
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In many ways, Chief Shirell Parfait-Dardar and her community in southern Louisiana 

have been left to deal with climate change on their own. Lacking federal recognition, 

there is no government funding to respond to coastal erosion, increasingly frequent 

hurricanes, and other climate change impacts that small Louisiana Tribes, including her 

own, did little to create. 

 
Nor is there accountability from the oil and gas companies whose canals and pollution 

have, along with climate change, forever altered the landscape of the region. Thousands 

of miles of land loss is perhaps the most well-known impact, but it is only one of many 

environmental damages. Loss of land and trees have destroyed hunting areas, saltwater- 

intrusion has limited farming to a scant number of crops, and severe flooding has 

eradicated ancestral burial grounds. 

 
Living without formal support is nothing new for Chief Shirell and the community 

she leads, the Grand Caillou/Dulac Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe. The 

Tribe has never received any repatriation from the government or the oil and gas industry 

for the environmental damages they caused, which have limited the Tribe’s traditional 

autonomy. However, the Tribe’s determination to be self-reliant and self-sufficient has 

been a source of strength. “We were and still are in many cases self-sufficient, but that 

has become more difficult with each passing decade,” Chief Shirell explains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Story 2: Chief Shirell Parfait-Dardar 



Amid the environmental damages and inadequate responses, several non- 

governmental organizations have stepped in to offer help. Unfortunately, almost as  

many have let her down. “We’ve dealt with many organizations over the years that made 

promises, came into our communities, grabbed their information, and we never heard 

from them again,” Chief Shirell shares. 

 
That is why she 

was reluctant to work 

with Lowlander 

Center, a current 

UUSC partner, when 

they first reached 

out 12 years ago. 

“I’ve become very 

guarded over my 

people because 

of the dangers we 

 
face daily,” she explains. But this time, it was a 

partnership that paid off. Chief Shirell describes 

how Lowlander Center’s facilitator, Dr. Kristina 

Peterson, “saw what we had been put through and 

did everything possible to prove to us that the 

Lowlander Center was there to help us.” 

 
An all-volunteer organization with no paid staff, 

Lowlander Center officially began in 2013 and has 

been UUSC’s partner since 2017. With UUSC’s 

support, Lowlander has been working closely 

with Chief Shirell’s Tribe along with other small 

Louisiana Tribes and coastal Louisiana communities 

to develop strategies, plans, and adaptations related 

to the environmental damages they face, including 

climate-forced relocation. 

 
One stand-out example occurred in January 

2020. In collaboration with Lowlander Center and 

UUSC, Chief Shirell’s Tribe joined with four other 

 



Indigenous communities in Louisiana and Alaska to submit a formal complaint to the 

United Nations about the U.S. government’s failure to adequately address the climate 

crisis devastating their homelands. Describing the significance of the complaint as 

“huge,” Chief Shirell explains, “We have joined together with our Alaska Native relatives 

to bring awareness to the damages caused by greed and selfishness, with a complete 

disregard for Mother Earth and all living beings. We are showing the world that you do 

not have to just sit by and watch our planet, our health, and lifeways be destroyed.” 

 
In the case of the UN complaint and beyond, Chief Shirell feels that partnering with 

Lowlander Center and UUSC has been valuable for her community. “Lowlander Center 

has given us a voice and UUSC has amplified it!” Chief Shirell explains. “They have 

assisted in providing us with the tools needed to address and resolve the many injustices 

against our peoples.” 

