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The catalyst for this research project
is the dramatic change occurring in
the participation of Native Americans
in the electoral process. The
motivation is the lack of research
and analysis of this important trend.

The vrst Americans were the last to
be granted voting rights. Without
representation in Congress and
without the right to vote, Tribes
were subject to the federal policies
of Allotment and forced Assimilation,
which resulted in the loss of millions
of acres of lands, and the removal of
Indian children from their parents,
as well as the prohibition against
speaking their language. It is of
course vital that Tribes, like all others
who are impacted by the actions

of our elected representatives,

be permitted and encouraged to
participate in the political process.

In most places within filndian
Countryo, both Reservations and
other lands which are populated

and governed by Native Americans,
Native voting has greatly increased.
The legal, cultural, and economic
conditions of many Native Americans
have changed signiycantly in the last
decade, creating an environment
more conducive to participation in
the electoral process.

The increase in levels of Native
voting and campaign contributions
has had dramatic impacts both in
and outside Indian country. Many
Native community leaders now
report higher levels of involvement
and a greater sense of engagement
than ever before. Elections for
various political ofyces, from the
U.S. Senate to County Sheriffs and
Commissioners, have been impacted
directly by Native voters resulting
in new found respect and inpuence
within the political establishment.

In this political environment, an
inadequate amount of research and
analysis exists. Media accounts

of Native political involvement
sometimes perpetuate stereotypes
of Native participation or completely
miss critical patterns and trends.
While certain Native voting

and giving patterns are indeed
predictable, Native Americans do not
behave monolithically.

With the recent surge in Native
voting, overall participation rates
are still signiycantly below many
state and national averages. Great
disparities exist as between Native
communities, and from one state
and/or region to another.



The economic growth some tribes
have experienced, often from

the advent of Indian gaming, has
created opportunities for ynancial
participation not at all possible just
12 years ago. A small percentage of
tribes across the U.S. now contribute
to political campaigns in amounts far
greater than just four election cycles
ago.

As relative political newcomers, an
examination of tribal giving patterns
shows that as contributors, their
strategies are more similar than

not to most other participants.
Whether it says more about tribes as
contributors, or the political system
within which the contributions occur,
tribes are similar to others with
issues before legislatures (federal
and state) and contributions are
often less about ideology and more
about political realities.

With the increases in tribal giving,
as compared to other givers,

they are still far lower than many
entities and organizations who
contribute to political campaigns. A
tremendous expansion in political
giving has occurred in the last
decade with tribes playing merely
a representative role. The starkest
difference between tribal and other
givers is simply that tribes, for the
yrst time, have the opportunity.

Increased participation, voting

and contributions, are giving

some Indians a voice never before
experienced. In a participatory
Democracy, fiaccesso and fiinpuenceo
are essential ingredients. It has
only been in recent times that these
practices have earned negative
connotations. The access and
inpuence now enjoyed, by a still
relatively small number of tribes,

is comparatively minimal when an
examination of political inpuence on
Capital Hill and in state capitals is
thoroughly examined.
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Purpose of the Report

This research examines the role

of Native American Tribes in

the American electoral process.
Speciycally, it focuses on voter
registration, voter turnout rates,
the public record of campaign
contributions, and the impact of
Native American voters in particular
states and speciyc campaigns. This
analysis is intended to provide a
foundation upon which the First
American Education Project plans to
build an analysis of related issues,
including the impact of the current
campaign ynance system on Native
Americans, electoral history and
record of Native candidates, the
legislative record of those ofycials
who have been the benevciaries of
Native political largesse, and the
impact of indirect political activities.

As a population group, Native
Americans are now playing an
increasingly important role in
electoral politics. Through their
voting in elections and their ynancial
contributions to candidates and
political committees, they are only
now beginning to participate in the
selection of those policy makers who
hold great sway over innumerable
issues of direct importance to them.

What this evolution of participation
has created is an all too familiar
scenario where a paucity of accurate
and thorough information creates
an environment where reliance on
antiquated notions prevails. This
report intends to educate Native
Americans about their vital role in
this participatory Democracy, as
well as inform all those who have an
interest in the health of the electoral
process as determined by the
participation of all Americans.

There are two fundamental ways

for Americans to participate in our
electoral process: directly, by voting;
and, indirectly by contributing
ynancially on behalf of candidate or
campaign. This report examines both
forms of participation and does so at
the state and federal election levels.
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History of Native
participation in the
electoral process:

As determined by voter registration
and voter turnout, Native Americans
have historically participated in
electoral activities at among the
lowest rates, compared to other
population groups in the country.
Historically, and for a variety of
reasons, many Native Americans,
especially those who live on or
near reservations, have not ever
registered to vote. Of those who
did register, only small percentages
actually voted.

Because of the legal, cultural and
geographical circumstances of many
in Indian Country, participation

in the American electoral process
had been viewed by potential

Native voters as inconsequential

at best and dangerous at worst.
After the oppression suffered by
generations of Native Americans

at the hands of the federal, and
some state governments, to vote

in an election of non-Indians where
the voting public was comprised of
overwhelming majorities of non-
Indians, was perceived to be of little
value. In addition, because of the
perception that participation, which
requires identiycation, would be

a relinquishment of tribal identity,
many tribal members refused to
register. Because identiycation by the
government could lead to negative
legal or economic consequences (the
memory of the government forcefully
removing Indian children from their
homes and sending them to boarding
schools is still fresh in many Indian
communities), many Natives avoided
any type of government registration.

