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’ CHEROKEE NATION Ross O, Swimmer
Principal Chicf
PO Box 938 o Tahleqguah, OKla 74464 ¢ (918 4560671
R.Perry Wheeler
Deputy Chief
A
LS May 7, 1981

The President
White House
Washington, D. C. 20500

Dear Mr. President:

While I have always attempted to keep our Congressional Delegation ap-
prised of the Cherokee Nation's goals, philosophies, and current economic and
health status, and feel they have good insights to the problems and needs of
my people, I do not know if the present Administration possesses those same
insights and would like to share with you some of my concerns and, with your
indulgence, seek answers to questions that are causing a great deal of fear
and apprehension in this small, impoverished, rural community. (I can only
speak for the Cherokee Nation, but I believe you will find similar conditions
and questions exists with many other Indian tribes across the country.)

I will preface my comments by saying I recognize the information I have
is incomplete, based mostly on news media reports and rumors. I have fears
that are real, though, whether they are founded or unfounded and they have
grown daily as report is piled on report. I hope I am overreacting and you
will be able to point out any errors in my determinations. If I am wrong, I
will thank God and apologize for questic ng this Administration's judgment.

To begin with, our economy today is anchored by dependency on the govern-
ment. This dependency has 200-year-old roots; it was not a condition sought
by our forefathers and it is not a condition we wish to perpetuate. It exists
because, as recorded in the National Archives, it was the stated plan and policy
of the Federal Government; a plan and policv svstematically developed as a

|

created by the m ment 11
least partially successtul.

I dislike bringing up historical fact because it always appears to be an
attack on the conscience. It is not. I am much too concerned about the future
to dwell on the past. I bring it up only as a means to identify our problems
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and the causes for them. I am not blaming anyone. As a matter of fact, for
instance, I am convinced a naive Senator Dawes thought he was actually helping
Indian people when he introduced his Severalty Act, or Allotment Act, in 1887
and subsequently brought Indian Nations to the brink of extinction and led us

to our present state of affairs. Other mistakes have been made out of ignorance
rather than meanness.

We are trying hard to rid ourselves of the shackles of government subsidi-
" zation and have long-range stirategies for accomplishing this. The task is not
easy. The dependency is solidly entrenched and cannot be rocted out quickly,
but it can be done with some time and your support. Our plan, basically, is
to encourage and assist tribal members in private enterprise and to develop
tribally-controlled economic ventures from which profits will be used to pro-
vide a full range of heaith, education, and social and law enforcement services
on the reservation. 7o accomplish this, we have determined social and economic
development must be addressed simultaneously and with equal vigor so the Tribe
will have both a sound economic base and a healthy labor force. I feel it is
a viable plan. And so do others we have asked who are 1legedly more knowledge-
able about economics.

My apprehensions center around the possibility that drastic cuts in neces-
sary financial support rignt now will bring our efforts to a halt. What then?
The small strides we have been making have given us a ¢ impse of what could be,
which includes economic and social self-sufficiency, self-respect, and recog-
nition of Indian people as productive and contributing members of the American
society. What will be the effect of the shock my people receive with the
realization that that's all they will have -- a glimpse? I do not know. I
do know we are past the stage of retiring to our wigwams and saying, "The Great
White Father has decided we must go hungry for the good of the Nation. So be
it."”

I certainly agree runaway inflation is a problem that must te solved, and
yours may be a method of solving it, but at what price? With your plan, the
inflation rate may slow, but with everyone jobless it wili not make any differ-
ence what a dollar is worth. I would rather have today's thirty-six cent dollar
than return to 1960, when most of my people were hard-pressed to come up with
sixteen cents. A return to the "good old days” for us must be measured in
centuries, and if we can't go backward that far, I don't want to go back even
a day.

I shouldn't admit this, but tears came to my eyes as I watcned you and your
staff laugh over a hatchet given to vnu ac a <vmhnl nf the huydget cuts you

] | /T ' 111 '\
symbolic beneading ¢. .1 o ' struagling so
hard and so long to climb from the depths of poverty and despair. 1 saw self-
esteem being lopped off just as it was starting to grow. I saw pride being
slashed beyond recognition. I saw nothing funny.

