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a commitment to community and 
sustainability. 

Looking Ahead 

The road ahead is not without 
obstacles. Land prices remain 
high, access to credit is limited, 
and commodity markets are 
unpredictable. But Goodthunder 
and the Lower Sioux Indian 
Community approach each new 
season with determination and 
gratitude. 

“We're slowly trying to win and 
buy back our land,” Goodthunder 
said. 

Tamara Desjarlais, Lower Sioux 
Indian Community Assistant 
Secretary/Treasurer, stands at the 
forefront of her Tribe’s journey to 
reclaim sovereignty and shape a 
self-sustaining future. 
“We were people that lived off the 

components, blending tradition, 
self-sufficiency, and sustainability. 

Planning for this effort was 
supported by a feasibility study 
funded by a NAAF grant, helping 
the Tribe assess how hemp could 
strengthen its agricultural base 
and diversify local opportunities. 

A Different Kind of Native 
Agriculture 

Across Indian Country, livestock 
production dominates nearly 40 
percent of Native agricultural 
activity. At Lower Sioux, the 
focus on row crops sets the 
Tribe apart. On around 1,000 
acres, Goodthunder manages a 
complex, high-yield operation 
that showcases both technical 
skill and stewardship. His work 
demonstrates what is possible 
when Native producers are 
empowered to lead, blending 
modern production methods with 

land. The more we get back to 
that relationship with our land, 
the more we are intertwined 
with our culture,” said Tamara 
Desjarlais, Lower Sioux Indian 
Community Assistant Secretary/
Treasurer.  

From her years in social services 
to her work as an elected official, 
Tamara Desjarlais sees agriculture 
as more than an economic driver 
— it is a path to healing and self-
sufficiency for her community. 
Inspired by the efforts of her 
brother, Danny Desjarlais, and 
Goodthunder, she envisions 
agriculture as the foundation for 
new jobs, housing, and supportive 
spaces for women and children in 
crisis. 

That vision takes shape in the 
fields, where producers like 
Goodthunder see every acre 
planted as an act of both resilience 
and renewal.

As the sun 
dips below the 
horizon, he 
stands in the 
fading light, 
soil dark and 
full of promise. 
For the Lower 
Sioux Indian 
Community, 
the future of 
agriculture is 
already taking 
root: one field, 
one harvest, and 
one farmer at a 
time.

Joey Goodthunder examines the Tribe's corn crop ahead of the fall 2025 harvest.

Upper left: The Tribe's hempcrete production creates strong, fire resistant materials; Upper right: The rich, dark soil of southwestern 
Minnesota provides fertile ground for crop production, such as soybeans; Middle left: Danny Desjarlais serves as a leading voice in hemp 
production and processing, regularly educating other communities about the crop's potential and the Lower Sioux's innovative opera-
tion; Middle right: On-site processing facilities allow the Tribe to take its harvests and transform into sustainable building materials and 
biproducts; Lower left: Row crops like these soybeans are part of the Lower Sioux Indian Community's expanding agricultural operations; 
Bottom right: Joey Goodthunder's work seeks to expand opportunities and ensure sustainable land management for future generations.
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Nourishing
the 
nations:
Meagen Baldy’s Vision for Food and Sovereignty

By Mary Belle Zook (Citizen Potawatomi Nation)

From her small hog farm and 
community garden on the 
Hoopa Valley Reservation 

in Northern California to the 
national stage of U.S. agriculture 
policy, Meagen Baldy (Hupa) 
carries a simple truth: food 
security begins with nurturing the 
land and its people. 

“I never 
thought I 
would get 
into food,” 
she said. “I 
just grew up 
cooking for 
my family 
because 
we lived in 
poverty, and 
I wanted to make sure everyone 
had something to eat.” It wasn’t 
until later, while working with 
the Klamath Trinity Conservation 
District that she realized how 
deeply food was tied to her 
identity. 

Baldy serves as one of the 
first members to the USDA's 
Tribal Advisory Committee, on 
numerous conservation advisory 
councils, and more. But for a good 
part of her life, how she fit into 
agriculture was unknown, she 
said.  

 “I thought ag was corn, cows, and 
tractors, and I didn’t have any of 
that,” she said. “Then I got thrown 
into the community garden.” 
 
Holistic Approach 

Leading 
the Hoopa 
Valley Tribe’s 
community 
garden 
became a 
Baldy family 
affair 

“They were 
my labor 

force,” she said and laughed. 
Her husband Guy helped till the 
soil, and her children and family 
helped plant and harvest. Their 
classmates would visit the garden 
on field trips, proud that their 
mom was “the garden lady.” 

FEEDING EACH OTHER ISN'T JUST SOMETHING WE DO AS A PART OF 
LIFE. IT'S PART OF OUR CULTURE AND IDENTITY.  Nobody in our 

villages used to go hungry. But today, we have people on our 
reservations who are starving. I wanted to be someone who, 

if you were around me, you'd be fed. 
Meagen Baldy

“The first kindergartners I worked 
with are seniors now,” she said. 
“That’s how I know this work 
matters.” 

One day, a young girl visiting on 
a field trip told Baldy she was 
going to take some of the garden 
vegetables home because her 
family had no food.  

“It broke my heart,” Baldy 
explained. “It reminded me of 
who I was and that I had been that 
little girl once.” 
That moment, and moments like 
it, help fuel Baldy’s dedication to 
food sovereignty. 

