its relationships with tribes.  

Dispossession, past and present 

Tensions between tribes and state institutions in Wisconsin and Minnesota stretch back to the very 
founding of those institutions. Any collaboration between the two groups must grapple with a complex 
and frictional history. This reality is still ever-present iQ�*UDYHHQ¶V�ZRUN�ZLWK�VRPH�VFLHQWLVWV�DQG�VWDWH�
natural resource managers RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ: ³6RPH�RI�WKHVH�WKLQJV�FDQ�EH�FKDOOHQJLQJ�
DW�WLPHV�´�KH�VD\V��³7KH\�GLVFUHGLW�WKDW�NQRZOHGJH�WKDW�ZH�NQRZ��,W¶V�OLNH�WKH\�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�XV�´ 

In fact, land-grant institutions in the United States are in many cases, only able to operate due to the 
seizure of indigenous land in the 18th and 19th century and subsequent sale of that land to fund new 
XQLYHUVLWLHV�DV�SDUW�RI�3UHVLGHQW�/LQFROQ¶V�0RUULOO�$FW�LQ�����. In short, write Tristan Ahtone and Robert 
Lee in a High Country News article that lays out the full extent of the Morrill Act��WKH�DFW�³WXUQHG�
Indigenous ODQG�LQWR�FROOHJH�HQGRZPHQWV�´� 

https://www.hcn.org/issues/52.4/indigenous-affairs-education-land-grab-universities
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Much of the land that was sold as part of the Morrill Act is located in the upper Midwest, particularly in 
Central and northwestern Minnesota; an 1851 treaty relinquished PXFK�RI�WKH�'DNRWD�SHRSOHV¶�WHUULWRU\��
which was then sold to fund more land-grant universities than any other treaty or cession. The University 
RI�0LQQHVRWD¶V�RULJLQDO�HQGRZPHQW�ZDV��LQ�SDUW��IXQGHG�E\�WKH�VDOH�RI�WKLV�ODQG�DQG�RWKHU�SDUFHOV ² land 
that was ceded to the United States, coercively, from Ojibwe and Sioux (also known as Lakota and 
Dakota) people. 

Ng, a Chinese American, second-generation immigrant raised in Maine, DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�VKH¶V�D�SDUW�RI�
the legacy of this dispossession, too, simply because of her position as a professor at the university. ³Even 
WKRXJK�,�ZDVQ
W�WKH�RQH�WR�WDNH�PRQH\�IURP�WKH�0RUULOO�$FW�IURP�LOOHJDOO\�VWROHQ�DQG�VROG�ODQG�´�VKH�VD\V��
³,
YH�EHQHILWHG�IURP�WKDW�´ 

Wild rice itself has been a major source of disagreements between the university and tribes moving into 
the 21st century. Because the University of Minnesota is a land-grant university, it has certain obligations 
WR�WKH�DJULFXOWXUDO�LQGXVWU\�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��SDUW�RI�ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�0LQQHVRWD¶V�FRPPHUFLDO�SDGG\�Uice 
operations.  

,Q�WKH�����¶V��UHVHDUFKHUV�DW�the university put forth an effort to restructure wild rice production in Ojibwe 
communities. These researchers had assumed that the purpose of wild rice for tribal people was simply 
economic, and that ramping up production could bring economic returns to those communities, without 
seeking meaningful input from tribal groups themselves or considering the cultural importance of the 
plant.  

Thus began the process of domesticating wild rice for commercial purposes; since then, research at the 
University of Minnesota has continued to support the expansion of paddy rice through further 
domestication and selective breeding to make the grain more hardy and more resilient to commercial 
farming and harvesting methods.  

In 1971 and 1972, the state legislature funded $150,000 of paddy rice research at the university, enabling 
WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�WKH�:LOG�5LFH�%UHHGLQJ�DQG�*HQHWLFV�SURJUDP�LQ�801¶V�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�$JURQRP\��
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�SURSRVDO�IRU�WKH�SURJUDP��LW¶V�H[SUHVV�REMHFWLYHV�LQFOXGHG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�³VXSHULRU´�
varieties of wild rice as well as the investigation of wild rice genetics. As a result of the first objective, ten 
domestic varieties of paddy rice were developed, and are now cultivated in the state.  

The second objective was finally achieved in 1999, when researchers in the Department of Agronomy 
published a map of the wild rice genome. To the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe, this genomics research was 
a signal from the university that they had little intention to listen to tribal input when it came to wild rice. 