Counts of Native voter participation
are derived from three main sources:
1) precinct by precinct analysis in
those areas which are exclusively, or
at least primarily, Indian occupied,

2) exit polling data, and 3) anecdotal
information from reservation and
urban-Indian activists with direct
knowledge.

Conventional wisdom holds that
Native American voting patterns
have shown among the lowest
participation rates of all ethnic
groups in the U.S. Unique challenges
exist when attempting to chronicle
registration and turnout records
within a speciyc ethnic community:
data gathering is complex, time
consuming, and must be cross
referenced with demographic and
racial proyle data to yield accurate
and meaningful results.

The U.S. Census tracks voter
participation by ethnic group only for
those who self identify as fiwhiteo,
fiBlacko, or fiHispanico. Nationwide

in 1994, an foff-yearo election, the
Census reported that 64% of the
white voting-age- population (VAP)
was registered and 47.3% of that
VAP actually voted. In an effort to
compare apples with apples because
most researchers and media outlets
report turnout as a percentage of
those actually registered, turnout

of whites registered that year was
73%. For blacks, 58% of the VAP
were registered and 63.4% of them
actually voted. For Hispanics, 31%
of the VAP were registered and 64%
of them voted. Because the Census
does not track voter participation
rates for Natives, national
information on voter registration and
voting are not available. Regional
information, however, does provide a
point of comparison.

During that same election period
(1994), Native turnout was only
33% of registered voters in Shannon
County South Dakota, compared to
58% in certain high Native-majority
precincts within Washington state.
Shannon County, S.D. is comprised
of 94% Native population and



includes the Pine Ridge Sioux Indian
Reservation. In the northeast corner
of Washington state, it was members
of the Confederated Tribes of the
Colville Reservation, which registered
the high turnout.?

While the turnout numbers are
important, again, they are measured
as a proportion of those registered.
When the portion of the VAP actually
registered is disproportionately low,
a high turnout number tells only
part of the story. As this study also
reveals, there is in addition, a degree
of complexity to the other element
of tribal participation in the electoral
process T campaign contributions.

A similar story is seen in tribal
ynancial participation in the

electoral process. Prior to 1990,
while some Indian tribes did
contribute ynancially to candidates
and/or political committees, the
amounts were so small, occurred so
infrequently and from so few tribes,
as to warrant little attention from
the media or politicians. After 1990,
and especially in the last few election
cycles, due to the success of some
tribesi gaming and other economic
enterprises, some tribal contributions
have increased dramatically.
However, the contributions have

not necessarily followed the same
candidates preferences or partisan
leanings that tribal members have
shown in their voting patterns.

Who, or what, exactly
are Tribes for purposes
of laws governing
political campaigns?

Indian tribes are fipersonso, but not
fiindividual human beingso under
federal election law. While there
was an attempt to change the legal
status of Tribes during passage

of the new campaign ynance law,
known as the Bipartisan Campaign
Reform Act, that effort was
unsuccessful. Notwithstanding that
attempt, as of November 7, 2002 a
new set of contribution limits went
into effect for all contributors.

Now, under current law, Tribes

may give $2000 to any individual
federal candidate or candidate
committee, and are not subject to
aggregate limits, as are individual
human beings and Political Action
Committees. Under the new law,
Tribes may now give only $25,000 to
any one Party Committee, but unlike
other fiindividuals,0 are not subject to
the total aggregate limits.

Indian Tribes have a distinct status
under United States law. The United
States Constitution, federal laws,
and court rulings recognize the
inherent right of Indian Tribes to
self government and their status

as domestic dependent nations in
relation to the Federal Government.
Tribes are not foreign, state, or local
governments. Through treaties

and other agreements, Tribal
governments ceded millions of acres
of land to the federal government.
In return, the federal government
recognizes a special relationship and
trust obligation to Indian Tribes.



Unlike state governments,

tribal governments do not send
representatives of their governments
to Congress. The Constitutionis
Apportionment Clause and Section

3 provide for direct representation

of the fiSeveral Stateso. Article I,
section 2, clause 3, refers to filndians
not taxedo in speciyc recognition of
the fact that Tribal governments are
not represented in Congress.

Under state laws, Tribes are often
treated as fiPersonso or filndividualso
and subject to contribution limits

for state election campaigns_which
vary from state to state.® While
states generally have no authority
to regulate the conduct of Indian
Tribes, legal issues do arise when
state regulations regarding political
contributions are intended to apply
to Tribes. Until recently no tribe has
challenged state regulations and all
Tribes have voluntarily complied with
the regulations. Notwithstanding the
unique legal status of tribes, many
states do require all contributors

to political campaigns and/or
political committees, to disclose
such vnancial information. As of

this writing, the Agua Caliente

Band of Cahuilla Indians in Palm
Springs California is challenging the
authority of California to impose such
disclosure requirements on the tribe.

Can Indians vote in
all state and federal
elections?

In 1924, by Act of Congress, Native
Americans were granted citizenship.
Before this juncture, members of
federally recognized tribes had to be
ofycially finaturalizedo or declared
ficompetentd by the Government

in order to be given the rights of

a United States citizen. Presently
all Native Americans born within
the territorial limits of the United
States are by law citizens and

have the privilege of voting in
national elections. However, some
states continued to prohibit Native
Americans from voting in local
elections well past 1924. New
Mexico, for example, did not extend
the vote to Native Americans until
1962, and Arizona not until 1964.
Most Native people, of course, also
are members and citizens of their
respective tribes, and this confers
a dual citizenship status which is
unique in the U.S..#

What is the population
of Native Americans

as a percentage of all
Americans in the United
States?

