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Health Disparities in American Indians: 

Lack of Indoor Plumbing Increases Health Problems 
 
Introduction 

Despite all the public health 
efforts that have been made with water 
sanitation and improvement, certain 
Native American communities, located 
in the Alaskan region, Northern Plains, 
and the Southwest, lack indoor 
plumbing. The rural topography makes 
acquiring an in-home water source very 
difficult and often leads to gathering 
water from either a private or 
community supply. Without running 
water or a flushing toilet the likelihood 
of contamination is much higher, making 
Native Americans more at risk of 
contracting a health related illness. 
Using past literature and articles, this 
paper will discuss how the lack of indoor 
piping has caused an increase in health 
disparities amongst Native Americans 
and what policy implications can be 
made to address this particular 
population.  
 
Background 

There are currently 5.1 million 
American Indians and Alaskan Natives 
in the nation, with 22% of them living 
on reservation lands. (7) Until the 1950’s 
indoor plumbing was uncommon, 
however it is still rare in specific native 
villages. A survey from the Census 
Bureau in 1995 on plumbing indicated 
that American Indian households in 
1990 were as likely as all US households 
of the 1950s to lack complete indoor 
plumbing. (Figure 1) In 2000, one out of 
every ten Native home lacked indoor 
plumbing. (10) Today 0.5 percent of 
homes nationwide lack complete 
plumbing system, with 0.7 percent also 

lacking entire kitchens. In contrast, on 
American Indian lands, these rates are 
5.3 percent and 4.8 percent, respectively. 
(3) Overall, of the natives living on tribal 
lands, it is estimated that 40% of them 
live in substandard housing.  

Without running water or indoor 
plumbing, water is generally collected 
from a community-based or private 
water point and transported in gallon-
sized containers. Depending on the 
distance between reservation borders and 
metropolitan areas, a little less than half 
of the families rely on public sewers.  

 
Figure 1-American Indian Reservation 
Households’ Sewage Disposal Situation 
Also Resembles That of the United States 
in the 1950’s (6) 
 

 
*Percent of households lacking complete 
plumbing facilities 
 
Research 

The rural landscape that 
dominates most reservations has made 
thousands of residents isolated from a 
central water source. About 1 in 5 
reservation households lack complete 
plumbing facilities in their home. (6) 
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Housing of American Indians 
on Reservations — 
Plumbing
Most Americans take indoor 
plumbing for granted. But Ameri-
can Indians living on reservations
can’t. As the graph below shows,
their households were as likely to
lack complete plumbing facilities
(hot and cold piped water, a flush
toilet, and a bathtub or shower) in
1990 as all U.S. households were 
in the 1950’s!

This Brief, one of a series, uses data
collected in the 1990 Census of
Population and Housing to examine
housing characteristics of American
Indian households on reservations
and their associated trust lands.
(The term “American Indian house-
holds” includes all units where the
householder has identified himself
or herself as American Indian, Eski-
mo, or Aleut.) This Brief investi-
gates not only their chances of lack-

ing complete plumbing, but also
their source of water and method of
sewage disposal. It compares them
with both American Indian house-
holds living off reservations and all
households in the United States.

There are 314 reservations and trust
lands in the United States. Trust
lands are property associated with a
particular American Indian reserva-
tion or tribe, held in trust  by the
Federal Government. In  this Brief,

the term “reservation” also includes
trust lands.

Most American Indian
households on reservations
obtained their water from public
systems or private companies .... 
Public systems or private compa-
nies supplied water to about 7 in
every 10 American Indian reserva-
tion households. (See graph on page
4.) 
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However, the regions with the poorest 
housing characteristics, like Alaska, 
Northern Plains, and the Southwest, are 
the areas that also show the greatest 
disparities due to health impairments or 
infectious diseases. 

