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Disclaimer and Funding Statement
This presentation was prepared for the Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology Transfer Center 
(Mountain Plains MHTTC) under a cooperative agreement from the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). All material appearing in this presentation, except that taken 
directly from copyrighted sources, is in the public domain and may be reproduced or copied without 
permission from SAMHSA or the authors. Citation of the source is appreciated. Do not reproduce or 
distribute this presentation for a fee without specific, written authorization from the Mountain Plains 
MHTTC. For more information on obtaining copies of this presentation please email 
casey.morton@und.edu. 

At the time of this presentation, Tom Coderre served as acting SAMHSA Assistant Secretary. The 
opinions expressed herein are the views of LaVonne Fox and do not reflect the official position of the 
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), or SAMHSA. No official support or endorsement of 
DHHS, SAMHSA, for the opinions described in this presentation is intended or should be inferred.

The work of the Mountain Plains MHTTC is supported by grant H79SM081792 from the Department of 
Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.



The Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology Transfer 
Center
The Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology 
Transfer Center (Mountain Plains MHTTC) provides 
training and technical assistance to individuals who 
serve persons with mental health concerns throughout 
Region 8 (Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Utah and Wyoming).

We belong to the Technology Transfer Center (TTC) 
Network, a national network of training and technical 
assistance centers serving the needs of mental health, 
substance use and prevention providers. The work of 
the TTC Network is under a cooperative agreement by 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service 
Administration (SAMHSA). 



Land Acknowledgement 
Statement

Today, the University of North Dakota rests on the 
ancestral lands of the Pembina and Red Lake Bands of 

Ojibwe and the Dakota Oyate - presently existing as 
composite parts of the Red Lake, Turtle Mountain, 

White Earth Bands, and the Dakota Tribes of 
Minnesota and North Dakota. We acknowledge the 

people who resided here for generations and 
recognize that the spirit of the Ojibwe and Oyate 

people permeates this land. As a university 
community, we will continue to build upon our 

relations with the First Nations of the State of North 
Dakota - the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nation, 

Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Nation, Spirit Lake Nation, 
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, and Turtle Mountain Band 

of Chippewa Indians.



The MHTTC Network uses 
a!rming, respectful and 

recovery-oriented language in 
all activities. That language is:

Adapted from:  https://mhcc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Recovery-Oriented-Language-Guide_2019ed_v1_20190809-Web.pdf

Non-judgmental and 
avoiding assumptions

Strengths-based 
and hopeful

Person-first and  
free of labels

Inviting to individuals 
participating in their 
own journeys

Inclusive and 
accepting of 

diverse cultures, 
genders, 

perspectives, 
and experiences

Healing-centered and
trauma-responsive

Respectful, clear 
and understandable

Consistent with 
our actions, 
policies, and products



Scan this QR code to 
follow us on 
Instagram, LinkedIn, 
Twitter, and 
Facebook. You can 
also join our e-mail 
newsletter!
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Land Acknowledgement 
Truth and acknowledgment are critical to building mutual respect 
and connection across all barriers of heritage and difference. The 
authors are standing on the ancestral lands of the Anishinaabe/ 
Ojibwe/Métis, Assiniboine, Yanktonai and Očeti Šakówin People. 
The territory expanded into areas now known as Canada, North 
Dakota and Minnesota. We pay respects to their elders, past and 
present.



Tribal Sovereignty
Healing our Protectors 

• The U.S. government and Native Americans have a government-
to-government relationship. 

• The result of 375 treaties, established laws and instituted policies 
that promote Tribal sovereignty

• These laws are intended to support the general well-being of 
Indigenous persons and protect their lands and resources. 

• The stipulations of Tribal sovereignty includes the provision of law 
enforcement overseen by Tribal entities. 



Rationale for Toolkit
• MHTTC received supplemental funding to address provider well-being 

in November 2020.
• Request from our funder, SAMHSA, to provide training and technical 

assistance to Tribal Law Enforcement Officers and Bureau of Indian 
Affairs.

• Limitations of existing data on the topic of well-being for tribal law 
enforcement officers. 

• Expansion of existing toolkits using a case scenario model with 
evidence-based and culturally responsive practices.  

Promoting Positive Mental Health in Promoting Positive Mental Health in Rural 
Schools: A Resource Guide
Strengthening Resilience: Promoting Positive Mental Health Among Indigenous 
Youth
Building Resilience Among Physical and Behavioral Healthcare Providers 
During a Global Pandemic

https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/promoting-positive-mental-health-rural-schools
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/product/strengthening-resilience-promoting-positive-school-mental
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/product/building-resilience-among-physical-and-behavioral-healthcare


Authors/Audience/Purpose
Authors:

Dr. LaVonne Fox
Leo Belgarde Sr. 
Thomasine Heitkamp

Audience: 
Behavioral health providers to gain a deeper understanding of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among law enforcement officers -
especially those working in and with tribal communities.
Supervisors and administrators to underscore the unique needs of 
indigenous law enforcement officer and their unique stressors. 

Purpose:  
Provides suggestions for a culturally responsive approach to treatment of 
PTSD for Law Enforcement Officers using the medicine wheel with 
concrete exercises. 



Objectives of Toolkit
• Present concrete suggestions for providers to 

engage Indigenous law enforcement officers in 
treatment.

• Increase awareness of the mental health needs 
of Indigenous law enforcement officers (the 
toolkit can be used by non-Indigenous 
providers/communities).

• Offers a self-assessment process and 
intervention through a cultural lens.

• Examines interventions that bring a sense of 
balance.

• Examines the impact of PTSD on emotional, 
spiritual, cognitive, and physical self. 



