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The War on Meth in Indian Country
By Kurt Lindblom, CCDO Consultant
	


Native Americans suffer a higher rate of methamphetamine (or meth) abuse than any other ethnic group—1.7 percent for American Indians/Alaska Natives and 2.2 percent for Native Hawaiians; and abuse rates have been seen as high as 30 percent in some rural reservation communities.  

Fortunately, federal response to this crisis is gaining momentum. The call to arms came from National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) President Joe Garcia during his 2006 State of Indian Nations address. "Methamphetamine is a poison taking Indian lives, destroying Indian families, and razing entire communities," he said. "Overall, we must have increased manpower, realistic funding, and improved communication." 

In April 2006, the Senate conducted a hearing on methamphetamine in Indian Country to analyze the problem and determine an appropriate response. The hearings revealed a harrowing story. 

"In 2004, 64 babies out of 256 were born to San Carlos Apache Tribal members addicted to meth," said Kathleen Kitcheyan, Chairwoman of the San Carlos Apache Tribe. "In 2005, the number of babies born addicted to meth was even higher. In routine urine drug screenings at the San Carlos emergency room in 2005, 25 percent of the patients tested positive for meth."

Largely as a result of these hearings, legislation was introduced in January 2007 that would provide the resources needed to fight meth abuse. The Native American Methamphetamine Enforcement and Treatment Act of 2007 and the Indian Tribes Methamphetamine Reduction Grants Act of 2007 would both amend the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968. They ensure the eligibility of tribes to receive federal grants already available to states, including funds and access to programs that fight the manufacture, sale, and use of methamphetamine; help endangered children living in homes where meth is manufactured, distributed, dispensed, or used; and address methamphetamine use by pregnant and parenting female offenders. 

On February 5, 2007, Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne launched the Safe Indian Communities Initiative. "We cannot ignore this tragedy," he said. "We must help Indian Country remove this scourge from its midst. We will stop these peddlers of poison." 

Budgeted at $16 million, the initiative will strengthen law enforcement capabilities on tribal lands to combat the methamphetamine epidemic in Indian Country. It will provide $11 million for criminal investigation, police services, and law enforcement projects. In particular, this initiative will add 51 more law enforcement officers in Indian Country, increase the number of officers trained to investigate drug crimes from 11 to 111, and provide robust public awareness campaigns to educate residents about the dangers of meth use within tribal communities. The remaining $5 million will be used to increase staff and train officers at the 78 Indian detention facilities, which will include adding 91 detention officers (an increase of 5 percent). 

Perhaps the most encouraging development in recent years in the fight against meth abuse in Indian Country has been the increased level of cooperation by law enforcement agencies across jurisdictions and the convictions arising from this cooperation. 

A particularly successful case is the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming, where a partnership of federal, state, and local agencies succeeded in breaking up three meth rings. The reservation covers 2.2 million acres (more ground than Delaware and Rhode Island combined) with a population of 3,700 enrolled Shoshone members and 8,100 enrolled Arapaho members. Only 10 full-time Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) police officers patrol this reservation. 

	The collaboration in Wyoming included participation from federal, state, and local agencies, including:

· Drug Enforcement Administration

· Bureau of Indian Affairs

· Federal Bureau of Investigation

· Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives

· Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement

· U.S. Attorney's Office

· U.S. Marshals Service

· Wyoming Division of Criminal Investigation

· Wyoming Highway Patrol

· Wyoming Department of Homeland Security

· Fremont County Sheriff's Office

· Riverton Police Department

· Lander Police Department

· Shoshoni Police Department

· Cody Police Department

· Powell Police Department



	


The first meth ring to be broken up involved the Goodman drug trafficking operation, a family-run organization based on the reservation. At its peak, this group distributed up to 1 pound of meth per month. By May 2006, 24 defendants had been convicted on criminal drug charges and firearms violations, including a tribal judge. 

The second Wind River meth ring to be brought down was the Sagaste-Cruz drug trafficking operation. This operation implemented a multi-reservation "business plan" that involved ruthlessly replacing alcohol addiction with meth addiction in communities where it operated. This illustrates the extent to which outside drug trafficking organizations are exploiting current addiction problems on the reservation to expand their influence. 

According to the testimony of Mathew Mead, U.S. Attorney for the District of Wyoming, during the spring 2006 hearings, "Members of this drug ring executed their plan by relocating to communities close to the affected reservations, developing romantic relationships with Indian women, and introducing these women and others to meth with free samples." 

In May 2005, Jesus Martin Sagaste-Cruz, the leader of the group, was convicted of conspiracy to distribute more than 100 pounds of meth and was sentenced to life in prison. 

Mead identified two factors that contributed to the dismantling of these organizations: cooperative law enforcement and the support of tribal leaders. He worked with the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) to cross-designate BIA and state task force officers. Also, BIA and DEA officers, a deputy from the sheriff's department, and a local police officer were located onsite with the state task force team. "These drug dealers don't recognize geographical or political boundaries whatsoever," said Mead. "If we are hindered by that, we are going to have one hand tied behind our back."

A third meth ring on the Wind River Reservation was dismantled last year through a partnership of BIA and DEA agents, the Fremont County Sheriff's Office, and other law enforcement personnel. A total of 53 defendants were arrested, and 20 firearms, $100,000 in cash, and 20 pounds of meth were seized. 

In his 2007 State of Indian Nations address, President Garcia acknowledged that great progress has been made in the war against meth use in Indian Country. 

"In 2006, we called on the White House to establish a national task force to fight methamphetamine abuse and trafficking in Indian Country," he said. "The Administration and Congress responded, and federal agencies are now cooperating with tribes, NCAI, and national Indian organizations to battle this deadly problem. Our collaborative efforts have put us on the right path."

Sometimes, 1 year can make a difference. 

Statistics courtesy of the National Congress of American Indians.
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