In a prospective study assessing 
regions of Alaskan Native Villages for 
four years, researchers compared the 
relationship between in-home water 
sources and the hospitalization rates for 
respiratory, gastrointestinal, and skin 
tract infections. Of the six regions that 
were surveyed, 91% had “high service” 
homes or a pressurized piped water 
system, compared to the 61% of “low 
service” homes. It was concluded that 
higher rates of respiratory and skin 
infection were associated with areas that 
lacked indoor plumbing. (1) 
 By not having an in-home water 
source to properly sanitize water, 
individuals are more at risk of 
contracting waterborne diseases, in 
which a person ingests a pathogen from 
contaminated water, or water wash 
diseases, in which hygienic practices like 
hand washing or rinsing food products 
are reduced. (1) The Meriam Report 
indicated, “The high levels of infant 
mortality were noted to be due to…poor 
sanitation.” (2) Singleton et al performed 
a retrospective analysis on the trends of 
Respiratory Tract Infection (RTI) in 
Native American children in comparison 
to the US children population. The study 
used hospital rates for children under 5 
admitted for RTIs. The results showed 
that children of American Indian or 
Alaskan Native descent had a 1.6-fold 
increase of being admitted to the hospital 
than the US children rate. (9) Although 
the rate of hospitalization was lower 
(32% decrease) from 2006-2008 
compared to 1998-1999 for Al/AN, the 
numbers were still higher than the 

national average.  
Yet the increased rates of disease 

due to lack of plumbing is directly 
related to two very significant factors, 
low SES and crowding.   

Poverty is both persistent and 
significant on reservations. (Refer to 
Figure 2) With nearly one-third below 
the Federal Poverty Line, poor housing 
conditions can be a reflection of 
economic distress. (10) Many tribal 
lands face monetary obstacles, like 
complexity of trust ownership, presumed 
inability of banks to foreclose on Indian 
lands held in trust, unwillingness of 
lenders to give loans, and the scarcity of 
financial institutions on reservations. (4) 
The limited availability of housing 
assistance, especially when it comes to 
economic status, makes it unbelievably 
difficult for Natives to even attempt at 
improving the condition they live in. 

Despite the vast amount of open 
land available for homes, crowding 
remains a prevalent case amongst 
individual dwellings. Crowding is the 
ratio of persons to the size of the 
inhabited area, expressed as persons per 
room, or inversely square feet per person 
(11) On reservations, crowding is three 
times the national average of 1.01 person 
per room. (Figure 3) In a sample done by 
the US Census Bureau on crowding in 
2000 (8), the highest percentage (25-
55%) of occupied housing with more 
than one person per room by county 
directly overlapped with US reservations 
communities. Furthermore, a recent 
study done by the National American 
Indian Housing Council (NAIHC) 
concluded that on average 33% of 
Native American households are 
crowed, linking domestic crowding and 
the substandard housing conditions to an 
increased incidence of infectious 
diseases. (4)  
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In Summary, crowding, low SES, 
and lack of plumbing coincide with 
tribal lands that also express the highest 
rates of infectious diseases. 
 
Figure 2- Poverty on Native American 
Lands (4) 
 

  
 
Figure 3-Housing Quality and Crowding 
on Native American Lands (4) 
 

 
 
Policy Implications 

In 1954, Public Law 83-568 
deemed the Indian Health Service (IHS) 
responsible for objectively finding ways 
to provide portable water and safe 
wastewater disposal services to Alaskan 
Natives. The IHS, in collaboration with 
many other public health agencies, 

increased the proportion of modern 
sanitation in Alaskan homes from 10% 
in 1950 to 84% in 2006. (1)  

On October 1, 1997 the 
government made attempts to improving 
reservation-housing conditions by 
signing Native American Housing 
Assistance and Self-Determination Act 
into law. (10) The idea was to provide 
federal aid by creating block grants that 
would be randomly distributed tribal 
housing entities. In extension of this, the 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) loan guarantee 
program allowed the federal government 
to warrant private sector loans to Native 
American homebuyers (10) Tribes have 
also developed their own programs to 
deal with funding problems buy using 
gaming procedures. 

While past policies have proved 
successful, the benefits were limited to 
specific communities. There needs to be 
a policy that will address the housing 
problem on a widespread scale and take 
into account the multiple aspects that 
contribute the lack of indoor plumbing. 