I know you promised *hat the truly needy would be helped, but how? Food,
if tt ¢ can produc proc of malnutrition? Clothir , if they show holes in
t! bottoms of their only shces? Heating fuel, if tne fuel tank is empty?
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If that is the way to help needy people, then I have no business being a tribal
leader, because I totally disagree. I think the way to help needy people is to
give them the opportunity to take themselves out of that needy category. Give

them the opportunity to provide for themselves and their families; to make life
as uncomplicated as possible.

I will not deny there is waste in many government programs and I believe
they should be changed or eliminated. You will get no argument from me there.
But "across-the-board" cutting is just as bad or worse than "across-the-board"
funding. You will sever as many excellent as non-productive programs. That is
like cutting off ten peoples' hands because you know one or two might be thieyes.
I really don't think you have had time to make more than a cursory investigation
of all these Federal programs and that violates all priciples of good adminis-
tration, to say nothing about the lack of concern that so many hard-working,
dedicated people will be thrown into the street, wondering what they did wrong.

I know I won't know what to tell them.

We are all aware of the huge bite taken for administrative costs out of
money earmarked for Indian tribes -- the Bureau of Indian Affairs keeping 91%
within the Bureau for example. If there were an accompanying plan, i.e., direct
funding to tribes so huge administrative costs would be eliminated automatically,
I could support it, but I've heard of no such plan. You have voiced your
commitment to self-determination, but then so does the BIA and until it has been
hollow rhetoric.

The Cherokee Nation prides itself on its accountability practices, its
ability to evaluate the effectiveness of the programs it operates and make
necessary changes (which has sometimes meant elimination), and its ability to
design projects or programs so they have the best chance for success. 1
challenge you or your delegate to come to the Cherokee Nation to investigate
and evaluate all our tribal operations.

According to the 1960 Cenus, Adair County (one of the fourteen counties
within the boundary of the Cherokee Nation as well as the County with the highest
concentration of Cherokees) was one of the leading poverty areas in the Nation.

I am proud to say the Tribe has played a leading role in alleviating this problem.
With the aide of Local Public Works and Economic Development Administration
monies we have been able to lure industries to relocate into northeastern
Oklahoma. These industries, of course, have provided jobs for Indians and non-
Indians alike. This is only one example of what the Tribe is attempting to do.
This is a new beginning, but a strong beginning nevertheless. I feel we know
what the problems are and have a good plan for alleviating them, but I just
cannot see how vour proposals will do anything but negate our start and intensify
( R JI ) y I
] :gi to i ‘or yoursel wha_
the Cherokee Nation has done and is attempting to do.

With regard to the other part of your package, I agree there is overregulation
in many areas, but I do not like to think the same unstudied red-lining approach
used in budget slashing will be applied to regulations. There seems to be a
message that this country was founded on free enterprise and less government con-
trol, and by returnit to that philosophy we will be returning to some idyllic
er . ..ere is nothiny idyllic about botulism, pollution, dangerous working
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conditions or rampant spread of infectuous disease. Underregulation assumes

big business is willing to sacrifice profit for employee safety and consumer

health, and anyone who believes that has not read any history books. Regula-
tions, as budget items, must be thoroughly studied before they are slashed.

Summing it up, most of my apprehensions can be traced to the almost panic
approach you appear to be taking. Inflation obviously affects our ability to
purchase necessities more than it does those in middle or high income brackets,
yet we could Tive with inflation if we know careful, studied efforts to combat
it are being made. All of a sudden we are faced with this wham-bam-slice-chop
approach. What has happened to that "surgeon's scalpel?" Now I remember. You
traded it in for a hatchet. Can you wonder that we have fears about our pend-
ing operation?

I strongly urge that you and others in power consider closely some of your
rash proposals. Please keep in mind that we are no longer content to exist.
We want the opportunity to live, grow, and become important, contributing members
of the society. We still have probiems that demand resolution. We also have
knowledge and ideas to share. Given the opportunity, we can do both, and this
country will be the better for it.

mnis,

/4 n-
1/// “
Ross S@]W:er

Pr1nc1pa1 Chief
Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma

ROS: cja Q@8- ¢
cc: Oklahoma Congressional Delegation
P.S. The foregoing statement was excerpted from a similar letter by Thomas

J. Gordon, Tribal Chairman, Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Chippewas.
I believe it is a fair statement applicable to all Indians.
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