
Devolution and the Navajo Nation: Strategies for
Local Empowerment in Three Navajo Communities

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Hale, Michelle Lynn

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:54:19

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/228455

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/228455


 

 

 

DEVOLUTION AND THE NAVAJO NATION:  STRATEGIES FOR LOCAL 

EMPOWERMENT IN THREE NAVAJO COMMUNITIES 

 

 

By 

Michelle Lynn Hale 

 

______________________ 

Copyright © Michelle Lynn Hale 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

GRADUATE INTERDISCIPLINARY PROGRAM 

IN AMERICAN INDIAN STUDIES PROGRAM 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

2012



 2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 

prepared by Michelle Lynn Hale entitled Devolution and the Navajo Nation: Strategies 

for Local Empowerment in Three Navajo Communities, and recommend that it be 

accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy. 

 

 

_____________________________________________________  Date: March 27, 2012 

Dr. Stephen Cornell, Professor of Sociology and Public Administration and Policy 

_____________________________________________________  Date: March 27, 2012 

Dr. Joseph G. Hiller, Professor of Agriculture and American Indian Studies 

_____________________________________________________  Date: March 27, 2012 

Dr. Nancy J. Parezo, Professor of American Indian Studies and Anthropology 

 

 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 

submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 

 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 

recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________  Date: March 27, 2012 

Dissertation Director: Stephen Cornell 



 3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 

advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 

to be made available to borrowers under rules of the library. 

 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 

that accurate acknowledgement of source is made.  Requests for permission for extended 

quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by 

the copyright holder. 

 

 

SIGNED: Michelle L. Hale  



 4 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 

This dissertation would not have been possible without the love, support and patience of 

a countless number of family and friends.  My mother, Rosemary, was my #1 fan who 

always believed in me even when the outlook on the eventual completion of this project 

was bleak.  She passed away before being able to see the final product but I know that 

she has walked the arduous path with me.  It is her fortitude, grace and eternal optimism 

that has enabled me to persevere. 

 

From my father, John, I also draw tremendous strength.  He continues to be a wonderful 

sounding board for all things Navajo government.  My grandfather Jim Hale served on 

the Navajo Tribal Council in the 1940s; there is a tattered black and white photo of him 

and other delegates that hangs in our home in Oak Springs.  This work is a tribute to my 

grandfather and everyone like him who unselfishly gave and gives of themselves to 

participate in Indian government. 

 

This project is especially meaningful to me because it is about my home community, our 

government and our future.  I am indebted to those who sat for interviews, in particular, 

the elected leaders, administrators, community members and business owners at Kayenta, 

Shonto and Tohajiilee.  Their generosity of time, opinion and experience helped to 

inform and shape the case studies that are at the heart of this study.  I am also grateful to 

members of the Navajo Nation Council and staff from the Commission of Navajo 

Government Development, Navajo Nation Office of the Auditor General, and the Navajo 

Nation Division of Community Development.  Their expertise on governmental process, 

policy and politics was invaluable. 

 

The final process of putting words to paper and thinking through concept and analysis 

were made easier through the dedication and enduring encouragement of my committee.  

Stephen Cornell did his best to keep me on track and to keep me motivated through 

countless iterations of individual chapters.  I appreciate the time Steve took to read my 

work, offer feedback, and remind me of the “big picture” implications of my research.  

Without the “tough love” approach of Nancy Parezo, I might have spun my wheels for 

another semester.  I thank Nancy for opening her home to me to write and for taking on 

the laborious task of editing.  In addition, I offer heartfelt gratitude to Joe Hiller whose 

“Get ‘er Done” attitude helped me to see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

 

I must also acknowledge the faculty and staff in American Indian Studies at Arizona 

State University, in particular Dr. John Tippeconnic, Dr. Myla Carpio, Dr. James Riding 

In and Sara Pena-Lee whose friendship and mentorship has meant the world to me.  Their 

unrelenting support has been a true gift and I have been honored to teach, learn and shape 

our discipline of American Indian Studies alongside these esteemed individuals.  In 



 5 

addition, the backing of Dean Linda Lederman in the College of Liberal Arts and 

Sciences cannot go unrecognized. 