In order to best understand and
analyze the raw data on participation
rates and amounts, a contextual
framework must be built. As will
become clear later in this report,
even with the increases in indirect
participation by Native Americans,

a proportional relationship exists
between their participation and their
percentage of the overall population.
Total U.S. population - 281,421,906
American Indian (alone or in
combination with other races) -
4,119,301 or 1.596°



Which states have
signiycant Indian/
Alaskan Native
populations?

Between 0.6 and 1.1%6 of total
state population:

California, Colorado, Texas, lowa,
Kansas, Minnesota, Michigan,
Louisiana, Wisconsin, Maine, and
Arkansas

Between 1.2 and 2.3%b of total
state population:

Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Nevada,
Utah, West Virgina and Wyoming.

Between 4.9 and 9.5% of total
state population:

Montana, North Dakota, South
Dakota, New Mexico, Arizona, and
Oklahoma.

Between 15.6 and 15.8%%6 of total
state population:
Alaska

In Hawaii, the population of those
who are Native Hawaiian alone is
6.6% of the statels total, but those
who are Native Hawaiian or Pacivc
Islander alone, or with one or
more races, is 23.3% of the stateis
population.®

With this background it is now
possible to analyze the relevant
data and examine the role of Native
Americans in the electoral process.
Unusually low participation rates
can now be viewed within the
historical context. With such late
legal permission to enter into the
American political process, and so
few means and incentive with which
to participate thereafter, current
levels of participation can be better
understood. Added to the unique
legal status of Indian tribes, one
can see that an examination of the
Native population in terms of their
role in our participatory Democracy
is like no other.

What role are Native Americans
playing in our political process? How
has the role changed? How does
Native participation rates and trends
relate to other participants in the
process? It is these questions which
must now be addressed utilizing
current and relevant data.
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Ideally, research projects such as
this involve the review and analysis
of data which is scientiycally
gathered, accurate and complete.
In this case, such is not completely
available. The U.S. Census data
for Native populations are, at
times, notoriously incomplete due
to the unique situations (lack of
permanent housing, disincentives
to participation, etc) on many
Reservations. Voter registration
and turnout numbers do not
include racial or other demographic
information.

In order to investigate levels and
trends of Native participation, a
review of current voter participation
and campaign ynance data was
conducted. Because state-by-state
data are available only from each
individual state, and the preparation,
quality, accuracy and thoroughness
of such data varies greatly from
state to state, an effort was made
to analyze similar data complied in
similar fashion.

In most cases, data by county is
the easiest and most efycient way
to examine electoral involvement.
Both Census and statewide election
data are available by county. In
Indian Country however, that often
doesnit work. While there are a few
areas in the country where entire
counties are occupied primarily by
Native Americans, in most cases,
an analysis must occur on the
more micro voting precinct level to
accurately chart Native voting.

The data presented here regarding
federally regulated races are
standardized. For those states

with relatively signiycant Native
populations where recent elections
indicated a signiycant, if not decisive
role played by Natives, readily
ascertainable data are used as a
sample for purposes of the analysis.
The states of Washington, South
Dakota, Arizona and New Mexico are
used to speciycally examine direct
participation of Native Americans.
With regard to indirect participation,
a primarily national examination
occurs.
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Direct T Exercising
the franchise

Registration and turnout

fiAny group, in order to get the
recognition of their problems and
their challenges, needs to make
known their political presence. |
donit think webve really done that

as well as we should in Indian
Country in the past. This would be
beneycial to my candidacy but, more
importantly, itis my hope that we can
make sure that the Native American
vote is respected by political leaders
of both political parties all across the
state in a way that really hasnit been
fully the case in the pasto, said, U.S.
Senator Tim Johnson”

As is the case throughout this report,
when it comes to native voting,

the rule will be set forth but must
always be examined in the context
of the exceptions. The axiom
regarding both Native participation
rates and their party loyalty certainly
has a strong evidentiary basis,

but to look no further would be to
both misunderstand and potentially
underestimate their impact.

As stated above, Native participation
rates have been far lower than

the national average and among

the lowest of any ethnic group in
America. For the reasons stated,
large numbers of Natives of voting
age have chosen not to participate.
However, as much in Indian Country
has changed in the last 10 years, so
too have participation rates, and the
impact of those changes have been
profound.

Washington State and
South Dakota; two Case
Studies:

In 2000, Washington state voters
were asked to either re-elect

U.S. Senator Slade Gorton to

a fourth term, or instead elect
Maria Cantwell, a former one term
Congresswoman and newly minted
high tech millionaire. The race had
generated a relatively high level

of interest among tribal leaders in
Washington and beyond, due to
Gortonis long history of opposition
to tribal rights to govern non-
Indians within their territory, federal
recognition of additional tribes, tribal
jurisdiction over natural resources,
BIA funding for tribal governments
and many other issues of great
interest to Native Americans.

While both the Cantwell and Deborah
Senn (Cantwell s primary opponent)
campaigns made overtures (read:
fundraising) to tribal leaders,

there was no substantial effort at
registration or any planned GOTV
(Get Out The Vote) effort within
Indian Country. The campaigns
relied mostly on the well known
opposition to Gorton in Indian
Country as the basis for seeking
vnancial contributions. At the same
time, the state Democratic Party, and
the DNC pursued a similar tack and
strove to rally the strong anti-Gorton
feelings into cash for this, and other
races. It is important to remember
that even though tribes located
within Washington state were not
considered wealthy, in comparison
to a handful of other recent players,
the recent advent of gaming
enterprises had succeeded in making
them a desirable catch for political
fundraisers.

