
NEWS RELEASE- FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

BISHOP APPROVES FIRST INDIAN LAND THEFT IN 100 YEARS DENYING 
EXISTENCE OF FEDERAL LAW  

Ft. Duchesne, UT —September 24, 2016.  

On September 22, 2016, Congressman Rob Bishop got approval of H.R. 5780, the Utah Public 
Lands Initiative, on a party-line vote by his Natural Resources Committee.  The bill would steal 
more than 100,000 acres of the Ute Indian Tribe’s Reservation lands for the State of Utah and 
impact the Tribe’s sovereignty, jurisdiction and water rights across another 300,000 acres.  The 
Congressman rushed his bill through Committee in record time—one week. 

Congressman Raul Ruiz, the Ranking Member of the Subcommittee on Indian, Insular and 
Alaska Native Affairs, offered an amendment excluding the Tribe’s Reservation.  Congressman 
Ruiz stated that the bill was a “modern day Indian land grab” that “sets a dangerous precedent 
for all tribes.”  Congressman Ruiz said the Committee should vote for his amendment “to protect 
the sovereignty, dignity, land, resources, and cultural heritage” of the Tribe. 

Months ago former Assistant Secretary for Indian Affairs, Kevin Washburn, saw right through 
the proposal.  In an Albuquerque Journal column he wrote that Congressman Bishop’s land grab 
was “punishment” and a “cynical and vindictive strategy.” 
 
Having lost in court, Congressman Bishop is now attempting to take the Tribe’s land by 
legislation.  The bill would overturn 40 years of decisions by the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals 
and the U.S. Supreme Court.  Contrary to his claims, the lands are not still “under litigation.”  In 
fact, the Tenth Circuit repeatedly held that these lands were never diminished nor disestablished 
and the U.S. Supreme Court twice refused to rehear those decisions.   
 
The Tenth Circuit even threatened Utah with sanctions.  In June 2015, Court stated, “A system of 
law that places any value on finality — as any system of law worth its salt must — cannot allow 
intransigent litigants to challenge settled decisions year after year, decade after decade, until they 
wear everyone else out.”   

During the Committee meeting, Congressman Bishop attempted to spin the Court’s conclusions 
as addressing only “jurisdiction” and not “ownership.”  He avoids the real issue.  Only Congress 
can take title to a tribe’s lands.  Congress has never taken that action.  In addition, contrary to his 
claim, the Tribe never agreed to a proposal that would allow the State to take its lands until the 
matter is resolved in litigation.  These matters have already been settled and no more litigation is 
needed. 

Finally, Congressman Bishop’s claim that his bill would benefit the Tribe by transferring 
“billions” in subsurface minerals is simply not true and the Congressman knows it.  First 
Congress already passed a law transferring these minerals, and, second, these minerals were 
transferred to the Tribe for their natural and cultural value, not for oil and gas development.  
While the Tribe greatly values these lands, there is no comparison to the billions the State would 
make from the 100,000 acres stolen from Reservation lands in the oil and gas rich Uintah Basin. 

The bill is also opposed by the National Congress of American Indians, the Affiliated Tribes of 
Northwest Indians, the Rocky Mountain Tribal Leaders Council and many other tribes.  

About the Ute Indian Tribe - The Ute Indian Tribe resides on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation in northeastern 
Utah. Three bands of Utes comprise the Ute Indian Tribe: the Whiteriver Band, the Uncompahgre Band and the 
Uintah Band. The Tribe has a membership of more than three thousand individuals, with over half living on the 
Uintah and Ouray Reservation. The Ute Indian Tribe operates its own tribal government and oversees approximately 
1.3 million acres of trust land which contains significant oil and gas deposits.  The Tribal Business Committee is the 
governing council of the Tribe.    
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