 

My final words of gratitude are for my close friends and immediate family.  Leah 

Stauber, Joe Graham and I will complete our degrees together and I cannot think of any 

more dear, trusted, and deserving friends with whom to share this success.  I thank Pete 

Littlehat and others who promised rounds of golf, movies, champagne and Mexican food 

as enticement to make it to the finish line; I look forward to collecting on those 

incentives.  My family did not always know what a dissertation exactly entailed, though 

they knew I was writing a really big paper on Navajo government.  Their encouragement 

has always been sincere and unremitting.  I owe special thanks to my nephew, Brad Hale, 

who remembers when this project was but a mere idea and stuck by me through its 

completion.  Special thanks and much love also go to my husband, Nathan Pryor, who 

also has seen the peaks and valleys of this process and has remained interested, patient 

and encouraging. 



 6 

DEDICATION 

 

 

This dissertation is dedicated to citizens of the Navajo Nation who work diligently to 

provide thoughtful and steadfast leadership on all levels of government.  That endeavor is 

no easy task.  This work honors in particular those who do the work of governance on the 

local level and often struggle, overcome and achieve outside of the spotlight of Window 

Rock.  These are the individuals and communities who contribute to making Diné 

government better and stronger overall by building stability and fostering investment in 

The People’s government on the grassroots level.  This work also honors those who bring 

forth courageous, bold, and innovative ideas for making government, economy, and the 

quality of life better for all who call Dinetah home, and who put forth the effort to make 

those ideas a reality.  These stories of local empowerment attest to that which is possible 

when Diné come together to plan, create and do. 



 7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT…………………………………………………………………………….12 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………….13 

Navajo Government and the Central-Local Rift………………………………………..17 

Three Strategies for Securing Local Empowerment…………………………………….21 

Shonto and the Local Governance Act………………………………………….21 

The Kayenta Township………………………………………………………….22 

Tohajiilee Secession……………………………………………………………..23 

Reform as a Nation-Building Effort at Navajo………………………………………….24 

Research Questions…………………………………………………………………...…31 

Data Collection…………………………………………………………………………..32 

 

CHAPTER II: NAVAJO GOVERNMENT………………………………………….36 

Studies in Navajo Government and Leadership…………………………………………38 

Navajo Government Today……………………………………………………………...42 

The Executive Branch…………………………………………………………………...44 

The Judicial Branch………………………………………………………………….......45 

The Legislative Branch: The Navajo Nation Council…………………………………...46 

Local Government: Navajo Chapters……………………………………………………50 

Navajo Grazing Committees…………………………………………………………….53 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Agencies……………………………………………….54 

The Chapter-Council Relationship…………………………………………………........55 

Diversity: How is one chapter different from the next?....................................................60 

Economic Diversity: Local Economy……………………………………………64 

Location, Local Market and Economic Activity………………………………...65 

Natural Resources………………………………………………………………..66 

Employment Opportunity………………………………………………………..67 

Infrastructure…………………………………………………………………….68 

Service Provision………………………………………………………………...69 

What do chapters have in common?..................................................................................71 

Leadership matters……………………………………………………………….71 

The Importance of Participatory Governance……………………………………75 

 

CHAPTER III: THE NAVAJO LOCAL GOVERNANCE ACT (LGA)…………..78 

Background………………………………………………………………………………79 

The Commission on Navajo Government Development………………………………...83 



 8 

TABLE OF CONTENTS – Continued 

 

Composition of the Commission……………………………………………….84 

The Work of the Commission:  

 Emergence of the Local Governance Act (LGA)……………………...86 

Framework of the LGA: How does it facilitate Local Empowerment?..........................90 

