
Since its inception in 2002, The Roundhouse 
Foundation, a family foundation based in Sisters, 
Oregon, and its trustees have established themselves as 
staunch supporters of arts and cultural projects. Taking 
a placed-based approach, they worked hard with their 
small staff to build partnerships with nonprofits and 
inspire communities to think creatively about solution-
driven concepts for environmental and social issues in 
Central Oregon.  

In 2019, the foundation experienced a period of 
incredible growth. As the organization grew, family 
member and long-time trustee Erin Borla stepped 
in as executive director. Her background in creative 
community economic development and rural 
organization management helped give guidance during 
this new phase. The trustees agreed immediately that 
the grant focus areas would remain the same, but 
determined rural Oregon support was critical—on a 
broader scale. Oregon’s nine federally recognized 
Tribes were called out as special regions of support in 
the first iteration of the new strategy. Then the work 
began.

Roundhouse had worked with a few Indigenous 
partners in central Oregon and the Columbia River 
Gorge in the past. Borla connected immediately with 
those partners and asked the hard questions: “How do 
we do this work authentically? How do we show up for 
Tribal partners beyond writing a check?”

Guidance was strong from previous partners and 
connections were made with Tribal advisors. Borla 
sought out partners from other Tribal Nations and 
started showing up at meetings and events and began 
to develop relationships with several Tribally-led and 
Tribally-serving nonprofits.  

Building Philanthropic Partnerships 
with Tribal Communities

Roundhouse Foundation’s First Steps

In addition to the nine federally recognized Tribes 
in the state of Oregon, the foundation highlights 
and recognizes the 54 historic bands of Indigenous 
people who once called this region home. They focus 
on flexibility around colonized state lines and have 
broadened their work to include building relationships 
across state borders.   

“Erin and Roundhouse Foundation's approach to philanthropy is a model for what I would call a 
“trust partnership” relationship. She listens, adjusts and collaborates. Rather than stick rigidly to 
a preconceived idea, Erin and her team demonstrated the flexibility necessary to work with us to 
craft programming on our Indigenous partners’ terms, not the other way around. The result is that 
we accomplish the Foundation’s goals, advance Confluence’s mission, and deepen the relationship 
among us all." –Colin Fogarty, Confluence

Siletz Tribal Arts & Heritage Society members and Erin Borla, 
Executive Director/Trustee Roundhouse Foundation on 
Government Hill in Siletz, Oregon

Lomakatsi Restoration Project 
student working on Chiloquin 
Trust Lands in 2021

Traditional Beadwork by 
members of the Confederated 
Tribes of the Siletz Indians

Pacific Northwest Tribal 
Climate Change Project, in 
partnership with the Affiliated 
Tribes of Northwest Indians
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“Roundhouse is not unique to other foundations in 
that we work state-wide with rural communities,” 
Borla said. “Where we differ from others is in our 
intentionality of including Tribal partners through all 
layers of our work.” 

The Roundhouse Foundation online grant application 
process is simple and accessible. All applicants are 
encouraged to identify the sovereign nations of Tribal 
partners that would be served with their program or 
project. The Foundation also recognizes connectivity 
issues in rural communities and allows opportunities 
for organizations to call and discuss ideas prior to 
submission; they can provide follow-ups and reports 
via phone, Zoom, video or audio messaging.

Through this process, Borla and the Roundhouse 
staff team have focused on educating themselves on 
the history of Indigenous people in the United States. 
They have each spent time reading, learning and 
asking tough questions about projects and programs, 
allowing the organization to do more than “check the 
box.” 

“When I arrive in Tribal communities I follow our 
Tribal advisors’ advice,” Borla continued. “I lead with 
my heart, show up in a space and listen first, but also 
share authentically my own stories; I work hard to be 
honest and vulnerable. That advice has carried me 
through each relationship. We work to act truly as 
partners—beyond simply writing a check—and have 
found our open and straightforward conversations 
have helped guide our work and process.”  

In the last year, Borla has worked toward earning 
a Professional Certificate in Tribal Relations from 
Portland State University’s Mark O. Hatfield School of 
Government. This series of classes led by Indigenous 
staff at PSU and shared with governmental leaders 
across the West has helped build new relationships 
and solidify current understanding of Native American 
culture.  