In preparation for the election a
small group of Tribal leaders in
Washington state, having been
involved to varying degrees in



various other political races in the
past, began to meet and discuss how
best to accomplish their desire to
see Gorton retired, increase electoral
participation in Indian Country, and
play a more hands-on role in the
expenditure of still scarce tribal
dollars.

In late 1999 the leaders created the
First American Education Project
(FAEP), an Indian owned and run,
non-partisan, non-proyt corporation,
designed to educate policymakers,
the media and the public about
issues of importance to Native
Americans. It was also created to
increase the voice of Indian Country
in the electoral process. As some
had put it, FAEP was created to
assure that politicians understood
there would be a political price to
pay (i.e., organized opposition) for
such strident hostility towards to
Native Americans and their tribes,
and, eventually, to assist the efforts
of those candidates who have a
particularly strong record of support
on native issues.

As a result of FAEP s efforts, begun
with the commitment of tribes

in Washington and the Paciyc
Northwest, then with interested
tribes throughout the U.S., a
movement occurred on Reservations
across Washington state. Never
before had there been a successful
enterprise whose mission was to
coordinate tribal resources for a
shared political goal.

While FAEP worked closely with all
tribes in Washington state, the tribes
primary focus in that election, by and
through FAEP, was an independent
expenditure which involved polling,
message development and media.
The impact within Indian Country
was a surge in both interest, and
convdence never seen before.

The sense that individual Native
votes could make a difference was
profound. This was bolstered by

the polls showing a very close race
throughout the campaign.

The actual legwork needed to
register and deliver voters was

done at each Reservation by leaders
within each community. What made
it possible was the momentum
created by a professional and
successful FAEP, dynamic tribal
leaders constantly encouraging their
members to get involved and make
a difference , a viable opponent in
Cantwell, and the media attention on
the money and energy generated by
tribes.

A combination of forces lined up

in Washington that year; a well
known Indian yghter, a strong and
well-ynanced opponent to Gorton,
who met with tribal leaders and
fispoke their language,0 an Indian
organization with signiycant political
and public affairs expertise, a
presidential election which typically
boosts interest, and a gold mine

of an issue in Gorton s efforts on
behalf of a mining company, all
combined to bring approximately
10,000 new Indian voters into the
process. The numerical results of
the work in 2000 are summarized in
Table 1.

The closeness of the Cantwell-Gorton
race allows, for virtually any group
who was involved, to claim that

they were the difference. The fact
remains, however, that if the other
constituency groups did exactly what
they did to inpuence the election

but the FAEP never was created

and Tribal leaders didn t focus

such energy on their Reservations,
clearly Gorton would have won.
Adding the impact of the TV spots

on the general electorate® to the
almost 10,000 new voters, the vast
majority of whom voted for Cantwell,
Native American involvement in

that election was a critical factor in
its outcome. The impact becomes
even more important when one
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Voter turnout among Native Americans 69.9% of registered voters
75%
4,640 (estimated)

9,280 (estimated)

Turnout statewide
New, on- reservation Native American voters in

New Indian voters statewide in

Increase of registered voters statewide over 1996 8.4%
Increase of registered Indian voters statewide over 1996 17%
Margin of victory for Cantwell 2,229

8 Data based on analysis of 17 precincts across state where Native Americans comprise at least 80% of
voters. Estimate of new voters is based on 5 tribe sample and includes those who did not vote in 1996. New
off-reservation voters estimate based on Census numbers showing 53% of Native Americans in state live off
reservation

remembers that the U.S. Senate was
made up of 50 Democrats and 50
Republicans after the election.

The result in Washington state in
2000 was not lost on Capitol Hill.
Whether it was Party strategists,
Members of Congress, lobbyists, the
media or the political commentariat,
the message was that Native
Americans are now important
players who should be feared and/or
courted, especially in states with a
substantial Native population where
a race could be close.

South Dakota, 2002,
The Race for U.S Senate

With a U.S. Senate divided by one
vote (after Jim Jeffords defection
from the Republican Party) it was
clear to everyone who follows
politics that 2002 was going to be an
important mid-term election. Very
quickly the race in South Dakota
became one to watch with incumbent
yrst term Sen. Tim Johnson running
against U.S. Rep. John Thune. The
backdrop of the race of course was
the fact that it was not only Majority
Leader (and potential Presidential
candidate) Tom Daschle s home
state, but a state where George W.

Bush won handily just two years
earlier.

As a rural state with one of the
largest Native populations in the
U.S., it quickly became clear to the
Democratic Coordinated Campaign
(DCC) that with an expected total
turnout of about 350,000 voters,
and polls showing Thune ahead by a
small margin, every vote was going
to really count.

Unlike Washington state two years
earlier, the incumbent here had

an established record of support
for Native Americans on a wide
variety of issues, including small
business development, housing,
self-determination, health care,
trust reform, clean water, domestic
violence, and sexual assault
prevention. In addition to sitting
on the Indian Affairs Committee,
Johnson had made many trips to
Indian Country and conveyed to
tribal leaders, and general members
alike, a sincere commitment and

a higher than normal (among
non-Indian politicians) level of
understanding.