LGA Philosophy: Honoring Traditional Leadership…………………………...90 

Getting Certified: The Five Step Management System………………………..94 

The Navajo Nation Auditor General and the LGA Certification Process……..99 

Land-Use Planning as a Cornerstone for the LGA……………………………102 

Powers and Authorities of an LGA-certified Chapter………………………………...106 

Adopting an Alternative Form of Government………………………………..112 

Adopting Resolution or Chapter Ordinance Processes………………………..115 

Separation of Powers………………………………………………………………….119 

Role of Central Government in an LGA Paradigm…………………………………...120 

Challenges of Large-Scale Adoption of the LGA…………………………………....124 

Development of an Internal System of Uniform Controls……………………125 

Inadequate Awareness of Tribal Policies and Budgeting…………………….126 

Limited Skills of Chapter Leaders and Lack of Adequate Training………….128 

Lack of Uniform Accounting System…………………………………………133 

Absence of Chapter-Level Trained Accountants……………………………..134 

Overburdened Staff at the Office of the Auditor General……………………137 

Hardship with Land-Use Planning…………………………………………….139 

Elections and Turnover in Leadership………………………………………...140 

Recommendations for further LGA Implementation…………………………………140 

Reinvigorate interest in Chapter Government……………………………...…141 

Raise the bar for Leadership on Local Levels……………………………...…142 

Provide Ample Internal Support………………………………………………144 

Create Full-time Positions for Chapter Officials…………………………...…147 

Assess Limitations and Practicality of LGA………………………………….149 

Continue to Finesse the Legislation…………………………………………...152 

Community Education………………………………………………………...157 

Improve State-Tribal and External Relations………………………………….161 

Encourage Regionalized Efforts……………………………………………….163 

Expanded Role of the Commission on Government Development……………165 

LGA as an Assertion of Self-Determination and Exercise in Nation-Building………..167 

The Future of the LGA……………………………………………………………...…170 

 

CHAPTER IV: SHONTO-AN LGA CERTIFIED CHAPTER……………………175 

 

 



 9 

TABLE OF CONTENTS – Continued 

 

CHAPTER V: KAYENTA TOWNSHIP……………………………….……………182 

Community Profile……………………………………………………………………...183 

The Wetherills, Fred Harvey and Indian Curios………………………………..183 

Local Government at Kayenta………………………………………………………….191 

What was the problem in local government?...................................................................195 

Community-driven Solutions for Improving Local Government……………………....202 

Results of the Community-driven Solutions……………………………………………204 

Intergovernmental Affairs………………………………………………………………216 

The Future of the Kayenta Township…………………………………………………..218 

Implications for other Navajo Local Communities…………………………………….219 

The Township as Vehicle for Self-Governance………………………………………...222 

 

CHAPTER VI: TOHAJIILEE SECESSION……………………………………….226 

Community Profile: History, Politics and Economy…………………………………..227 

Local Government at Tohajiilee………………………………………………………..245 

Tohajiilee and the Potential Impact of the LGA………………………………………248 

What was the problem in local government?..................................................................252 

What are the potential solutions?....................................................................................255 

What was the strategy that emerged in Tohajiilee for Local Empowerment?................258 

Results………………………………………………………………………………….262 

Implications for other Navajo Communities……………………………………………265 

Implications for other Indian Nations and The Navajo Nation…………………………267 

The Future of Tohajiilee Community…………………………………………………..270 

 

CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION…………………………………………………….274 

Political Strategy and Process…………………………………………………………..277 

Source and Scope……………………………………………………………………….281 

Powers of Local Government…………………………………………………………..283 

Driving Force: Frustration and Opportunity……………………………………………287 

Funding…………………………………………………………………………………288 

Leadership Requirements……………………………………………………………….290 

Obstacles………………………………………………………………………………..292 

Outcome………………………………………………………………………………...296 

What do the case studies reveal about Navajo Local Empowerment?............................299 

Lessons from the LGA…………………………………………………………299 

Lessons from Kayenta………………………………………………………….300 



 10 

TABLE OF CONTENTS – Continued 

 

Lessons from Tohajiilee……………………………………………………….303 

Lessons from the Group of Case Studies……………………………………..304 

An Alternative: The “Do Nothing” Approach………………………………………...306 

Building a Nation from the Bottom Up……………………………………………….309 

 

 

APPENDIX A: UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

    HUMAN SUBJECTS DOCUMENTATION…………………..311 

 

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS …………………………………..322 

 

APPENDIX C: LISTING OF 110 NAVAJO CHAPTERS……………………..326 

 

APPENDIX D: MAP OF 110 NAVAJO CHAPTERS………………………….328 

 

APPENDIX E: REVISED REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 

   FIVE STEP MANAGEMENT SYSTEM………………………330 

 

APPENDIX F: LIST OF CERTIFIED CHAPTERS SEPTEMBER 2011……..342 

 

 

REFERENCES…………………………………………………………………………344 



 11 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

TABLE 6.1 DEVOLUTION AND THE NAVAJO NATION: 