The relationship between the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe only began to repair by 2009, when the College 
of Food, Agriculture, and Natural Resource Sciences began holding an annual symposium with the White 
Earth Band of Ojibwe (one of the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe members) to discuss the possibility of 
tribally-directed research of wild rice.  

https://www.mnhs.org/traversedessioux
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Eventually, this effort to repair relationships resulted in the XQLYHUVLW\¶V�³*UDQG�&KDOOHQJHV´�SURJUDP��
ZKLFK�HYHQWXDOO\�SURYLGHG�1J¶V�RULJLQDO�JUDQW�WR�VWXG\�ZLOG�ULFH and sulfates. The improvement in 
tribal/university relationships, though, was overshadowed by another development on the other side of 
campus ² RQH�ODE¶V�FRQWLQXHG�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�WKH�JHQHWLF�FRGH�RI�ZLOG�ULFH��DV�ZHOO�DV�DWWHPSWV�WR�FURVV-
breed wild stands of rice in search of higher-yield varieties. 

Genome research and GMO rice 

That lab is run by Jennifer Kimball, a professor who was hired in 2017, when the University of 
0LQQHVRWD¶V�College of Food, Agriculture, and Natural Resource Science accepted $900,000 from the 
Minnesota state legislature to begin anew the effort to conduct breeding research and develop new 
varieties of cultivated wild rice.  

.LPEDOO¶V�JHQHWLF�UHVHDUFK�LV�widely opposed by tribal groups in Minnesota for two main reasons: first, 
they worry that the pollen of cross-bred rice plants could intermingle with natural wild rice beds, 
contaminating the genetic purity of the plant. Second, they worry that, since the lab has recorded the 
genetic code of wild rice, it is now much easier for scientists or private companies to create a genetically-
modified, or GMO, version of wild rice that would then be sold commercially.  

Kimball says neither of these concerns hold water; ongoing research by her lab has not indicated that wild 
rice pollen cDQ�WUDYHO�PRUH�WKDQ����IHHW��$GGLWLRQDOO\��VKH�VD\V��LW¶V�XQOLNHO\�WKDW�DQ\�ODUJH�FRPSDQ\�
ZRXOG�FUHDWH�D�*02�YHUVLRQ�RI�ZLOG�ULFH�EHFDXVH��LQ�WKH�VFKHPH�RI�WKLQJV��ZLOG�ULFH�UHDOO\�LVQ¶W�WKDW�
profitable.  

Nevertheless, the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe, comprised of the Bois Forte, Fon Du Lac, Grand Portage, 
Leech Lake, Mille Lacs, and White Earth bands, released a resolution in April 2021 stating their concerns 
DQG�FDOOLQJ�.LPEDOO¶V�FRQWLQXHG�UHVHDUFK�DQ�³DEXVH´�RI�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WULEHV, and 
resolved to consider formally withdrawing from all research partnerships with the university, including 
WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ��LI�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�GLG�QRW�³LPPHGLDWHO\�FHDVH�DQG�GHVLVW�IURP�FRQGXFWLQJ�RU�
FDUU\LQJ�RXW�ZLOG�ULFH�JHQHWLF�UHVHDUFK�´ 

The rHVROXWLRQ�HPSKDVL]HG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�PDQRRPLQ��ZLOG�ULFH��WR�WKH�³SK\VLFDO��VSLULWXDO��DQG�
SV\FKRORJLFDO�KHDOWK�DQG�ZHOOQHVV´�RI�WKH�$QLVKLQDDEH�SHRSOH�DQG�UH-stated its opposition to all academic, 
commercial, or other research that could advance genetic engineering of wild rice.  

Kimball says she was not aware of the resolution, but that she is opposed to the idea that cultural beliefs 
KHOG�E\�WULEHV�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�GLFWDWH�KHU�UHVHDUFK�DFWLYLWLHV��³,V�LW�RSHQLQJ�3DQGRUD
V�ER["´�VKH�VD\V��
³$UH�\RX�DOO of a sudden going to then allow another religion, say, Christianity, to come in and try to put 
VRPH�VRUW�RI�UHVWULFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�UHVHDUFK�WKDW�\RX�FDQ�GR"´ 