On the other hand, Rep. Thune
was not generally regarded as
sympathetic to tribal interests and



made few appearances in Indian
Country. Another candidate on the
ballot, Gov. Janklow, running for
South Dakotais sole congressional
seat, was viewed as hostile to
Native Americans, and his presence
on the ballot likely only helped to
strengthen Native turnout.

From an early point in the race, in
the fall of 2001, critical strategic
steps were taken by the DCC to
build a network in Indian Country to
educate tribal members about the
race, to register voters and then to
get out the vote. Again, unlike the
experience in Washington, while
there was an Indian organization,
United Sioux Tribes, in place to act
as the catalyst and coordinator, it
was the DCC which used its size,
resources and experience to build
the on-the-ground operation on the
Reservations. Not since the Robert
Kennedy presidential campaign in
1968, which still occupies almost
folklore status in Indian Country,
has the Native population in South
Dakota participated in statewide
elections in such a meaningful and
noteworthy way.

In Shannon County, home of the
Oglala Sioux Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation, a dramatic effort

was undertaken to increase voter
participation. With campaign staff
permanently assigned there to assist
local tribal leaders in mobilizing
voters, word quickly spread that
Shannon County would be a
battleground.

It should be noted that it is Shannon
County which ranks as the very
poorest in the entire United States.
It is also one of the only places in
the United States where the votes

in one county are counted by a
neighboring county s auditor s ofyce
(Fall River County).

Also important to note for contextual
purposes: in 2002 the State of

South Dakota agreed to a massive
settlement in a voting rights case
that attempted to remedy serious
deyciencies in its voting laws which
likely caused the disenfranchisement
of many Native voters.

The historic settlement removes
some of the discriminatory barriers
Native Americans have faced at

the ballot box and ensures that
their voting rights will be better
protected in the future,0 said Bryan
Sells, a staff attorney with the ACLU
s Voting Rights Project and lead
counsel in the lawsuit that led to
the settlement. If approved by the
court, the agreement will settle a
sweeping lawsuit, Elaine Quick Bear
Quiver et al. v. Joyce Hazeltine

et al., yled in August, 2002, on
behalf of two Lakota elders and two
tribal ofycials residing in Todd and
Shannon counties. The lawsuit seeks
to enforce Section 5 of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965, which requires
certain states or parts of states,
counties and municipalities to get
federal approval or preclearance of
their new voting laws or practices
before they can be implemented.°

If that wasn t charging the
atmosphere enough, a complaint
was vled with the state and federal
authorities against yeld organizers
at Pine Ridge for alleged election
law violations in the registration
of voters. It turned out that

the complaint was initiated by
Republican operatives, and after
an investigation, was found to be
without merit.

Within this environment, Indian
voters were registered and turned
out in record numbers. As can be
seen in Table 2, in Shannon County
where the U.S. Census found in 2000
that the VAP was 6,819, 6,935 were
registered and 3154 voted with a
45% turnout.' In that county alone,
there were roughly 2,000 new voters
in a race where Johnson won by 528
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N Kyle 1189 570 47.9%
= Oglala 1054 443 42.1%
N pine Ridge #1 922 407 44.1%
o Kyle 976 351 35.9%
8 Oglala 794 210 26.4%
N Pine Ridge #1 793 321 40.5%
< Kyle 594 198 33.3%
2 Oglala 446 168 37.7%
al  Pine Ridge #1 458 152 33.9%

There are 10 precincts total in Shannon County, home of the Oglala Sioux Indian
Reservation. The three precincts here are the three largest, and according to the Fall River
County Auditors ofyce, is an accurate sample of the entire County. Statewide turnout in

2002 was 71.5%.%2

12 In Shannon County in 2000, 6020 were registered and 2047 voted in the general election
with a 34% turnout. In the 1994 general election, turnout was 3588 with 1254 registered

voters for a 34.9% turnout rate.

votes statewide. It is also interesting
to note that there was no signiycant
difference in spending between the
candidates. Each spent about $6
million.

There are 10 precincts total in
Shannon County, home of the Oglala
Sioux Indian Reservation. The three
precincts here are the three largest,
and according to the Fall River
County Auditors ofyce, provides

an accurate sample of the entire
County. Statewide turnout in 2002
was 71.5%.'?

The results in South Dakota in 2002
mark the second time in recent
history where Native voters made
the difference in a U.S. Senate race.

According to local Atty. James Leach,
the Democrats ran an extensive
voter registration and get-out-
the-vote effort on all the state s
Reservations, including Pine Ridge;
the Republicans had none. In
addition, Republican allegations of
pre-election voter fraud by Native
Americans angered Native Americans
statewide. Given all this, itis not
surprising that voter turnout on the
reservations increased signiycantly
(though it still was signiycantly lower
than in the rest of South Dakota),
and that Johnsonis margin on Pine
Ridge increased from 85% in 1996 to
91.6% this year. Thune ceded Pine
Ridge to Johnson; the result was
unsurprising.*®



Other States in 2002

New Mexico

A brief review of other states with
signiycant Native populations reveals
that participation rates, as determined
by registration, and/or turnout, are
driven by the unique circumstances
surrounding each election. The
combination of events most likely to
lead to the highest participation rates
are: candidates or ballot measures of
particular interest to Native voters,
coordinators/organizers from the
speciyc Native community with

the expertise and energy to drive
involvement, and the perception

that Native participation can make a

difference (usually determined by polls

and media coverage).