THREE STRATEGIES FOR LOCAL EMPOWERMENT



 12 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Navajo Nation comprises 110 local communities spread over 16 million acres and 

linked under a highly centralized system of tribal government.  Since the creation of the 

Navajo chapter system, which facilitates local governance for the Navajo Nation, there 

have been growing tensions between some of these local communities and the central 

government in Window Rock. In the 1990s and early 2000s, several of these 

communities moved to claim greater decision-making authority as an assertion of local 

empowerment.  This dissertation examines three such communities and their 

empowerment strategies: a grassroots secession movement at Tohajiilee, Shonto's use of 

the Navajo Nation's Local Governance Act (LGA), and the establishment of the Kayenta 

Township.  This comparative study examines these strategies and considers their 

significance for the future of Navajo leadership and self-government. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

 Imagine the challenge of creating a system of government for a reservation 

community that spans a land base comparable to the state of West Virginia.  Imagine the 

challenge of providing visionary leadership for more than 275,000 citizens of an Indian 

nation, many of whom reside in local communities with diverse political and economic 

identities and needs.  Imagine the task of creating governing institutions at central and 

local levels that effectively meet that diverse constituent need.  Imagine the challenge of 

developing a political ideology that reflects a tribe’s style of nation-building, community-

building and leadership, all of which are expected to encompass the cultural values and 

mores of the people.  Imagine introducing change in political process and redistributing 

power in a system that has been in place for nearly one hundred years, while maintaining 

a stability that ensures the day to day operations of government remain uninterrupted.  

Imagine launching reform efforts that invite tribal leaders and community members to 

contribute to creating governance that works.  Imagine a successful effort to put the 

“Indian” in Indian self-government.  The Navajo Nation has taken on this monumental 

task in attempting to claim and assert a style of governance that is unwaveringly Diné.   

Attempts at governmental reform have been in process at Navajo since 1989.  

That year, the Navajo Nation Council divested the Navajo Nation Chairman and the 

Executive Branch of significant power due to infractions made by then-Chairman Peter 

MacDonald.  MacDonald was found guilty in federal court for bribery and accepting 

kickbacks and illegal campaign donations, a breach of trust between the Navajo leader 
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and The People
1
.  That abuse of power compelled the Navajo Nation Council to examine 

the checks and balances already in place in Diné government and to suggest and legislate 

new limits on authority for those who serve in the nation’s highest office.  The Council 

passed Resolution CD-68-69 which amended Title II of the Tribal Code and placed the 

lion's share of political power in the Legislative Branch of Navajo government, thereby 

granting significant authority to the Speaker of the Council and the council delegates.  

Popularly known as “Title II,” this change did not end the issue of the proper placement 

of primary authority in the centralized Navajo government.  Title II was only the first of 

many subsequent discussions and examinations of how power should be divided among 

and within the various branches of Navajo government and how much decision making 

power individuals and communities should have. The basic debate has been between 

centralized and localized government, stimulated by local governments that are interested 

in decentralized authority.  But at heart, it has been a quest to figure out what is best for 

The People. 

In 2008 President Joe Shirley began a campaign to grant line item veto authority 

to the Navajo Nation President.  As chief executive he felt the curtailment of presidential 

authority as a result of Title II limited his ability to do his job effectively.  That campaign 

forced a special election on December 15, 2009; the result indeed granted line item veto 

authority to the Navajo Nation President in 2010.  This ongoing adjustment demonstrates 

that the Navajo are still searching for and negotiating the proper balance of power in the 

three-branch system.   

                                                 
1
 Navajo people refer to themselves as The People.  The term will be used interchangeably with Navajo and 

Diné throughout this dissertation. 
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Additional evidence for this continuing debate about democracy, representation, 

and the concentration of power is the council reduction that occurred in 2010.  The 

Navajo citizenry voted to reduce the number of delegates on the Navajo Nation Council 

from eighty-eight to twenty-four members.  That reduction resulted from growing 

complaints of irresponsible leadership and big government.  A twenty-four member 

council representing 110 chapters means each delegate will serve up to six chapters.  This 

multiplies the size of a single delegate’s constituency, the land base he must cover, and 

the diversity of issues he must contend with.  For example, Delegate Lorenzo Bates 

serves T’iistoh Sikaad (Burnham), Nenahnezad, Upper Fruitland, Tse Daa’ Kaan 

(Hogback), Newcomb and San Juan.  All are agricultural communities in northwestern 

New Mexico.  The move has curtailed the size of the legislative body but the nation has 

yet to see if this modification will net the anticipated results in terms of effective 

leadership and efficient governance. 