Kimball points to the idea of academic freedom ² D�IRUP�RI�³IUHH�VSHHFK´�WKDW�DOORZV�UHVHDUFKHUV�WR 
pursue research questions without religious or cultural restrictions. Of course, she says, there are limits to 
academic freedom; certain human subjects research and animal research is restricted. Letting tribal 
requests become one of those limits, to Kimball, is a step too far.  
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Academic freedom vs tribal sovereignty 

Mike Dockry VHHV�WKH�SUREOHP�GLIIHUHQWO\��'RFNU\��DQRWKHU�PHPEHU�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ� is a 
professor of forestry at the University of Minnesota and member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. He 
VD\V�.LPEDOO¶V�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�WKH�ZLOG�ULFH�JHQRPH�LV�DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�H[DPSOH�RI�KRZ�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�
research policies themselves are insufficient for upholding their relationship with tribes. He thinks tribal 
sovereignty should be considered by researchers in the same way human and animal rights are.  

³7ULEDO�VRYHUHLJQW\�LV�LQ�WKLV�FDVH��EXWWLQJ�KHDGV�ZLWK�DFDGHPLF�IUHHGRP�´�KH�VD\V��³7KH�IUHHGRP�IRU�a 
research endeavor around wild rice is still trumping tribal sovereignty, though the tribes have been 
YRFLIHURXV�DJDLQVW�WKLV�W\SH�RI�UHVHDUFK�IURP�EHIRUH�WKH�WXUQ�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\�´ 

To Anishinaabe people, wild rice is a relative. Therefore, says Ng, research that concerns wild rice must 
EH�GRQH�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�FDUH�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�JLYHQ�WR�RQH¶V�KXPDQ�NLQ� ³,I�,�ZDQW�WR�GR�PHGLFDO�WHVWV�RQ�\RXU�
JUDQGPRWKHU�´�she VD\V��³,�FDQ
W�MXVW�UDQGRPO\�VWDE�KHU�ZLWK�D�QHHGOH�DQG�EH�OLNH��³DFDGHPLF�IUHHGRP��
academic freedoP�´�ULJKW"´� 

$GGLWLRQDOO\��LQ�VRPH�SDUWV�RI�ZLOG�ULFH¶V�UDQJH��WKH�SODQW�LWVHOI�KDV�EHHQ�JLYHQ legal rights ² in 2019, the 
:KLWH�(DUWK�%DQG�RI�2MLEZH�LQ�0LQQHVRWD��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH������7UHDW\�$XWKRULW\��GHFODUHG�WKH�³ULJKWV�RI�
PDQRRPLQ�´�JLYLQJ�ZLOG�ULFH�Zithin ceded territory the right to fresh, clean water and a healthy habitat. 
'RFNU\�DQG�RWKHU�³)LUVW´�SDUWQHUV�DUH�KRSLQJ�VXFK�ODZV�ZLOO�KHOS�EROVWHU�WKHLU�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�ZLOG�ULFH�
should be given special consideration at the university, too. 

The 0LQQHVRWD�&KLSSHZD�7ULEH�DOVR�PDNHV�FOHDU�WKDW�RQH�RI�WKH�ELJJHVW�UHG�IODJV�ZLWK�.LPEDOO¶V�UHVHDUFK�
was her disregard of tribal input ² Kimball never sought tribal perspectives at any point in the 
development of her research. Some tribal members in Minnesota have acknowledged the potential benefit 
of genetic research on wild rice ² EXW�WKDW�VWLOO�FDQ¶W�KDSSHQ��WKH\�VD\��ZLWKRXW�LQFOXGLQJ�WULEHV�LQ�WKH�
UHVHDUFK�SURFHVV�´�1J�VD\V�.LPEDOO¶V�UHVHDUFK�PLJKW�EH�VHHQ�LQ�D�ZKROH�GLIIHUHQW�OLJKW�LI�VKH�KDG�
explicitl\�DVNHG�IRU�WULEHV¶�FRQVHQW.  

Kimball does not dispute that she never reached out to tribes for her research, but she says she wishes the 
XQLYHUVLW\�KDG�D�PRUH�IRUPDO�SURFHVV�WR�KHOS�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQFRUSRUDWH�WULEDO�SHUVSHFWLYHV��³No one knows 
how to do WKLV�´�VKH�VD\V� 

A supportive response 

7KH������UHVROXWLRQ�SRVHG�D�SUREOHP�WR�1J�DQG�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�SDUWQHUV�LQ�WKH�³)LUVW´�
FROODERUDWLRQ��5HVHDUFK�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�WKH�.LPEDOO�ODE��WRWDOO\�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ��ZDV�
threatening their ability to maintain their relationships with tribes. ³3HUVRQDOO\��,�IHOW�WUHPHQGRXV�JXLOW�WKDW�
WKLV�KDSSHQHG�´�1J�VD\V� 

Unsure of how to proceed, Ng reflected on the actions that had made the partnership successful in the first 
place: a serious commitment to maintaining relationships, regardless of the status of the research itself. 
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The resolution offered the university partners an opportunity to stand by that commitment and back up 
their words with action, even though their research partnership, and perhaps their academic trajectories, 
were jeopardized. 

