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Summary

The Oklahoma Indian Welfare Secretarial 

Election, established by the Oklahoma Indian 

Welfare Act (OIWA) of 1936, is a specif ic 

process for federally recognized Indian 

Tribes and Nations in Oklahoma to organize 

and adopt governing documents. The key 

difference between this process and the one 

under the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) is 

the order of approval.



PURPOSE OF ELECTION

The election allows Indian Tribes and Nations to establish or amend 

their governing documents, which are crucial for exercising their 

sovereign powers.

Currently, the Pawnee Nation must seek approval from the BIA to 

conduct an election to change its Constitution.



SECRETARIAL APPROVAL

Before an election, the Secretary of the 

Interior reviews and approves a proposed 

Constitution or Amendment to ensure it is 

consistent with applicable law. This is 

different from the IRA, which only requires 

a Secretarial election



PROCEDURE FOR 
CONDUCTING AN 
ELECTION

Typically, a Secretarial 
Election Board, authorized 
by the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA), conducts the 
election, following 
established BIA 
procedures. 

The Pawnee Nation, 
however, has its own rules 
and procedures for 
conducting a Secretarial 
Election.

Recent rule changes 
require voting by mail 
unless the Tribe's 
governing document 
specifies polling places. 



Requesting an Election

DAY 0

A federally recognized Tribe or its 

citizens /members can request the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs (BIA) to hold a Secretarial election

The Tribe submits a request to the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA) for a Secretarial election to 

vote on specif ic Constitutional amendments. This 

request must include all necessary tribal 

documentation



BIA Review 

(Up to Day 30) 

The BIA reviews the proposed 

amendment to ensure it is not 

contrary to any federal law. 

Unl ike the init ial OIWA 

Constitution adoption, the 

Secretary's role is not to 

approve the content but to 

authorize the election itself



CALL AND AUTHORIZE 

ELECTION

The Authorizing Official directs 

the Local Bureau Official to 

call and conduct the election.

 

Pursuant to the Pawnee 

Nation Election Act, the 

election must be conducted 

within sixty (60) business 

days.



Key Election 

Requirements

• Vo t ing  i s  conduc ted  pr imar i l y  by  ma i l ,  

though po l l i ng  p laces  can  be  used  i f  the  

T r ibe ' s  govern ing  document  requ i re s  i t .

• A  m in imum percen tage  o f  e l i g ib l e  vo te rs  

must  cas t  a  ba l l o t ,  and  the  spec i f i c  

requ i rement  can  be  de f ined  by  f edera l  

s ta tu te  or  t r i ba l  documents .

• The  B IA  must  adhere  to  s ta tu to ry  

t ime f rames  fo r  ca l l i ng  and ho ld ing  the  

e lec t i on .



ELECTION RESULTS
The BIA issues a Certificate of Results of Election. If 

the document is approved or ratified by the Tribal 

citizens, the results are certified as a final agency 

action.



KEY DATES

Establ ish E lect ion Board:  Loca l  Bureau Of f ic ia l  

appoints a  BIA employee as  the cha i r  and not i f ies the 

Tr ibe  to appoint  at  least  two Tr iba l  c i t i zens /members 

to the Secretar ia l  E lec t ion Board -  A f ter  

author izat ion.  

Board sets  e lect ion date: The E lect ion Board ho lds i t s  

f i rs t  meet ing to set  the  e lec t ion date and other  key 

deadl ines  -  With in 5 days  of  the Board 's  appointment.

Ma i l  e lect ion not ice packets:  E lec t ion notice  packets 

are  sent to a l l  e l ig ib le  voters ,  inc lud ing voter  

reg is trat ion forms and ins t ruct ions -  At  least  30 days,  

but  no more than 60 days,  be fore the e lec t ion date.  

Voter  cha l lenges:  Tr iba l  c i t i zens /members  can 

cha l lenge the voter  l i s t .  The Board reso lves  a l l  

cha l lenges.

Mai l  out  ba l lots:  For  the Pawnee Nat ion,  requests 

for  absentee ba l lots  are  not  needed.  A l l  enro l led 

c i t i zens  e ighteen (18)  years  and o lder  are  e l ig ib le  

to vote.  

Bal lot  due date: Ba l lots  are  due to the Secretar ia l  

E lect ion Board by  th is  dead l ine -  E lec t ion day  

(set  by  the Board) .

Cer t i fy  e lec t ion resu l ts:  The E lec t ion Board 

counts  the ba l lots  and completes the Cer t i f i cate 

of  Resu l ts  o f  E lect ion -  No la ter  than the day 

a f ter  the  e lec t ion.

Rev iew and f ina l  ac t ion: The BIA Author iz ing 

Of f ic ia l  rev iews the resu l ts ,  dec ides on any 

cha l lenges,  and issues the f ina l  approva l  or  

d isapprova l  o f  the governing document or  

amendment -  With in 45 days  a f ter  the e lec t ion.



RECENT RULE 

CHANGES

In 2015, the BIA updated its regulat ions for 

Secretar ia l  elect ions to c lar i fy the process 

and make it  easier for Tr ibes to remove the 

requirement for future Secretar ia l  approval of 

their  governing documents



Removing Secretarial Oversight

Tribes that originally organized 

under the OIWA may amend their 

governing documents to remove 

the requirement for Secretarial 

approval of future amendments

This change requires approval 

through a Secretarial election



Shift in Funding

Once the requirement for Secretarial approval is removed, 

al l  subsequent Tribal elections to amend the governing 

document are considered Tribal elections. Consequently, the 

Tribe becomes responsible for the costs associated with 

these elections, and federal funding is no longer provided 

for this purpose. 

This process al lows OIWA tr ibes to move towards a more 

self-determined form of governance, al igning with broader 

pol icies that favor tr ibal sovereignty



SUBPART E—THE 
SECRETARIAL ELECTION 
PROCESS UNDER THE 
OKLAHOMA INDIAN 
WELFARE ACT (OIWA)

25 CFR Part  81

§ 81.47 How is  the  OIWA Secretar ia l  
e lect ion conducted?

Af te r  the  Cha i r  o f  the  E lec t ion Board 
rece ives  the  au thor izat ion o f  the  E lec t ion,  
the  Cha i r  o f  the  Sec re tar ia l  E lec t ion Board 
w i l l  conduct  the  e lec t ion fo l lowing the  
p rocedures  se t  ou t  in  §§  81.19  th rough §  
81 .45  o f  subpart  D ,  o r  as  p rov ided  by  the  
Tr ibes  govern ing documents .
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