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Focus 
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The Obama administration’s policy chief for tribal gaming on Thursday accused a House subcommittee of launching 

a broad attack against Indian Country by attempting to amend the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 to outlaw off-

reservation casinos. 

Kevin Washburn, the assistant secretary of Indian affairs at the U.S. Department of Interior, delivered a scathing 

opening statement akin to a shot across the subcommittee’s bow. 

“I worry that your vision returns us to what some believe are the darkest days of Indian policy,” Washburn said. 

“If you take this path against the people of Indian Country, the Obama administration will be standing shoulder to 

shoulder with tribes and tribal organizations as they fight you on this.” 

At the heart of the dispute is the Obama administration’s aggressive policy of taking land into trust for tribes. Most 

of the land is used for agricultural purposes, but some of the property is developed for Indian casinos. 
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“You may have been told that land into trust is only about gaming but in six-plus years, out of 1,900 applications for 

land into trust approved, fewer than 20 of those — out of 1,900 — were for gaming,” Washburn said. 

Unusually harsh exchanges dominated the hearing of almost two hours by the House Natural Resources 

subcommittee on Indian, Insular and Alaska Native Affairs. 

Washburn did not restrict his criticism to Republicans, blasting Democrats on the subcommittee for joining 

Republicans during a similarly contentious hearing last month when both parties criticized the Interior Department’s 

proposed changes to tribal recognition. 

Federal recognition is mandatory for tribes to operate casinos, and Democrats as well as Republicans complained the 

changes recommended by the Interior Department would weaken the regulations for recognition. 

“It’s on your conscience and on mine if this attack on Indian Country is allowed to succeed,” Washburn told 

subcommittee Democrats. 

Subcommittee chairman Don Young demanded a list from Washburn disclosing which tribes had been approved for 

land-into-trust acquisitions, as well as tribes whose land-into-trust applications had been rejected. 

“I want to be able to put them side by side because I think what we’re looking for here is uniformity,” Young told 

Washburn. 

 

“If we had a uniform system, it seems to me it would save a lot of these arguments instead of having a secretary 

make different rules and different regulations,” Young said. 

Then, pointedly, Young said to Washburn, “I want that list from you.” 

Washburn told Young he could not provide a list of rejected tribes because most applications for land taken into trust 

are accepted and other tribes often withdraw from the application process before it is completed. 

“Now, wait a minute, don’t tell me you can’t if there is one [a list],” Young said. “Why would you object to that?” 

“Well, because there’s no tribe asking for that, chairman,” Washburn said. 

The 81-year-old Young thundered: “Don’t ever cross me that way, Kevin. If I ask you, you will give me that 

information.” 

With a grin, Washburn replied: “Well, I’m just telling you what you’re going to get.” 
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Tribes are fiercely opposed to amending the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) because it has been central in helping 

them recover millions of acres taken from them before 1934. 

But without re-opening the IRA, Young said, tribes are unlikely to ever get the “clean Carcieri fix” they have 

yearned for over the last six years. 

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the controversial Carcieri decision of February 2009 that the Interior Department 

cannot take land into trust for tribes unless they were under the federal government’s jurisdiction when Congress 

passed the IRA in 1934. 

When Democrat Norma Torres of California said the subcommittee was trying to “divide and conquer” tribes, 

Young erupted. 

“I just want to assure the lady this committee never divides and conquers, and whoever wrote that testimony, I want 

to talk to them a little later on,” a seething Young said. 

After Torres told Young she wrote the testimony, he said, “you did a good job of slamming the chairman.” 

 

http://gamblingcompliance.com/premium-content/news_analysis/obama%E2%80%99s-indian-affairs-chief-attacks-

committee%E2%80%99s-casino-focus 

 
 

http://gamblingcompliance.com/premium-content/news_analysis/carcieri-%E2%80%98compromise%E2%80%99-elusive-senate-chair-departs
http://gamblingcompliance.com/premium-content/news_analysis/obama%E2%80%99s-indian-affairs-chief-attacks-committee%E2%80%99s-casino-focus
http://gamblingcompliance.com/premium-content/news_analysis/obama%E2%80%99s-indian-affairs-chief-attacks-committee%E2%80%99s-casino-focus