7KH�FROODERUDWLRQ¶V�HYHQWXDO�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH������0LQQHVRWD�&KLSSHZD�7ULEH�UHVROXWLRQ��ZKLFK�
threatened the existence of the partnership itself, was made in the same spirit of relationship-building that 
had been so important to the formation of the group��:KLOH�1J¶V�ODE�DQG�RWKHUV�LQ�WKH�FROODERUDWLRQ�KDYH�
no affiliation or data-sharing with the Kimball lab ² WKH\�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�WR�KRQRU�WKH�SDUWQHUVKLS¶V�
commitment to supporting tribal sovereignty, they had to express their support of the resolution, 
UHJDUGOHVV�RI�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�IRU�WKH�³)LUVW´�WHDP�� 

On June 10, 2021, Ng, Dockry, and eight other university collaborators sent a letter to University of 
Minnesota President Joan Gabel, urging the university administration to engage in meaningful 
FRQVXOWDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�0LQQHVRWD�&KLSSHZD�7ULEH��,Q�WKH�OHWWHU��WKH\�ZURWH��³:KLOH�RXU�RZQ�UHVHDUFK�DQG�
partnerships would be negatively impacted, we would honor any decisions the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe 
PDNHV�DURXQG�ZLWKGUDZLQJ�IURP�DOO�UHVHDUFK�ZLWK�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0LQQHVRWD�´� 

7KHVH�ZRUGV�ZHUH�D�SRZHUIXO�VWDWHPHQW�WKDW�WKH�SDUWQHUVKLS�WKH\¶G�FXOWLYDWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FROODERUDWLRQ�
ZHUH�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�WKH�UHVHDUFK�LWVHOI��³$V�GLIIicult and as unfortunate as it would be [if they 
SXOOHG�RXW�RI�WKH�SDUWQHUVKLS@�´�VD\V�1J��³:H�DEVROXWHO\�DUH�VXSSRUWLYH�´ 

Now, University of Minnesota President Gabel and other members of the administration are in 
conversation with the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe to find a way forward, which Dockry says is a good 
first step. In particular, Dockry is working with the administration to develop a set of practices for 
UHVHDUFKHUV�ZKR�KRSH�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�WULEDO�SDUWQHUV��:KLOH�WKRVH�SUDFWLFHV�ZRQ¶W�EH�PDQGDWHG��WKHy will be 
encouraged, says *DEHO¶V�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�$IIDLUV�$GYLVRU�Karen Diver. The Minnesota Chippewa Tribe 
has not yet pulled out of research collaborations, says Dockry, because they see that the university 
administration is beginning to have conversations about respectful research practices. 

³7KH�>³)LUVW´@�SURMHFW�LWVHOI�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�EHVW�SUDFWLFHV�´�VD\V�'LYHU� 

If the tribes do decide to pull out of the collaboration, says Ng, there are plans being developed to allocate 
the rest of the grant money FXUUHQWO\�IXQGLQJ�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�WRZDUGV�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�DQG�
education about why tribal/university relationships have historically and currently been so harmful to 
tribes. 

:KLOH�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�DQ�XQXVXDO�DFW�IRU�D�ELRSK\VLFDO�VFLHQWLVW�OLNH�1J��³7KLV�LVQ¶W�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�UHVHDUFK�
ORRNV�OLNH�LQ�P\�GHSDUWPHQW�´�VKH�VD\V���'RFNU\�VD\V�WKDW�LW¶V�D�YDOXDEOH�ZD\�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�VFLHQFH��
especially science that impacts tribal lands and sovereignty.  

Their approach has been fruitful, and Graveen says that valuable understanding about wild rice ecology is 
FRPLQJ�RXW�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ��7KH�ELRSK\VLFDO�GDWD�IURP�:HVWHUQ�VFLHQWLVWV�OLNH�1J�LV�EDFNLQJ�
up a lot of the data and research that tribal scientists like Graveen have done ² leading to a clearer 
picture of wild rice decline and a clearer direction for wild rice stewardship efforts. 