While Title II and the council reduction are focused on the mission of finding the 

appropriate balance of power and are intended to streamline the three-branch 

government, there are also changes occurring at the grassroots level in local government.  

Local government at Navajo comprises the 110 chapters across the reservation.  Each 

chapter has its own governing body and a unique constituency.  For decades, a number of 

Navajo chapters have demanded more say in government.   

That pursuit of local control over local matters lies at the heart of a council-

adopted initiative called the Local Governance Act (LGA).  The LGA is designed to 

increase governmental authority at the local levels by devolving decision-making powers 
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in critical areas from central administration to chapter government.  Adopted in 1998, the 

LGA was a response to communities that wanted more robust self-governance.  Weary of 

bureaucratic red tape and limited by the heavy-handed oversight from central 

administration in Window Rock, chapters demanded more localized decision-making 

power. They believed this would produce improved efficiency and effectiveness in 

governance.   

In order to seize the LGA opportunity, chapters must be certified through the Five 

Step Management System, a set of controls overseen by the Navajo Auditor General’s 

office.  Certification requires an internal audit and proven ability to take on the workload 

in areas deemed important by the Auditor General for capable and responsible self-

governance.  This protocol ensures that chapter government is proficient in accounting, 

personnel management, records management, procurement procedures, and property 

control.  Securing certification is an arduous task.  Community leaders must be prepared 

to shoulder added responsibility.  Preparing for that task requires time and effort.  The 

investment is necessary for any chapter interested in this style of governance. 

The LGA is widely known as “local empowerment” at Navajo; however, the LGA 

is not the only option communities have to secure “empowerment” in governance.  Two 

other strategies have emerged that offer innovative and interesting solutions to challenges 

in Navajo local governance: secession and the creation of a Navajo township.  These too 

are stories of unique approaches to local empowerment.  There also is an interesting 

fourth strategy that is the “do nothing” approach where, in spite of the buzz surrounding 

local empowerment initiatives, chapters choose to stay the course with status quo 
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governance.  This dissertation is an examination of the three proactive strategies, two 

initiated by local communities and one launched by the Navajo Nation. 

 

Navajo Government and the Central-Local Rift 

In order to understand why local empowerment matters to chapter communities 

across the Navajo reservation, it is imperative to know something about the historical 

relationship between central and local government.  This helps us understand how the 

Navajo people govern.  

The Navajo Nation operates under a three-branch system: Executive, Legislative, 

and Judicial.  These branches form the core of central government with Window Rock as 

the headquarters for tribal administration.  The 110 chapters comprise a system of local 

government that is cross cut by grazing committees and agencies established by the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).  The roles of grazing committees and BIA agencies in 

the central-local relationship are explored in chapter 2. 

Decision-makers at the local level include a Chapter President, Vice-President, 

Secretary, Treasurer and members of a Grazing Committee.  Chapter leaders and 

community members meet monthly and make decisions via a resolution process.  Any 

contracts, approvals, funding allocations, or action must be written up by formal 

resolution, passed by the constituency of the chapter (which requires a minimum 25-

person quorum), and forwarded to Window Rock where it has to obtain final approval by 

the Government Services Committee of the Navajo Nation Council.  Although a local 

decision was made in the chapter meeting, action on that decision cannot take place until 
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final approval from central administration is secured.  If that decision requires funding, 

licenses or contract approval, those processes will further delay the action.  Government 

action can be held up at two points: on the chapter level where decisions cannot be made 

if the community fails to make quorum, and in central administration where Window 

Rock must process and approve the chapter resolutions. 

The chapter system was created in the 1920s to cultivate local authority.  After the 

tribal council was formed, the chapters were designated as community-based centers of 

government that could act as a conduit between local communities and central 

government.  Given the size of the Navajo reservation, it was important for local areas to 

have adequate representation in central government. Yet primary decision-making 

authority was and remains at the level of the Navajo Nation.  It is a relationship that 

mimics that of states and the federal government with measured authority on local levels 

and the government of the nation holding ultimate power and jurisdiction. 