 

 

Links to Learn More 
 
 

• “Fighting to Save 

Home” video narrated 

by Chief Shirell  

and created by Julie 

Maldonado  

 

• “We Have Been 

Here Since Time  

Immemorial” article in 

Cultural Survival by 

Chief Shirell 

 

• Interview with Chief Shirell on WBUR, Boston Public Radio 

• “Coastal Louisiana tribes team up with biologist to protect sacred sites 

from rising seas,” article in Southerly featuring Chief Shirell 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rbphUxHHIDY&t=5s
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https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2020/01/28/native-tribes-file-climate-change-complaint
https://southerlymag.org/2020/09/02/coastal-louisiana-tribes-team-up-with-biologist-to-protect-sacred-sites-from-rising-seas/
https://southerlymag.org/2020/09/02/coastal-louisiana-tribes-team-up-with-biologist-to-protect-sacred-sites-from-rising-seas/
https://southerlymag.org/2020/09/02/coastal-louisiana-tribes-team-up-with-biologist-to-protect-sacred-sites-from-rising-seas/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

What are your hopes/wishes for your community and other Louisiana Tribes? 

We need to have our sovereignty respected and protected. As of today, many of our 

Louisiana tribes have State Recognition and we still have tribes that need recognition. 

The Federal government has a process based on exclusion for recognizing tribes. You 

have to meet seven mandatory criteria and quite frankly, there should only be three. 

The State of Louisiana is currently working on a process through the Native American 

Commission and we’re thankful that this is at least a step in the right direction. Our local 

government is dependent on State and Federal recognition, so if the Parish Administration 

and Council feel that they don’t want to honor a tribe’s sovereignty without some form 

of recognition, they don’t have to. We were and still are in many cases self sufficient, 

but that has become more difficult with each passing decade. Many of our traditional 

practices are not respected, our sacred spaces are not respected, our land, our waters, etc... 

I pray that very soon our tribes will be able to be a tribe, according to our own laws and 

traditions. Only then, will we be able to heal and prosper. 
 

How would you describe the 

significance of the UN complaint? 

 
It’s huge! We have joined together with 

our Alaskan relatives to bring awareness 

to the damages caused by greed and 

selfishness, with a complete disregard for 

Mother Earth and all living beings. We are 

showing the world that you do not have to 

just sit by and watch our planet, our health 

and lifeways be destroyed. We do not have 

to accept the repeated attempts of genocide 

against our peoples. We are teaching 

everyone that you are empowered and you 

have every right to protect your human 

and environmental rights! 

 

Interview with Chief Shirell 

 
“Like other tribal communities 
in southern Louisiana, the Grand 
Caillou/Dulac Band has tradition- 
ally sustained itself through trap- 
ping, fishing, and farming in lands 
and waters that were historically 
lush. Because of the diversion of 
the Mississippi River and other 
development projects, oil and gas 
extraction, erosion, salt-water in- 
trusion, and the climate crisis, the 
Tribe has seen these traditional 
practices threatened.” 

 
-Excerpt from the UN Complaint 



How has Lowlander and/or UUSC supported you in your work? 

The Lowlander Center will always have a special place in my heart. The leaders of 

the Lowlander center have been there to teach us how to be empowered and have 

connected us with others who have the same goals of protecting our planet and people. 

We have many successes, thanks to Dr. Peterson and Dr. Laska. We’ve dealt with many 

organizations over the years that made promises, came into our communities, grabbed 

their information and we never heard from them again. I’m not the easiest person to deal 

with and I’ve become very guarded over my people because of the dangers we face daily. 

Dr. Peterson and I had a rough start because of my doubts, but she stayed. She saw what 

we had been put through and did 

everything possible to prove to us 

that the Lowlander Center was there 

to help us. Every now and then, I 

thank her for forgiving me for being 

so difficult and I remind her of how 

much of a blessing she has been 

to all of us. The Lowlander Center 

has given us a voice and UUSC has 

amplified it! They have assisted in 

providing us with the tools needed 

to address and resolve the many 

injustices against our peoples. I have 

to say that Salote is totally amazing! 

(Salote Soqo is UUSC’s Senior 

Partnership Officer for Climate 

Justice.) There’s an energy within 

the people who are part of the UUSC 

that many organizations could benefit 

by learning from them. Everyone 

that I’ve had the blessing of working 

with through the Lowlander Center 

and the UUSC is filled with respect, 

compassion, a sense of responsibility 

and the drive to create positive 

change for the greater good. I am  