14 

A glimpse of a science to come 

After all, the process of traditional wild rice harvest is about relationships, as well. It is done with two 
people in a canoe, traditionally a partnership of people who have gathered rice together for many years. 
The harvesters paddle through the rice waters, using a knocking stick to knock ripe wild rice into the floor 
of the boat. In doing so, some of the grains miss the canoe and fall into the water below, re-seeding the 
ODNH�IRU�WKH�QH[W�\HDU¶V�KDUYHVW��,W�LV�more than just a gathering of food, it's an important community-
building event.  

No science, says Dockry, is actually operating outside of those relationships, whether or not the scientists 
SUHWHQG�WKH\�DUH�FRPSOHWHO\�REMHFWLYH�RU�QRW��³:H
UH�KXPDQ�EHLQJV��ZH�KDYH�UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�HDFK�
other, and we have relationships with non-KXPDQ�EHLQJV�´�VD\V�'RFNU\��5HODWLRQVKLSV�LQ�VFLHQFH�FDQ¶W�EH�
DYRLGHG��7KH�³)LUVW�´�FROODERUDWLRQ��KH�VD\V��³MXVW�LVQ¶W�O\LQJ�DERXW�LW�´ 

1J�DJUHHV��³,W¶V�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�EH�REMHFWLYH�´�1J�VD\V��³/HW¶V�MXVW�FDOO�LW�RXW��$QG�OHW
V�MXVW�say where we're 
FRPLQJ�IURP�´ 

As part of maintaining those relationships, Graveen and the Lac du Flambeau Tribe invite university 
researchers ² undergraduates, graduates, and faculty ² to take part in annual traditional wild rice 
harvests and paddle the rice lakes and rivers in the area. Undergraduate researcher Abi Bartlett was one of 
the students who visited Lac du Flambeau, and was struck by the parts of research that had little to do 
with actually collecting the samples. For Bartlett, it was the passion of the researchers ²  both tribal and 
non-tribal ² WKDW�PDGH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�VR�LPSDFWIXO��³7KDW¶V�ZKDW�PDNHV�VFLHQFH�UHDOO\�EHDXWLIXO�´�VKH�
VD\V��³,V�LI�LW¶V�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�KXPDQV�´ 

,W¶V�JRQH�EH\RQG�D�UHVHDUFK�UHODWLRQVKLS��VD\V�Graveen��³,W¶V�WKH experience, showing them our values, the 
HYHQWV�DQG�FHUHPRQLHV�ZH¶YH�LQYLWHG�WKHP�WR��VKRZLQJ�WKHP�KRZ�WR�PDNH�ULFLQJ�VWLFNV�´�KH�VD\V��³,W¶V�
UHDOO\�RQ�D�SHUVRQDO�OHYHO�´ 

Members of the collaboration say it is these relationships, rather than the amount of data or robust 
UHVHDUFK�WKH\¶YH�GRQH��WKDW�KDV�PRVW�LPSDFWHG�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�ZLOG�ULFH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��Ng and the university 
partners are committed to maintaining these relationships ² even if that means operating outside of the 
traditional academic research process��³If ZH�GRQ¶W�JHW�IXQGLQJ��ZH¶UH�VWLOO�JRLQJ�WR�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�´�VD\V�
'RFNU\��³,W�PLJKW�QRW�ORRN�WKH�VDPH��EXW�ZH¶UH�KHUH�WRJHWKHU�´� 

7KH�HIIHFWV�RI�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�KDYH�UHDFKHG�EH\RQG�ZLOG�ULFH��too, says Ng, and she hopes those 
effects will continue to grow. A challenge of her position in the collaboration has been to convince her 
peers that taking WULEDO�LQSXW�VHULRXVO\�LV�FULWLFDO��DQG�QRW�MXVW�D�³VLOO\�RXWUHDFK�WKLQJ�RQ�WKH�VLGH�´�Most 
UHFHQWO\��VKH�VD\V��VKH¶V�EHHQ�LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�6FKRRO�RI�Earth and Environmental Sciences 
to re-WKLQN�WKHLU�DSSURDFK�WR�D�ODQG�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW��ZKLFK��VKH�VD\V��FDQ�EH�YHU\�³KROORZ´�DQG�
³SHUIRUPDWLYH�´ 
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'RFNU\¶V�GHSDUWPHQW�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0LQQHVRWD��WKH�School of Forestry, has also begun to integrate 
related courses into their course requirements. Beginning this fall, all new forestry students will be 
required to take tribal natural resource management classes before graduating. Ng says she sees the 
Department of Geology moving in a similar direction. 