In New Mexico, for example, turnout
numbers in 2002 in McKinley County
(Table 3) which is, according to the
Census, 75% Native, were dramati-
cally higher than in 2000, a presi-
dential election year. With the popu-
lar Bill Richardson on the ballot run-
ning for Governor, and an organized
effort on the Reservation, turnout
increased by 59% in the U.S. Senate

race from the 2000 U.S. Senate elec-

tion, even while the total number of
registered voters went down.

Arizona

Two counties in Arizona have
majority Indian populations.
Because Navajo County is close to
50% Native populated, neighboring
Apache County, which is 77%
Native is used here as a sample to
ascertain Native voting trends. In
2002, 46% of eligible voters turned
out, which was third lowest in the
state, but not dramatically lower
than the 56% turnout statewide. In
2000, a presidential election year,
there was a 50% turnout in Apache
County, the lowest in the state, with
the statewide turnout at 71.7%.

In 1998, when Sen. John McCain,
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2002 Total Registered Voters 1T 30,486

Total Turnout
votes (as a percentage of
cast registered voters)
U.S. Senate 13,452 44%
U.S. Rep Dist. 3 10,158 33%
Governor 13,527 44%
Total Turnout
votes (as a percentage of
cast registered voters)
President 8,560 27.5%
U.S. Senate 7,988 25.7%
U.S. Rep. Dist. 3 8,270 26.5%

14 New Mexico Secretary of State, http://www.sos.state.nm.us/
Election/Results.html

was on the ballot, there was a 44%
turnout in Apache County with a
45% turnout statewide.s It should
be noted that the Native population
in Apache County are primarily
Navajo tribal members; a signiycant
portion of who are Mormon. In
addition, the Navajo tribe has

no gaming operations and has
historically voted against all gaming
related statewide measurers.

The numbers in Apache County

are interesting when viewed in the
context of whom, and what were

on the ballots during the elections
examined here. In 2002 three state-
wide Propositions relating to gaming
were on the ballot. Two Proposi-
tions were sponsored by tribes and
one by horse track owners intended
to expand gaming off reservations
by allowing slots at race tracks. Of
the two Indian backed Propositions,



Proposition 202, a compromise nego-
tiated with the Governor by 17 tribes
through the Arizona Indian Gaming
Association, was the closest to con-
tinuing the compact agreement with
the state government that died in
the legislature last year. The other,
Proposition 200, was sponsored by
the Colorado River Indian Tribe and
was intended to benevt more re-
motely located tribes. It was only
Prop 202 that passed last year and
did so in Apache County by an al-
most two to one margin, while pass-
ing statewide by 2%. The Arizona
Indian Gaming Association reports
that registration in many Native pre-
cents grew to 90% this year due to
the presence of the gaming proposi-
tions and the gubernatorial race.

While beyond the scope of this
report, the involvement of Indian
Country in Initiative, Proposition

and Referenda campaigns warrants
research and analysis. Noteworthy
examples have occurred recently

in California, Arizona and ldaho,
where voters have endorsed Indian
backed ballot measurers allowing for
expanded economic opportunities
for tribes through on-Reservation
gaming. These successes mirror the
public opinion results gathered by
the First American Education Project,
and others, where large majorities
of the public support increased
opportunities for Native Americans
to achieve economic independence,
an option viewed as impossible for so
many generations.

Local Elections

In local elections, where tribal voters
can comprise a larger percentage of
total voters, there are greater oppor-
tunities to inbuence the outcome. In
Washington stateis Whatcom County,
the Lummi Nation and the Nooksack
Indian Tribe rallied both their voters
and their resources to help defeat an
anti-Indian County Commissioner in
2001. The 18% increase in turnout,

among Lummi voters alone, proved
to be a critical component in the
Commissioners defeat.

This last year in South Dakota,
Charlie Cummings took the oath of
ofyce and wiped out 113 years of
political tradition. There was no hand
on the Bible for Cummings. Instead,
Lakota tribal elder Alice Young tied an
eagle feather into Cummingsf hair to
mark his becoming Bennett County
sheriff. A second eagle feather was
tied into Gerald fiJedd Bettelyounis
ponytail as he became a county
commissioner. In the audience was
Youngis daughter, Sandy Flye, who
six months ago became the yrst
Native American to sit on the county
school board. It is the vrst time that
so many Native Americans have

held ofyce simultaneously in Bennett
County. The county is surrounded on
three sides by Indian Reservations
and more than half its 3,554
residents are Indians. However since
1889, the year that South Dakota
became a state and the Pine Ridge
and Rosebud reservations were
created, Bennett County - which sits
between them - has been known as a
fiwhited county.®

Party preferences

Any analysis of Native voting
patterns must begin with the
understanding that, as such, they
don t actually exist. This is to say
that it would not only be inaccurate,
but overly simplistic and dangerously
myopic, to draw conclusions about
voting patterns of Indians as a group
when there exists such variations
from tribe to tribe, state to state,
and circumstance to circumstance.

There also always exists a great
danger in categorizing any ethnic
group as a voting bloc. While certain
ethnic or racial minorities in the U.S.
are often thought of, especially in
the mainstream press, as voting en



masse for one particular political
party, such assertions must be
critically analyzed for accuracy so as
to avoid the marginalization which
so easily can occur in politics with
minority populations.