This pattern of government is new. Historically, the Navajo did not operate with a 

centralized governing system.  The tradition of governance at Navajo was focused on 

local areas and local control that recognized regional and social diversity.  Leadership 

was localized and clan based.  Often leadership was hereditary, as offspring of renowned 

leaders were groomed to assume important decision-making positions. 

In some ways, the chapter system honors that traditional style of leadership by 

granting local decision-makers the authority to serve the local community.  However, 

centralized Navajo government departs from this model. The bureaucracy, institutions, 

and leadership style and skills required to operate within the system of governance 
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introduced to the Navajos in the 1920s are not traditionally Diné.  The current system of 

government is American-style representative government that often employs a one-size-

fits all approach to policymaking. 

It is important to point out that although the structure of local government is 

uniform across Navajo chapters, each is unique in terms of local politics, issues and 

agenda.  Citizens in one chapter may be more vocal and involved than their counterparts 

in a neighboring chapter.  Issues vary depending on the economy, culture, and growth 

opportunities in each individual chapter.  Nowhere is local diversity more evident than in 

the work of community development.  Some chapters are more progressive than others, 

meaning they are open and receptive to building business sectors and neighborhoods that 

counter the traditional and historical settlement patterns that dictated the way Navajo 

communities grew in the past.  A progressive community is open to inviting outsiders 

into the community to bolster business and open to considering the development of 

natural resources.  A more traditional community may act more conservatively in the way 

they grow.  Traditional communities are known to take measured and deliberate steps, 

often choosing against any development of natural resources.  They often prefer to 

minimize outside traffic within their community.  There is tremendous diversity in 

Navajo local government that reflects Navajo traditions of autonomy. Self-governance on 

the local level says it is up to the community to determine appropriate fit and agenda. 

Local chapters are necessary cogs in the Navajo governmental machine.  The 

whole of Navajo government is strengthened by strong and effective local government 

that has buy-in and support from the people.  Capable governance on the local levels can 
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free up time and energy for leaders in central government to tend to macro-level issues 

such as the nation-to-nation relationship with the United States, the political relationships 

with the states of Arizona, New Mexico, Utah and other Indian Nations, and the Navajo 

Nation budget.  Communication and collaboration are critical for a successful central-

local relationship.  When there is little evidence of effective collaboration and 

communication between central and local government, a rift can develop.  Tension can 

emerge between leaders in chapter government and the administrators and elected leaders 

who operate in centralized circles.  Caught in the middle are local citizens.   

The rift between central and local governments at Navajo reflects these historical 

roots. The current structure is not an Indigenous structure. In recent years, as the Navajo 

Nation has asserted more and more self-governing power, and as central Navajo 

government has grown, there has been a noted restlessness among Navajo chapters.  

Citizens have grown increasingly frustrated with their central government.  People have 

demanded expediency in governmental process and accountability in their leadership.  

Criticisms of central government include: a burgeoning and cumbersome bureaucracy; 

Window Rock being out of touch with local communities; the slow moving chapter 

resolution process that requires a stretch of time between a formal chapter decision and 

Government Services approval; and the inability of local areas to handle business on the 

local level.  Complaints have resulted in a drive for reform that has emerged from the 

local communities.  Tired of waiting for central authority to move projects and initiatives 

along and provide adequate services, local governments now demand greater control.  

They demand local empowerment, on their terms. 
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Three Strategies for Securing Local Empowerment 

Citizen frustration prompted the strategies for local empowerment adopted by the 

communities of Shonto, Kayenta, and Tohajiilee and discussed in this dissertation.  While 

each strategy was promoted as a solution to address the shortfalls and issues that local 

citizens had with central authority, each also was tailored to the unique needs and 

proclivities of a distinct Navajo community. One of the strategies was a community 

response to an opportunity offered by the Navajo Nation. The other two originated in the 

communities themselves.  Taken together, these localized strategies illustrate the 

challenges of one-size-fits-all solutions to local empowerment and the opportunities for 

locally-defined self-governance. 

 

Shonto and the Local Governance Act 

Shonto chapter was the first Navajo community to secure LGA certification.  