³:H�ZDQW�WR�PDNH�LW�WKH�QRUP��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ��WR�EH�GRLQJ�ZRUN�WKLV�ZD\�´�1J�VD\V� 

'RFNU\�DOVR�WKLQNV�WKDW�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�D�JUHDW�PRGHO�IRU�RWKHU�XQLYHUVLWLHV�GRLQJ�
ecological research that affects tribes. 

The future of genetic research on wild rice is still undecided at the University of Minnesota. But to 
Graveen, Ng, Dockry, and many of their collaborators��WKDW�GRHVQ¶W�PHDQ�WKH�³)LUVW´�FROODERUDWLRQ�KDV�
IDLOHG��³,W�KDV�UHDOO\�FDXJKW�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ RI�>RWKHU@�XQLYHUVLWLHV�´�says Graveen. ³7RGD\��ZH�KDYH�D�ORW�
PRUH�VWXGHQWV�WKDW�DUH�HQJDJHG��DQG�UHFRJQL]LQJ�WKDW�ZH¶UH�LQ�WURXEOH�DV�IDU�DV�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��,�WKLQN�
WKDW¶V�JRRG�´ 

However, Ng DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�WKH�ZRUN�WR�EXLOG�WUXVW�LV�QHYHU�GRQH��³:H�need to still remember to be 
KHOG�DFFRXQWDEOH´�VKH�VD\V��³:H�VWLOO�DUH�LQVWLWXWLRQV��PDNLQJ�PLVWDNHV��$QG�ZH�VWLOO�EHQHILW�IURP�EHLQJ�
SDUW�RI�WKHVH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�´ 

*** 

I met with Ng after my visit to Lac du Flambeau. Sitting with her in her office on the University of 
Minnesota Campus, I told her how Graveen had described WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS��WKDW�KH¶G�VDLG�WKH\�ZHUH�
³UHDOO\�JRRG�IULHQGV�´� 

After a pause, she UHVSRQGHG��³,W�DOPRVW�EULQJV�WHDUV�WR�P\�H\HV�WKDW�\RX�VD\�WKDW�KH�VDLG�WKDW��,�GHILQLWHO\�
feel the same way�´�+HU�GUHDPV�IRU�WKH�UHVHDUFK�DUH�ORIWLHU��DQG�the HIIRUW�VKH¶V�ZLOOLQJ�WR�SXW�LQ�LV�KLJKHU��
she says, because she and Joe have developed such a close friendship.  

Ng recently started a research presentation to an all-tribal audience ZLWK�VRPHWKLQJ�VKH¶G�QHYHU�GRQH�
before: she began with a short introduction of herself, not of her scientific interests or academic 
credentials, but of her family, her hobbies, and her personal background. She showed pictures of her 
parents, her sister, and her nieces.  

It felt awkward, but it also felt necessary ² her personal context was, after all, part of the research itself. 
Plus, DOO�WKH�WKLQJV�VKH¶G�OHDUQHG�DERXW�ZLOG�ULFH�KDG�EHHQ�LQ�VRPH�SDUW�LQIOXHQFHG�E\�KHU�WULEDO�SDUWQHUV��
and this was a way to show gratitude. After the talk, she says, she got comments from the audience that 
explaining her background and relationships had been helpful for the audience to understand her better.  

Ultimately, Graveen and Ng hope that maintaining the relationships WKH\¶YH�EXLOW will lead to better 
outcomes for wild rice, and for species beyond wild rice that also need protection. ³,�WKLQN�WKHUH¶V�EHWWHU�
WLPHV�FRPLQJ�´�*UDYHHQ�VD\V��³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�LI�LW¶V�WRR�ODWH��EXW�,�IHHO�WKDW�WKHUH¶V�JRLQJ�WR�EH�D�EHWWHU�WLPH�
IRU�RXU�UHODWLYHV�WKDW�FDQ¶W�VSHDN��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�ZH¶UH�KHUH�IRU��WR�VSHDN�IRU�WKH�RQHV�WKDW�FDQ¶W�VSHDN�´ 
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