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Though it’s survived on its own 
since well before recorded histo-
ry, the Shinnecock Indian Nation 
has more recently had its share of 
disappointments in establishing 

economic sustainability.
Local and state governments have re-

peatedly derailed the Shinnecocks’ efforts 
in building revenue aimed at supporting 
services for its members and their families.

But the nation’s leaders are confident that 
their current plan to develop a medical can-
nabis dispensary and wellness center will go 
a long way to generate much-needed income 
for the tribe’s goals of developing social, 
educational and healthcare facilities and 

programs to take care of their own.
After being delayed by the COVID-19 

pandemic, construction is restarting on the 
medical cannabis dispensary and adjacent 
wellness center on a 3-acre parcel of tribal 
land on Montauk Highway. As part of the 
project, a sprawling cultivation and process-
ing plant that will supply the dispensary will 
be built on another tribal site.

A Shinnecocks entity called Little Beach 
Harvest is partnering with Chicago-based 
company Conor Green to develop the 
vertically integrated cannabis production 
and retail project, which will cost between 
$20-$40 million, with most of the expense 
going to build the cultivation and processing 
facility of at least 100,000 square feet. The 
Nation hopes to have it up and running by 

the end of the year.
Conor Green, which the Shinnecocks 

selected from nine firms that responded 
to its request for proposals, has formed a 
joint venture with an established multi-state 
cannabis company and the JV will provide the 
financing for the project, in exchange for a 
percentage of revenue.

Todd Bergeron, managing partner of Conor 
Green, said he believes the Shinnecock project 
will be the first private/tribal partnership to 
build a vertically integrated medical cannabis 
operation in the country. He estimates that the 
Little Beach Harvest business will bring in as 
much as $10 million annually.

“This is aimed at providing significant eco-
nomic development for the tribe,” Bergeron 
said. “That’s revenue which then provides 
benefits for the tribe members in the way 
of healthcare, education and infrastructure 
improvements.”

Bergeron added the project will also mean 
jobs.

“It should create about 100 full-time jobs, 
most of which we hope will be filled by the 
nation’s members,” he said.

Up to now, the road to economic growth 
has been a rocky one for the Shinnecock Na-
tion, with their development plans upended 
by missteps or challenged by local and state 
governments. 

As dozens of tribes across the country have 
reaped millions from gaming operations, 
Shinnecock leadership cites “a combination 

of internal and external factors” and a failure 
to find a suitable site that kept them from 
having their own casino on Long Island and a 
substantial financial windfall.

“The casino was a big shiny object,” says 
Bryan Polite, the tribal council’s current chair-
man. “It was 13 years of heartache to come out 
of that with nothing.”

In 2010, the state ruled that Native Amer-
ican tribes could no longer sell cigarettes 
without adding a hefty sales tax, forcing the 
Shinnecocks to instead sell Native-branded 
cigarettes made on First Nation lands in Cana-
da, the sales of which remains one of their 
main sources of revenue.

Last year, the Shinnecocks put up a 65-foot-
high monument that doubles as a digital 
billboard on tribal land next to the eastbound 
lanes of the Sunrise Highway. Despite push-
back from local governments, including a state 
lawsuit, the Shinnecocks are in negotiations 
with the state on keeping the existing sign, 
from which they derive advertising revenue.

And while their relationship with the state 
has often been contentious, tribal leaders 
are hoping to get cooperation from the state 
Department of Health so Little Beach Harvest 
can access the DOH registry of medical 
cannabis patients to ensure only those legally 
allowed will be served at its dispensary.

In 2016, the Shinnecocks approved their 
own ordinance that was in line with the state’s 
Compassionate Care Act, which created New 
York’s medical cannabis program. Its planned 
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Rendering of the Little Beach Harvest 
medical cannabis dispensary and wellness 
center to be built on Montauk Highway in 
Southampton. 
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BRYAN POLITE: ‘We have a lot of 
things that need funding.’

LISA ALTERI and CHENAE BULLOCK: 
Little Beach Harvest seeks access to 
the Department of Health’s medical 
cannabis registry.