“Feeding each other isn’t just 
something we do as part of life. It’s 
part of our culture and identity,” 
she said. “Nobody in our villages 
used to go hungry. But today, we 
have people on our reservations 
who are starving. I wanted to be 
someone who, if you were around 
me, you’d be fed.” 

From that seed grew a vision 
that connected food, policy, and 
sovereignty. “Cooking led me to 
ask where my food comes from, 
what policies shape it, and who 
controls it. It became this holistic 
view of how food works within 
our community,” Baldy said. 

Over time, she began advocating 
at local, state, and national levels 
to ensure that agricultural policy 
is inclusive of  Indigenous food 
systems and priorities.

“When I started learning about 
agriculture, I realized our ways, 
gathering acorns, fishing, burning, 
harvesting medicines, that’s all 
agriculture,” she said. “But our 
people didn’t see themselves 
reflected in those federal 
definitions.” 

Growing Capacity Across Indian 
Country
 

Meagen Baldy carries a vision in which food, community, and culture grow together. (Photo provided)
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Baldy’s leadership across the 
Hoopa Valley Reservation 
naturally led to larger 
opportunities to serve. She 
became Director of the Klamath 
Trinity Resource Conservation 
District, where she expanded 
conservation 
and 
agriculture 
programs 
to support 
Tribal 
producers 
across Northern California. 

In that role, Baldy also focused on 
investing in the next generation. 
She found creative ways to engage 
local youth in agriculture and 
traditional food systems, ensuring 
they could see themselves 
reflected in this work. 

Through grant support from 
NAAF, she developed programs 
that taught youth traditional 
skills such as making fishing 
nets, a practice that connected 
them to their cultural roots while 
reinforcing food sovereignty. She 
also leveraged funding to help 
young people pursue their own 
agricultural projects, offering 
small grants and start-up support 
to turn their ideas into action. 

“If our kids don’t eat our 
traditional foods, they won’t love 
them,” she explained. “And if 
they don’t love them, they won’t 
protect them.” 

For Baldy, investing in youth is 
not just about education; it is 
about empowerment. By helping 
them see that agriculture could 
be both a livelihood and a way to 
serve their communities, it plants 

seeds that continue growing into 
the future. 

Her commitment to community-
based agriculture next took her 
to the Indigenous Food and 
Agriculture Initiative (IFAI), 

where she served as a Food Safety 
Specialist. There, Baldy traveled 
throughout Indian Country 
leading hands-on trainings that 
empowered Tribal producers 
and food entrepreneurs. From 
teaching food preservation 
techniques 
to developing 
short courses on 
starting farmers' 
markets, she 
helped build 
the foundation 
for stronger, 
safer, and more 
resilient Tribal 
food economies. 

Baldy’s 
expertise and 
on-the-ground 
experience 
made her a 
natural fit for 
the Intertribal 
Agriculture 
Council (IAC), 
where she joined 
the American 
Indian Foods 
program. 
In that role, 
Baldy worked 
to connect 

Native producers with broader 
markets through IAC’s Made/
Produced by American Indians 
trademark, supporting Tribes 
and entrepreneurs in selling their 
products across the U.S. and 
abroad. Before becoming a staff 

member, 
she served 
for years on 
IAC’s Board 
of Trustees.

Food is Love 

Today, as the Director of the 
Hoopa Valley Tribe’s Self-
Governance and Department 
of Commerce, Baldy continues 
to expand the reach of 

IF OUR KIDS DON'T EAT OUR TRADITIONAL FOODS, THEY WON'T LOVE 
THEM. AND IF THEY DON'T LOVE THEM, THEY WON'T PROTECT THEM.  

Meagen Baldy

Meagen Baldy's voice helps shape policies that support Indigenous 
food systems. (Photo provided)

Tribal sovereignty and self-
determination.  

“We can’t be truly sovereign 
without control of our food,” she 
said.  

In addition to this role, she assists 
with her 
family’s small 
farming 
operation, 
volunteers 
across the 
community, 
and ensures Tribal voices are 
heard in policy and decision-
making, locally, regionally, and 
nationally. 

“Learning the USDA web, all those 
programs and how they trickle 
down to the local level, that was 
important to me,” she said. 

Baldy's leadership style is defined 
by balance. She is as comfortable 
in a policy meeting as she is 
behind a farm stand or in a 
classroom. She leads with the 
compassion of an auntie and 
the determination of a seasoned 
champion for Indian Country. 

Within every chapter of her 
work, Baldy has emphasized the 
same vision: food as connection, 
empowerment, and culture. 
She has helped communities 
reclaim the knowledge to grow 
and prepare their own food, 
and she advocates for programs 
that protect Native foodways 

WHEN YOU LOVE YOUR PEOPLE, YOU WON'T WANT TO SEE THEM 
HUNGRY. WHEN YOU LOVE YOUR FOOD, YOU'LL PROTECT IT. 

Meagen Baldy

while creating new economic 
opportunities. 

Her story is a reminder that 
feeding people is not just about 
agriculture: it’s about sovereignty, 
community, health, and hope. 

“Love your 
people and 
love your 
food,” she 
said. “When 
you love your 
people, you 

won’t want to see them hungry. 
When you love your food, you’ll 
protect it.” 

Under the guidance and support of Meagen Baldy, students learn to make traditional fishing nets and carry forward cultural knowledge. 
(Photo provided)
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