Based in Reality/Focus  
• This document provides a narrative 

about author Mr. Leo Belgarde Sr.’s 
experiences throughout his career as a 
law enforcement officer. 
• It is an accurate retelling of his experiences 

to contextualize the realities of life as a law 
enforcement officer.

• Effort by authors to decrease secrecy 
and stigma regarding mental health and 
wellness issues faced by law 
enforcement officers.



Stressful Events Related to Policing 
The five most stressful events officers identify are:

1. Exposure to abused or deceased children/babies
2. Killing someone in the line of duty
3. Fellow officer is killed in the line of duty
4. Situations requiring use of force
5. Physical attacks on one’s person 





Indigenous Law Enforcement Officers: 
Facts and Statistics

• There are more than 200 police departments in Indian Country. The departments range 
from 2-3 officers to more than 200 officers (Navajo Nation).

• Police in Indian Country function within a complicated jurisdictional net, answer to multiple 
authorities, operate with limited resources, and patrol some of the most desolate territory, 
often without assistance from partner law enforcement agencies.

• There are roughly 2,380 BIA and tribal uniformed officers available to serve an estimated 
1.4 million Indigenous peoples covering over 56 million acres of tribal lands in the lower 48 
states.

• On tribal lands, 1.3 officers must serve every 1,000 citizens, compared to 2.9 officers per 
1,000 citizens in non-Indian communities with populations under 10,000.

• A total of at least 4,290 sworn officers are needed in Indian Country to provide the 
minimum level of coverage enjoyed by most communities in the United States.



Complications of Indigenous 
Law Enforcement 

• BIA officers (95.5% are Indigenous) compound trauma by 
carrying the impact of their communities' historical legacy of 
trauma with them.

• Additional stressors:
• long hours
• conflict with work and family roles 
• shift work 
• strain of watching family members and community cope with trauma 
• uneasiness in public as they often know arrestees



Complex, Under-resourced & 
Misunderstood
• There are many complexities for these officers. The communities they serve are 

dealing with significant levels of historic, intergenerational, and transgenerational 
trauma. This can result in an increased fear and mistrust of responders outside of the 
tribal community and, at times, inside as well. The existence of unresolved grief 
creates additional challenges that evolve through suppressed unconscious grief and 
loss. It is often shared through storytelling.

• The duties of tribal or Bureau police may be similar to other police departments, but 
there are exceptions. All law enforcement officers are at-risk of continual exposure to 
traumatic events including life-threatening situations and injuries or death of 
colleagues and civilians. Additionally, tribal or Bureau officers are often called to 
respond to cultural and/or spiritual matters of the tribe where they are employed. All 
law enforcement officers are at-risk of continual exposure to traumatic events that 
may result in PTSD, including life-threatening situations and injuries or death of 
colleagues and civilians. However, BIA officers (95.5% of which are Indigenous) 
compound this trauma by knowingly or unknowingly carrying the impact of their 
community’s historical legacy of trauma.



2020 Report States Attorney, 
Cheryl Laurenz-Bogue 
• Inadequate staffing endangers the public as well as 

the law enforcement officers resulting in:
• Department demoralization
• Undue stress
• Significant issues for officer retention. 



According to the Justice Innovation Center: 

• Inadequate workforce (patrol and highway safety officers) results in longer 
response times as well as insufficient backup for officers in crisis.

• Due to budget shortfalls, these agencies can only address equipment 
purchases, repairs, replacements, and upgrades on an emergency basis.

• Both rural and tribal law enforcement agencies need technology and 
equipment upgrades and replacement.

• Often police cars are replaced after the car is no longer reliable as opposed 
to regular rotation.

• Service arms can be minimal. Most officers supplement their firearm needs 
out of pocket.

• Both rural and tribal officers usually have a small yearly stipend for uniforms 
and other personal gear. These stipends are often insufficient, so most 
officers supplement the costs out-of-pocket.



Transgenerational 
Trauma 
The term ‘transgenerational trauma’ is 
used to refer to the generally 
subconscious transmission of traumatic 
experiences to subsequent generations 
and to society. People in the next 
generation find themselves showing 
the symptoms of trauma without having 
experienced the trauma themselves. 
Traumatic experiences can affect 
individual, single people or they can 
affect many people within a group. The 
term ‘collective trauma’ is used in this 
case where trauma affects many 
people within a group. 

(Medica Mondiale, ¶2)







Multifocused
• This Document explores 

needed system changes.
• Provides suggestions for a 

culturally responsive 
approach to treatment using 
the medicine wheel and 
concrete exercises. 
• 46 pages, 52 references



Assessment and Interventions 
Circle of Courage

The Circle of Courage is based on the 
principle that to be emotionally healthy, the 
individual needs to have a sense of four 
central values. The result is a sense of 
balance and individual resilience. With these 
values, protective factors are strengthened.



Use of the Medicine Wheel 
• The Medicine Wheel is a very 

powerful resource. There are seven 
Following is a different 
interventions that utilize the 
Medicine Wheel in this resource.

• Each provides detailed focus on 
identifying imbalance in matters of 
the heart, the body, the head, and 
the spirit. 

• Any of the interventions can be 
used for initial, mid, and final 
assessments and can allow for 
comparison overtime. 



Organizational & 
Operational 
Stressors

Societal

Individual

Family



Summary
• Provide more supports.
• Do not punish people for seeking mental health.
• Hire more Law  Enforcement Officers.
• Ensure appropriate training and mentorship
• Experienced seasoned Officers.
• Respect and dignity. 



Thank you and Q & A

If you would like to request a physical copy of the Healing Our Protectors 
Toolkit please email Casey Morton at casey.morton@und.edu
Include in this email your:
• Name
• Mailing address
• Number of copies requested

https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/product/healing-our-protectors-building-resilience-among-tribal-law
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