REVEREND MIKE SMITH: ‘This is an 
economic development project which 
will enable us to meet some of the 
needs of the community, especially the 
health issues.’
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dispensary will only offer the same type of 
medicines authorized by the state, so there 
won’t be any smokeable flower on the menu.

“Our program mirrors the state’s,” Polite 
said. “We’re seeking access to the Department 
of Health’s database for verification purposes.”

Chenae Bullock, Little Beach Harvest’s 
managing director, said that even though the 
sovereignty of the Shinnecocks supersedes 
the state’s authority, it’s important to enlist the 
Department of Health’s cooperation in sharing 
its registry information.

“We’re trying to do this in the right way,” 
Bullock said.

Lance Gumbs, vice-chairman of the tribal 
council and vice president of the National 
Congress of American Indians, said that since 
the Shinnecocks received federal tribal recog-
nition in 2010, it has had a somewhat success-
ful government-to-government relationship 
with the feds.

“We’re trying to establish that with the 
state,” Gumbs said.

Reverend Mike Smith, the retired pastor 
of the Shinnecock Presbyterian Church, who 
serves on the Stony Brook Council and the 
board of Southampton Hospital, called the 
Shinnecock’s relationship with the state DOH 
“absolutely crucial” for the success of the Little 
Beach Harvest plan.

“It won’t work without that,” Smith said.
The Shinnecocks currently have about 

620 members living on its more than 1,000 
acres of Long Island territory and another 
900 members scattered throughout the globe, 
according to Polite. At least 60 percent of 
tribal members residing here live below the 
poverty line, with an average annual income 

of between $18,000 and $24,000.
The Shinnecock people suffer from dispro-

portionately higher rates of physical and men-
tal health illnesses as compared with the area’s 
general population. Many of those, including 
diabetes, high-blood pressure, asthma and 
substance abuse, can be attributed to social 
inequity and substandard living conditions.

The state DOH currently provides prima-
ry medical care, dental care, pharmacy and 
preventive health services to the Shinnecock 
Nation under the American Indian Health 
Program via contracted services at Stony 
Brook Hospital in Southampton, as well as 
contracts with the Shinnecock Indian Health 
Clinic for comprehensive medical, mental 
health and dental care.

Smith says revenue from the medical 
cannabis operation is needed to augment the 
Shinnecocks’ health clinic and increase the 
number of hours that physicians can attend to 
tribal members.

“This is an economic development project 
which will enable us to meet some of the 
needs of the community, especially the health 
issues,” Smith said. Another goal, he said, is to 
create an assisted living facility, “so the elders 
can remain among family.”

Gumbs, whose mother is 99, says their 
elders are the Shinnecocks’ national treasures.

“We want to be able to keep them here and 
take care of them here,” he said.

Lisa Alteri, principal of Albany-based Cap-
ital Health Consulting, which was contracted 

by Conor Green and has been working with 
the Shinnecocks for the last four years, says 
the tribe always tries to take care of their own 
and since they believe in a holistic approach 
to healthcare, the medical cannabis project 
makes a lot of sense.

“They live without the things that you and 
I take for granted,” Alteri, a former nurse, 
said. “They can’t get a mortgage. They have 
the highest rate of medical issues, suicide 
and substance abuse. They need economic 
development so that they can have everything 
others have.”

Besides improvements to healthcare, tribal 
leaders say revenue from the Little Beach Har-
vest operation will also go towards enhancing 
its early-education cultural school, devel-
oping affordable housing and renovating its 
long-dormant, solar-powered oyster hatchery.

“We have a lot of things that need funding,” 
Polite said.

And while some previous economic devel-
opment efforts, like the casino, never came 
to fruition, Polite says this time things are 
different.

“We’re a lot more organized,” he said. “We 
brought back our spiritual leaders to work 
with our younger generation to get things 
done.”

Polite also credits the constitution the 
Shinnecocks passed in 2013 for setting up a 
framework for new initiatives.

Though the Nation has a long way to go to 
achieve economic sustainability, the chair-
man says they are up for the challenge.

“It’s going to take generations,” Polite says. 
“And it’s going to start now.”
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Shinnecock Sachem Donald Williams, Bryan Polite, Chenae Bullock and Lance Gumbs in 
the tribal administration building.