Evidence gathered nationally from
the same registration and turnout
data used to analyze those issues,
show that Native voters as a group
have voted in higher percentages for
Democrats than Republicans. But,
again, like every other area studied
in this report, the exceptions are just
as important to recognize and under-
stand. In addition, established voting
patterns are sometimes contradicted
by campaign ynancing patterns, as is
discussed later in the report.

In South Dakotais Shannon County,
with its 95% Native American popula-
tion, Democrat U.S. Sen. Tim Johnson
won 90.4% of the vote in 2002 com-
pared to Republican U.S. Rep. John
Thune s 7%. Statewide, Johnson won
that race by 0.25%. In 2000, while Al
Gore lost the state by more than 23%
to George Bush, in Shannon County
Gore won 85% of the vote. The coun-
ty has registered a similar pattern of
overwhelming support for Democrats
as far back as the South Dakota Sec-
retary of State records go."’

In Arizonais Apache County, voters
typically vote heavily Democratic.

In 1996, the Democrat Bill Clinton
earned 63% of the countyis vote

to Republican Bob Doleis 24%. In
1998, however, Republican John Mc-
Cain, a longtime supporter of Native
American rights won 50.8% while
Democrat Ed Ranger got only 40%.
In 2000, 66% of the vote went for
the Democrat Al Gore and only 30%
for Republican George W. Bush.
That same year in the race for Con-
gress, 56.4% voted for Larry Nelson
the Democrat against 43% for the
Republican winner, JD Hayworth, a
member of the Native American Cau-
cus in the U.S. House of Representa-

tives. Finally, in the 2002 Congres-
sional race, 72% of the vote went for
Democrat George Cordova while only
25% went for the eventual winner,
Republican Rick Renzi.!®

New Mexico also is an example of a
state where the majority of Native
voters generally will vote for the Dem-
ocrat. In McKinley County in 2002,

Bill Richardson the Democrat running
for Governor scored 75% of the votes
cast in that race. It should be noted
that while Richardson is popular in In-
dian Country with a record of support-
ing Native issues in Congress and as
U.S. Secretary of Energy, his margin
of victory was not terribly unusual. In
2000, U.S. Sen. Jeff Bingaman won
his reelection with 74% and Al Gore
won 65% of the vote.

When all other things are not equal,
as was the case in the 2002 U.S.
Senate election, where Pete Do-
menici, with a long record of support
for, and within, Indian Country, was
on the ballot, he earned 58% of the
vote in this otherwise heavily Demo-
cratic county. Again, in those cases
where a Republican happens to be
the candidate with the record of sup-
port for issues of concern to Native
voters, he/she will likely win their
support. It has been the case, how-
ever, that those candidates are typi-
cally Democrats.

Just a repex or exactly the way
the system is supposed to work?

Cecelia Fire Thunder, a Lakota yeld
representatives working with the
Democratic Party on Reservations
and in Indian communities across
South Dakota in 2002 says she sup-
ports the Democrats because, like
many Lakota, sheis used to seeing
someone from their Party fiat her
front door.o When Senator Johnson
visited the recent Oglala Lakota
Nation Pow Wow, for example, he
brought the South Dakota Demo-
cratic gubernatorial and congressio-



nal candidates with him. Republican
Congressman John Thune sent post-
ers and members of his campaign
staff. fil feel very strongly that the
Democratic Party has been most re-
sponsive to the Indian needs in Indi-
an Country,0 Fire Thunder said. fiYou
can look at Senator Johnsonis record
and Senator Daschleis record in the
last yve years and see their response
to the needs of Indian people in the
State of South Dakota.o*®

Data from around Indian Country
show that, all other things being
equal (i.e., no predominant issues
of speciyc concern to Native voters,
and no candidate on the ballot with
a record of either support for, or
hostility towards Native Americans)
Native voters have voted in greater
numbers for Democrats than
Republicans. But, in those cases
where a candidate has established a
record of accomplishment on behalf
of Native Americans, his or her
political party will be of only marginal
signiycance.

To assume that an ethnic, racial

or culturally unique group will
instinctively vote as a bloc is to
diminish their role and minimize the
process. What the oversimpliycation
also does, however, is to assume
that there are no signiycant
difference in either candidates or
political parties philosophies, or,

to they extent differences do exist,
those differences are unimportant to
voters.

Much as been written of late about
the apparent erosion of signiycant
differences between the Republican
and Democratic parties. During the
last presidential campaign, Green
Party candidate Ralph Nader often
ridiculed the major party candidates
as fiTweedeldum and Tweedeldee,0
and the two parties as one
fiRepublicrato party.

Whether Nader s view has merit or

not, the political parties do have
signiycant differences on speciyc is-
sues which are both historically and
currently of interest to many Native
voters. Again, state and regional
circumstances are important to take
into account.

At the 2000 Washington State Re-
publican Party convention a resolu-
tion was passed calling for the aboli-
tion of Tribal governments and for
the federal government to fiimmedi-
ately take whatever steps necessary
to terminate all such non-republican
forms of government on Indian res-
ervations.o

In reaction, even Republican Tribal
leaders were taken aback. filtis ab-
solutely the reverse of what Repub-
lican principles stand for to protect
all rights and to uphold the integrity
and honor of this nation and all of
the commitments it makes,0 said Ron
Allen, chairman of the Jamestown
SiKlallam Tribe.2° While some state
Republican leaders quickly distanced
themselves from the action, and the
Party eventually retreated, the move
sent a powerful message to Native
voters, in Washington and beyond.