The largest barriers preventing 
improvement in Native American 
housing are lack of infrastructure, 
remoteness, site approval challenges, 
legal status, and lack of information.  
(10) Besides the fact that many homes in 
Indian Country do not have plumbing, 
many also lack paved roads, electricity, 
and landfills. Without these basic 
elements, the implementation of 
improved housing is impossible. In 
addition, the legal process of land 
ownership is very different in tribal 
areas. Since reservations are entrusted to 
the US government of Native 
Americans, any housing dealings (like 
eviction or foreclosure) must all be done 
within the tribal court system, if one is 
even available. This makes many lenders 

  High Need Areas_______________
   99

N
AT

IV
E 

AM
ER

IC
AN

 L
AN

D
S

living on AIANHH lands. While the national percentage
of individuals living below the poverty level is 12.4
percent, nearly one-third of Native Americans on
AIANHH lands live in poverty (Figure 6.2).

Buffalo County, South Dakota, has the unenviable
distinction of being the poorest county in the nation,
with 56.9 percent of its population living below the
poverty level. It is also home to the Crow Creek Indian
Reservation. In fact, five of the ten poorest counties in
the country are in South Dakota, and all five contain
AIANHH lands. This pattern of poverty is found across
the country. On nearly 64 percent of the AIANHH lands,
poverty rates are higher than the national average, with
poverty rates as high as 86.2 percent, as found on the
Big Lagoon Rancheria in California.

Housing Characteristics
Poor housing conditions frequently go hand in hand

with the high poverty rates characteristic of many,
though not all, Native American communities. Although
lack of decent housing is a common problem, even here,
differences between AIANHH lands are strong and
important to understand. For instance, whereas house-
hold crowding is much higher in Alaska and in the
Arizona/New Mexico region, it is in Oklahoma where
affordability problems are highest.8

As is common in rural areas (the population of
AIANHH lands is predominantly nonmetro), housing
ownership rates are high on AIANHH lands — seven of

FIGURE 6.2
Poverty on Native American Lands

every ten occupied housing units are owner-occupied.
Native American homeownership rates in these areas are
comparable at 69 percent. This statistic may be mislead-
ing due in part to HUD’s mutual self-help program.
Most persons who occupy mutual self-help homes do
not yet have titles to them, but the Census Bureau
believes that many mutual self-help occupants possibly
identified themselves as homeowners. If mutual self-
help occupants are excluded, the homeownership rate
for Native Americans on tribal lands would likely drop
to significantly lower levels.9

Single-unit, detached housing is by far the most
widespread type of housing structure in the country as a
whole, and particularly in nonmetro counties, where
many Native American lands are located. Mobile homes
account for 14.8 percent of all housing units on
AIANHH lands, almost double the nationwide percent-
age. Among Native Americans, 18 percent of occupied
housing units on AIANHH lands are mobile homes.
Mobile homes are often the most feasible form of
housing in poor and remote areas, as many Native
American lands are, where few contractors or develop-
ers are present, building supply stores are distant, and
site-built housing is prohibitively expensive. Mobile
homes, however, are much less prevalent among Native
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders as there are very few
mobile homes on the islands of Hawaii.

Cluster housing is the name attached to one of the
main forms of housing on reservations. Cluster housing
is single-unit detached government-assisted rental
housing, for the most part, that has been built in small
clusters. Cluster housing was first built by HUD in the
1960s and was meant to provide “modern housing and
utilities in a cost-effective manner.”10 Even though
people on many Native American lands were accus-
tomed to living on their own pieces of land, perhaps
with gardens and animals, many moved into cluster
housing to have access to better housing and modern
utilities, which were far more difficult to supply to
more spread out housing. Now, cluster housing is often
referred to as a “reservation ghetto,”11 complete with
drug and crime problems.12 One long-time resident of
cluster housing on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakota commented that, “Government houses just tore
the families apart. We talk so much about our way of
life, the ‘Indian-ness’ in us...but we don’t have that when
they put us in these cluster homes.”13 In research
conducted by the Urban Institute, Native Americans on
tribal lands were questioned about serious problems they
had with their rental housing. The single most reported
serious problem was “too close to neighbors,” which
was marked by 23 percent of respondents.14

