
Indian Affairs in 1981: Remembrances from a year now past

Federal funding reductions
Reductions in Federal government spending was a major 

concern for the Indian community in 1981. Budget pro
posals indicated that the largest cut might come from HUD’s 
Indian housing programs. The proposed ending of CETA 
public service jobs (Department of Labor), however, was 
considered by many Indian leaders to be the most painful 
reduction to be faced. CETA not only provided jobs for 
Indian people; it also provided staff for underfinanced tribal

government offices and programs.
The Interior appropriations act, signed by President 

Reagan December 23 and the first 1982 appropriations act 
affecting Indians, reduced Bureau of Indian Affairs funding 
from $988 million in 1981 to $943 million in 1982.

Interior’s top Indian official, Assistant Secretary Ken 
Smith described these reductions as “smaller than most 
agencies will have to take as part of the President’s effort to 
cut Federal government spending”.

Reservation manager to Assistant Secretary
Smith, a Wasco Indian from the Warm Springs Reser

vation in Oregon, was confirmed as the third Assistant 
Secretary for Indian Affairs May 14. A successful manager of 
reservation enterprises at Warm Springs, Smith consistently 
promulgated a philosophy that de-emphasized the role of 
government in Indian affairs and stressed tribal government 
responsibility and freedom.

Economic development
Though unemployment and poverty remained common 

on many Indian reservations, some were beginning to reach 
the kind of economic self-sufficiency Assistant Secretary 
Smith had called for. Smith’s own Warm Springs Reservation 
reported gross revenues for the tribal enterprises in excess 
of $49 million and the beginning of a new $30 million 
hydroelectric plant expected to bring the tribes net profit of 
more than $4 million annually.

The White Mountain Apache Tribe also had revenues of 
about $50 million, with the tribal timber company leading 
the way with revenues of $18.5 million.

In February the Colville Confederated Tribes of Wash
ington announced the signing of a joint venture lease 
agreement with AMAX, Inc., for the mining of molybdenum 
on the reservation. It was estimated that the agreement

Big Horn River ruling

The March 24 ruling of the Supreme Court that the State 
of Montana, and not the Crow Tribe, owned the Big Horn 
River as it flowed through the reservation was hard for the 
tribe to accept. The court also determined that the tribe had 
no power to regulate non-Indian hunting and fishing on 
reservation land owned in fee by non-Indians.

The tribe petitioned the court for a rehearing and Interior 
Secretary James Watt asked the court to review and modify 
its ruling. Both requests were denied. On August 20 when
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At his confirmation hearings, Smith said: “I believe Indian 
people and their tribal governments — not the Federal 
government -  have the prime responsibility for improve
ment of their social and economic growth and development. 
I believe the proper role of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and 
other Federal agencies is to encourage and foster an 
atmosphere that will enable tribal governments to move 
toward less dependency on the Federal government.”

might bring the Indians as much as a billion dollars. A drastic 
fall in the price of molybdenum in subsequent months has 
created a very uncertain future for this proposed project.

The seven tribes served by the Anadarko Agency in 
Oklahoma had a bonanza year for oil and gas leases 
auctioned off in 1981. Bonuses totaled more than $100 
million, some going as high as $16,000 per acre, and all the 
leases provide for a 20 percent royalty on production.

The Devils Lake Sioux Manufacturing Corporation of the 
Fort Totten Reservation in North Dakota received a $21.8 
million contract for the manufacture of camouflage ma
terials for the U.S. Army.

And on the Salt River Reservation, near Scottsdale, 
Arizona, the Pima and Maricopa Tribes signed a lease 
agreement for the building of a $400 million plant and office 
complex on the reservation.

the State opened for fishing the 52 miles of the river flowing 
through the reservation tribal members established road 
blocks to make access to the river difficult. After tribal 
leaders met with Federal and state officials the roadblocks 
were removed — but the bitterness of the decision 
remained.