Throughout the Paciyc Northwest,
there have been many instances
where Native communities and their
local neighbors have battled over
dwindling resources. Whether it is
water rights on and near the Lummi
Reservation, shellysh harvesting by
coastal tribes, mining on and near the
Colville Tribal lands, or salmon habitat
protection along the Columbia River,
some of the battles have left scars
and created important legacies.

One such legacy has been the cre-
ation of the United Property Owners,
ostensibly created to protect proper-
ty rights but whose mission has be-
come more focused on opposition to
Indian tribes across the country. The
group counts as its members many
local Republican activists and ofyce



holders.?! This also, has not been lost
on Native leaders and voters.

It would be wildly inaccurate and
misleading to imply that all Repub-
licans are anti-Indian. It would be
equally incorrect to allege that all
Democrats support policies which are
favorable to tribes. At the same time,
many of the founders and leaders of
anti-Indian groups are Republicans.
This reality must be considered when
analyzing Native voting patterns in
terms of party identity.

Whether the two established na-
tional political parties articulate and
advocate clear policies on behalf of,
or in opposition to Native interests,
there are, of course, other factors
to take into account. Voters of all
types consider many factors when
drawing conclusions about which
candidate or party to support. From
media accounts, to candidate pro-
nouncements, to congressional (or
state legislative) or executive branch
actions, to conversations they have
with friends and neighbors, the pub-
lic has established opinions on many
issues and perceptions about where
each party stands.

In the course of surveying public
opinion around the U.S. in 2002, the
polling yrm of Evans McDonough,
Inc., found that while three-fourths
of respondents believe that fiworking
to protect the rights of Native
Americans on Indian Reservations
should be an important priority

for our elected ofvcials.0 That
opinion was consistent across all
regions of the U.S., but was held

by 80% of Democrats and only

68% of Republicans. Twice as many
Republicans than Democrats say
they would be uncomfortable going
to an Indian Reservation because
local and state governments have no
jurisdiction there.??

Voting by Native Americans is as
varied and diverse as any population

in the U.S. Registration and turnout
numbers vary from extremely low to
above the national average. These
variations are affected by traditional
and non-traditional factors. An off-
year election will typically show na-
tive turnout numbers from 5-20%
lower than that during presidential
elections. Like other voters, Natives
are more likely to vote when the
election offers clear choices, inspir-
ing candidates, clearly pro-Indian
or anti-Indian candidates, or spe-
civc issues of concern either within a
candidate election or in the form of a
ballot measure.

Even in those states where Native
populations are the largest, they
still comprise, as a percentage of
total voters, a small group. For
Native voters to play a critical

role, as a group, in either a federal
ofyce election, or other statewide
election, the electorate must be
almost perfectly evenly divided,
and the Native voters must register
and actually turnout. This situation
has occurred twice in the last two
election cycles in Washington state in
2000 and in South Dakota in 2002,
leading to the current reality that
two of the forty eight Democratic
U.S. Senators are there because of
Native participation.

Indirect Participation-
Campaign Financing

Those changes in Native participation
in the electoral process which have
probably earned the greatest atten-
tion from the media, political players,
and observers have been the extent
to which some tribes now contribute,
ynancially to political candidates and
political committees.

As the data show, some tribes now
contribute signiycantly more dollars
to the political process than ever
before. As the data further show,
however, this amount is a very small



portion of the total dollars injected
into the political process by a wide
array of those who participate

ynancially in the electoral process.

It is a little spoken of fact that
the vrst Americans were the last
to receive the right to vote in the
United States. Without a delegation
in Congress and without the right
to vote, Tribes had no voice with
which to resist Federal policies of
Allotment and forced Assimilation,
which took millions of acres of
existing Reservation lands, took
Indian children from their parents,
and forbade them from speaking
their native language, and from
practicing their own religion. (U.S.
Rep. Heyworth, U.S. Rep. Kildee)?®

Any attempt to understand the
role tribes now play in the electoral
process, with regard to campaign
ynancing, must include, for proper

context, an understanding of both
the legal and historic status of tribes
in the U.S. today, and of our current
campaign ynance structure.

As was stated above, Indian tribes
occupy a unique legal status: not of
a corporation, municipal government,
association, cooperative or any

other familiar legal entity, but rather
distinct communities that represent
the interests of Indian people.

Not until as late as the 1960is (New
Mexico and Arizona) did all tribal
members, who were already U.S.
citizens, gain the right to directly
participate by voting in the elections
of those who passed laws and
policies directly impacting their lives
including the possible abrogation of
Indian treaties altogether.

Other than voting, the American
electoral system has counted upon y-
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No. of Avereage Average
Party Candidates Raised Spent
All 1291 $489,567 $457,546
Dems 594 $522,043 $488,140
Repubs 634 $504,831 $471,390

Total
Raised

$632,030,969
$310,093,325
$320,063,041

Total
Spent

$590,691,498
$289,955,303
$298,861,382

L0000o0ooo

No. of Avereage Average
Party Candidates Raised Spent
All 144 $2,239,515 $2,173,822
Dems 59 $2,744,326 $2,637,388
Repubs 67 $2,387,809 $2,340,942

Total
Raised

$322,490,181
$161,915,235
$159,983,207

Total
Spent

$313,030,364
$155,605,871
$156,843,122

All ygures are based on FEC reports yled by all candidates through October 24, 2002. They cover ynancial activity that
took place between Jan. 1, 2001 and October 16, 2002. Based on data released by the FEC on Thursday, January 16,

2003. Totals include primary candidates

24 http://www.opensecrets.org