“The opportunity to participate in a learning model 
led by Tribal leaders has been tremendous,” said Borla. 
“Understanding the real history of our region and 
those who have been here since time immemorial 
alongside colleagues who also are showing up for 
Indigenous people in authentic ways has empowered 
our grantmaking program and me.”

And the work is not done.  

Fire mitigation work on Chiloquin Trust Lands with Lomakatsi 
Restoration Project

Former student in the Tribal Health Scholars program presenting 
their work at Oregon Health Science University.

Blanketing ceremony at the Northwest Native American Center of 
Excellence at Oregon Health Sciences University

Cultural items from Siletz 
Tribal Arts & Heritage Society

Lamprey viewing and education 
by the Pacific Northwest Tribal 
Climate Change Project
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Warm Springs Community Action Team

"Erin Borla, Roundhouse's Executive Director, is the rare 
foundation head that actually visits the Warm Springs 
reservation, develops relationships with people in the 
tribal community, and cares about them on a personal 
level.  Relationship building is one of the keys to working 
with organizations on reservations, and Erin totally gets 
this.  I'm sometimes amazed that Erin knows some people 
on the Warm Springs Reservation better than I do!  This 
results in people trusting her, in believing that Roundhouse 
Foundation will be there for over the long term (not "one 
and done", like many foundations), in being willing to 
communicate openly about the challenges they are facing, 
and in the Roundhouse Foundation's resources landing in 
the right places, with powerful impact."  

–Chris Watson, Warm Springs Community Action Team

While the classes have had significant impact, the most 
important lessons have come from the real relationships 
that have been forged. Showing up in communities 
and spending time listening about issues, barriers to 
accessing services and the resiliency of Indigenous 
communities throughout those challenges has made 
the difference in building effective partnerships.  

“Many of our Native grant partners are more than 
grantees,” said Borla. “They’ve become my friends—
they have met my children and family, and we celebrate 
successes and strive to work through challenges 
together.” 

Although the certificate program is nearly over for 
Borla, the lessons continue as she and the foundation 
team continue to make Indigenous partnerships and 
progress a priority.  

Many of Roundhouse’s philanthropic partners have 
asked how the foundation is building its relationship 
with Tribes. While that journey continues, Roundhouse 
believes several important lessons have helped along 
the way.  

Capital Projects 

Project Support and General 
Operating Grants

Total Grants: Approx $10.5MM

2021 Grants with 
Explicit Benefit to 

Indigenous Projects 
and Tribal Nations

14%

10%

The Roundhouse Foundation used similar methodology 
to identify Explicit Benefit as defined by Native Americans 
in Philanthropy 2019 report Investing in Native 
Communities.

Youth education and development 
and ceramics class in Warm Springs, 
OR



For more information on effective allyship with Tribal communities for philanthropy 
explore Native Americans in Philanthropy and consider participating 

 in the Certificate of Tribal Relations program  
at Portland State University, Mark O. Hatfield School of Government.

Reach out to Roundhouse Foundation directly to hear more about their work with Indigenous communities. 

Erin Borla, Executive Director, Trustee • erin@roundhousefoundation.org • www.RoundhouseFoundation.org

How we ground our work

1.We show up—in community, on the Reservation, at events. We recognize that presence 
and sharing together are critical to relationship building and a deep understanding of 

each other.

2.We listen. But more than just listening, we seek to make connections between partners. 
We share with an open heart and work to tell our story authentically. We value language 

and understanding. We speak clearly and with intention, knowing that words live long after 
they are spoken.

3.We come up with a plan—together.  We work through challenges together and 
explore potential opportunities for support beyond financial support and often beyond 

our organization. We use the “other tools in the philanthropic toolkit.”

4.We follow through. Our visits and meetings are more than just that. We strive for 
action-oriented solutions. Organizations and communities hear from us again and again 

as we face challenges collectively and share successes far and wide. 

Through it all there is always more learning to be done. During our journey we 
have taken other steps including working with Indigenous advisors, joining Native 
Americans in Philanthropy as an ally, expanding our network of Tribal partners and 
hearing directly from them.

Linda Meanus a Native Arts Educator with Confluence in the 
Classroom in White Salmon, WA

Dr. Virginia Beavert, Yakima Elder, Co-founder of the 
Northwest Indian Language Institute at University of Oregon
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