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DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION

                                                    NATIONAL CHAPLAIN CENTER
CHAPLAIN SERVICE GUIDELINES CONCERNING

NATIVE AMERICAN INDIAN/ ALASKAN NATIVE TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONERS

POLICY: 

42 U.S.C. § 1996 states: “It shall be the policy of the United States to protect and preserve for American Indians their inherent right of freedom to believe, express, and exercise the traditional religions of the American Indian, Eskimo, Aleut, and Native Hawaiians, including but not limited to access to sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the freedom to worship through ceremonials and traditional rites.” This Chaplain Service policy provides guidelines for the utilization of Native American Indian Traditional Practitioners (hereinafter referred to as “Traditional Practitioners”) within the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Chaplain Service.

PURPOSE:

Native American Indian traditional practices seek to restore a healing balance to the mind, body, heart and spirit. The purpose of this policy is to ensure that veteran patients who express an interest in these traditional practices are provided opportunities for free exercise of religion and receive spiritual health care services that are accessible and culturally appropriate. Services are to be coordinated under the auspices of the local Chaplain service.  

PROCEDURE:

1. Through spiritual assessment, an employed chaplain will identify veteran patients who request Native American Indian traditional practices as their preference for spiritual care.

2. The National Chaplain Center will obtain a list of federal- or state-registered Tribes that will verify the competency of Traditional Practitioners to provide ceremonial rites and traditions to interested veteran patients.

3. Local Chaplain Services will, in consultation with the National Chaplain Center and the local Native Coordinator, Native American Indian Special Emphasis Program (NAISEP) Manager (Office of Equal Employment Opportunity), or the Minority Veteran Coordinator (MVC), maintain a roster of community Traditional Practitioners whose competency is verified by listed Tribes to provide Traditional practices to veteran patients who request such ceremonies and rites. A sample verification letter is attached.

4. Local Native Coordinators/NAISEP Managers will serve as advisors to local Chaplain Services in matters of Native American Indian culture.
5. The Chaplain will refer the Traditional Practitioner to the interested veteran patient to provide traditional practices after consulting with the primary care physician to assure that the patient’s participation in traditional practices will not endanger his or her health. In certain instances, the primary care physician may need to sign a medical clearance order for a patient to participate in traditional practices.

6. Every effort will be made to honor specific requests of veterans since traditions and native ceremonies vary from tribe to tribe.

7. The Chaplain may find that a veteran patient expressing a preference for Native American traditional practices also identifies with another religious faith group. The Chaplain may facilitate ministry—both religious and Native American Indian traditional practices—to the veteran patient in accordance with the findings of the Chaplain’s spiritual assessment.

8. Traditional Practitioners are recognized by listed Tribes as competent to provide ceremonial rites and traditions to interested veteran patients. Verification of competency from the representative’s Tribe must be sent to the Director, Chaplain Service, who will forward the verification to the facility Director. If a veteran patient requests traditional ceremonies and rites by a Traditional Practitioner from a non-listed Tribe, a referral will be made to the local Native Coordinator/NAISEP Manager.
9. Traditional Practitioners are not chaplains and are not required to fulfill Chaplain Qualification Standards in VHA Handbook 5005 Part II, Appendix F1. This ministry is an augmentation to spiritual care provided by employed chaplains.  Traditional Practitioners will function with the guidance of an employed chaplain.  Traditional Practitioners are guided by the policies of the facility and by the provisions of VHA Handbook 1111.02 “Spiritual And Pastoral Care Procedures.”
10. Chaplain Service at each facility, in collaboration with local Native Coordinators/NAISEP Managers, is responsible for orienting Traditional Practitioners to facility and Chaplain Service policies. Local Chaplain Services will document orientation and training of Traditional Practitioners.

11.  Traditional Practitioners whose competency has been verified by listed Tribes may be compensated for the specific services they provide on a fee-basis or by contract.
12.  Traditional practices may include but are not limited to purification and/or sweat lodge ceremonies, formal healing ceremonies, talking circles, vision quests, songs, stories, and teachings, one-to-one visitations of interested veterans, meditation, and other rites and ceremonies based on Tribal traditions. Local Chaplain Services will devise procedures for documenting visits by Traditional Practitioners to veteran patients.

13. Utilization of purification and/or sweat lodges will be at the discretion of each Medical Center facility depending on the needs of the interested veterans. Interested veterans with medical clearance may participate. A Traditional Practitioner will conduct this ceremony when needed.

14. Each Medical Center should have an area that may or may not be designated exclusively for Native American Indian services. This area must be private and secured from random intrusion by general onlookers. Alternatively, traditional practices may be conducted at the patient’s bedside as appropriate. The Medical Center also may arrange to transport interested veteran patients to community-based Centers that provide Native American practices and rituals. 
SAMPLE NATIVE AMERICAN INDIAN TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONER COMPETENCY VERIFICATION

Date:

From:  (name/title and tribe of verifying official)

To:  Director, Department of Veterans Affairs Chaplain Service

Subj:  

1.  I verify that   (name) ___is competent as a Native American Indian Traditional Practitioner to provide traditional rites and ceremonies to interested veteran patients. He/she is a member of the               (insert name of tribe).

2.  I understand that our Native American Indian Traditional Practitioner will be subject to federal and VA laws and policies while at the health care facility.  I also understand that VA has the right to limit or prohibit any practices that it deems dangerous to the health or safety of patients.

______________________________________________

Signature of designated Tribe official

Address__________________________________
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