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Exercising Tribal Sovereignty Through Sports:
Iroquois Nationals Lacrosse 
Sarah S. Works, J.D.
Central Concepts:  The experience of the Iroquois Nationals Lacrosse team brings to light two central concepts:

1. When native nations participate in activities that cross international borders, policies and standards of the international community require special observation; and

2. Without the affirmative exercise of sovereign powers, certain rights protected by treaties may fade away from the consciousness of both American and international policy makers, making future claims in favor of treaty rights more difficult.
To the extent that strategies are available to exercise treaty rights in a manner that complies with international policies and standards, the exercise of such rights by Native Nations will increase awareness and build strength for each nation’s sovereign powers.
Learning Outcomes:

A. Students will be able to explain strategies that exist to raise awareness and strengthen tribal sovereignty by exercising treaty rights
B. Students will demonstrate an understanding of the importance of finding resolutions to problems related to international travel that respect both tribal treaty rights and international standards and policies
C. Students will be able to explain the dilemmas that Native Nations and tribal communities face when trying to exercise tribal sovereignty as an independent nation, separate from the United States of America
D. Students will be able to describe the importance of communication about standards and policies that apply to travel documents for all independent nations traveling to and from the United States of America  
Intended Audience:

This case is appropriate for students at any college-level class or with advanced high school students.  It is appropriate particularly for classes in environmental studies, applied economics, sociology, education, public administration, and Native American studies.

Reflection Questions Appearing at the End of the Case Study:
What to you think of Great Britain’s decision to deny travel visas for entry to England for members of the Iroquois Nationals lacrosse team for the World Championship tournament?  What factors weigh in favor of granting the travel visas?  What factors weigh against granting the travel visas?

If you are a tribal government hoping to create a passport system that would provide international travel documents for your tribal members, what historical documents would you want to rely upon as justification for a sovereign passport system?  Which international organizations would you consult in the development of your program?

Reflection on the Connection to Broader Issues:   Although this case deals specifically with the travel challenges experienced by members of the Iroquois Nationals lacrosse team using tribal passports in the course of international travel, the lessons learned from this have application to issues such as the exercise of tribal hunting and fishing rights protected by treaties in the Pacific Northwest, and a variety of efforts by tribes across the United States to issue vehicle license plates as separate, sovereign governments.   Students may be challenged to think of constructive strategies that would strengthen and protect the treaty rights at issue, while also respecting international standards for safety, security, or resource management that may be necessary.
Group Debate/Role Play Exercise 1:  Split the class into representatives of the following groups:

A. Members of the Iroquois Nationals Lacrosse Team 
B. Coaches of the Iroquois Nationals Lacrosse Team
C. Hilary Clinton, United States Secretary of State
D. Oren Lyons, Faithkeeper, Turtle Clan, Onondaga Nation

E. President of the International Federation of Lacrosse

F. David Cameron, Prime Minister of Great Britain

This exercise will have the students think through the issues as they would arise in the context of a meeting called to discuss whether or not the team will be allowed to travel to the world championships, and under what conditions.  Ask each group of students to study the perspectives and values of their assigned characters, and represent those perspectives and values in the course of the meeting called by Oren Lyons.
Group Exercise 2:   Divide the class into groups of four or five students, and ask each group to conduct its own independent research about the traditional Iroquois story that is told about the first game of lacrosse.  Ask the students to work together to understand the story, and appoint one group representative as the story teller to present the story to the class.  The groups should help the story teller prepare for the presentation by telling the story to the group several times.  

The story teller should tell the story from memory, and not use any written notes for his/her story telling.   The process of working with the group is intended to help the story teller get the details right, so the during practices the group should give lots of feedback and corrections.  The group should also help the story teller work on presentation style, helping the story teller understand which points are best to emphasize with voice and other presentation skills.

Group Exercise 3 (Advanced):  Divide the class into groups of six students each, and give each group two pieces of paper.  The students are to draw a picture on each sheet of paper.  One picture should depict the relationship that a local tribe has with the federal government or the state government.  The second picture should depict, in a more ideal sense, how that relationship should be.  
The inspiration for this exercise should be the political relationships described by the two row wampum belt.  While students could draw their own expressive designs in the form of treaty belts for this exercise, the exercise does not need to be limited to only the treaty belt format.  Students should be encouraged to use descriptive pictures, symbolic art, or abstract art forms to express political relationships.
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