                         Taking Stock
100

Crowding is a common problem throughout Native
American lands and has implications far beyond the
obvious lack of space and privacy. Nationwide, approxi-
mately 6 percent of households have more than one
person per room and are considered crowded (Figure
6.3). However, crowding rates among Native American
households on AIANHH lands are triple the national
rates as 19 percent of American Indian and Alaska
Native households and 24 percent of Hawaii Natives/
Pacific Islanders live in crowded housing conditions.
A recent National American Indian Housing Council
(NAIHC) study determined that 33 percent of all
households on Native American reservations are
crowded and linked domestic crowding and the sub-
standard housing conditions that often accompany it
to increased incidences of tuberculosis, pneumonia,
gastrointestinal disorders, head lice, conjunctivitis,
hepatitis, and various other infectious diseases that are
easily transmitted in crowded spaces. Lower education-
al attainment among children and social problems like
alcoholism, domestic violence, and child abuse and
neglect are also associated with severely crowded
living conditions.15

Like crowding, affordability is a more serious issue
in some Native American communities than in others.
Overall, on AIANHH lands, 18.4 percent of home-
owners are cost burdened. This means that they are

spending over 30 percent of their households’ income for
housing each month. Renters are far more in danger of
having affordability problems, as 31.6 percent of renters
on Native American lands are cost-burdened.

Among the more dramatic instances of housing
inadequacy in Native American lands is the prevalence
of units lacking adequate plumbing. Nationwide 4 per-
cent of Native Americans live in housing units lacking
adequate plumbing. However, 10 percent of Native
American households residing on AIANHH lands lack
adequate plumbing — 10 times the national level.

One primary factor exacerbating the low quality of
housing on trust lands is a lack of financing for afford-
able homeownership opportunities. For decades a
plethora of legal, socio-economic, and cultural con-
straints have severely curtailed the level of residential
financing on trust lands. This problem is highlighted in
a 1999 General Accounting Office report investigating
mortgage lending on trust lands. The report states that
between 1992 and 1996 a total of only 91 conventional
mortgage loans were originated on trust lands. Further-
more, 81 of these were between just two tribes: the
Oneida of northeastern Wisconsin and the Tulalip of
northeastern Washington.16 Another recent study identi-
fied 17 factors contributing to banks’ and savings and
loans’ historical avoidance of reservation lending,

FIGURE 6.3
Housing Quality and Crowding on Native American Lands
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and banks hesitant in loaning money to 
the already poor native community. 
 Furthermore, there have been no 
policy attempts at reducing the 
frequency of crowding in Native homes. 
The issues of sanitation and finances will 
remain if crowding continues to play 
role in reservation housing. 
 In order to see any form of 
change with Native American housing, 
the government needs to address the 
challenges of infrastructure. Ideally 
every house would receive an indoor 
plumbing system, but that is not feasible 
given the remoteness. Instead some form 
of a sanitary water source needs to be 
provided within a reasonable distance of 
each home. Next comes the matter 
economics. A federally sanctioned 
financial aid program could potentially 
reduce the number of loan denials and 
increase the amount of home ownership. 
Hopefully, the increase in monetary 
support will encourage more people to 
purchase their own homes and crowding 
will drop.  

Clearly it would be a difficult 
task to implement given the financial 
and constructional burden, but if each 
region was approached little by little, 
there could be a significant impact.  
 
Links to Other Sources of Interest 
Native American Aid: Living Conditions 
http://www.nrcprograms.org/site/PageSe
rver?pagename=naa_livingconditions	
  
	
  
Seattle Times: Tribal Housing 
http://seattletimes.com/news/local/tribal
housing/partone/undermined.html 
 
American Indian Relief Council: Living 
Condiitions 
http://www.nrcprograms.org/site/PageSe
rver?pagename=airc_livingconditions 
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