Shonto is located in northeastern Arizona and southern Utah.  It is known as Shaa tohi or 

“Sunshine Springs,” the stronghold for Navajo people who hid out there during the 

infamous round-up led by Kit Carson and the Long Walk to Bosque Redondo.  Shonto 

was formally recognized as a chapter by the Navajo Tribal Council in 1958. 

The Shonto story serves as example of a community that seized a local 

empowerment opportunity made available by the Navajo Nation.  The strategies put forth 

by Kayenta and Tohajiilee emerged from groups of community organizers who 

brainstormed the ideas and molded the local empowerment plan.  At Shonto, the plan was 
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devised by central government.  The opportunity to pursue this route to local 

empowerment was open to all 110 chapters. 

The LGA does not give away all centralized governmental powers.  It devolves 

power in areas of intergovernmental relations, taxation, land-use planning, contracting, 

and community development.  It provides local leaders and their constituents a chance to 

address issues of slow bureaucratic process and restrictive oversight by handling 

contracts, bookkeeping and development projects locally.  Through the LGA, chapters 

can to some degree get out from under the watchful eye of Window Rock.  This nation-

sanctioned strategy challenges communities to assert the local “self” in self-governance.  

Devolved authority is a grand responsibility.  Local empowerment via the LGA places 

tremendous onus of leadership on local areas.  There must be individuals and teams of 

leaders on board to take on and maintain the autonomy that the LGA offers.  The 

integrity and effectiveness of LGA-certified governance is a direct reflection of local 

determination, effort and persistence.  Shonto is an example of one community that saw 

this strategy as catalyst for the type of local empowerment they craved. 

 

The Kayenta Township 

Kayenta business leaders created the first township within the Navajo Nation.  

Kayenta is located in northern Arizona, near Monument Valley and north of Canyon de 

Chelly.  For this strategy, community organizers took a municipal-style governing model 

and applied it to a reservation setting.  The goal at Kayenta was to support locally-owned 

business and to create an economy that enhances Navajo enterprise.  Local leaders found 
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the Navajo Nation business licensing process slow, expensive and inaccessible for 

Navajo entrepreneurs.  The strategy allows township leaders to address the rigmarole of 

the business licensing process and red tape that deters small business growth on the 

Navajo Nation by handling more of that work locally.  Everything about the township is 

tailored to the distinctiveness of the Kayenta community as a site of commerce and 

service.  The township was created to meet specific needs of one reservation town.  This 

is self-governance on the micro-level because the strategy emerged from the ground-up.  

The spirit of citizen entrepreneurship may define the town of Kayenta but does 

not reflect the whole of the Kayenta chapter.  The township lies within the jurisdiction of 

the Kayenta Chapter and works alongside that system of local government.  The township 

focuses primarily on business-related growth and development within the town 

boundaries.  This is a story of a new direction in local government that suggests that 

chapter government is not the only channel for securing local empowerment.  It also 

shows how different models can work with, not against, the existing model 

 

Tohajiilee Secession 

Secession is a radical approach to self-governance and local empowerment.  It is a 

strategy tried by the satellite community of Tohajiilee, an enclave of Navajo in 

northwestern New Mexico, separated from the main reservation.  Known as the “Enemy 

Navajo,” Tohajiilee residents have had a mixed and tumultuous relationship with the 

Navajo Nation and its citizens.  Mounting frustration drove community members at 

Tohajiilee to push for a complete withdrawal from the existing system of Navajo 
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government.  The goal was to seek federal recognition as a separate and distinct Band of 

Navajo.  Tired of being ignored, of inadequate service provision, and of invisibility in 

decision-making at the center of Navajo government, community organizers saw 

separation as the only viable path to local empowerment.  They saw no chance of 

improvement by maintaining the status quo relationship with the Navajo Nation.   

The eventual goal of separating from the Navajo Nation was to create a strong and 

separate institution of government at Tohajiilee where local issues would lie at the core of 

all governmental business and service provision.  Their jurisdiction would be limited to 

their home area.  Venturing out on one’s own is certainly a courageous strategy for local 

empowerment.  It is also risky. Written here is the story of a community that sought an 

external solution for placing the “self” in self-governance.  The long-term viability of 

such an effort is dependent upon a number of factors including funding, sustainability and 

the ability to secure official federal recognition— all lengthy processes that entail a high 

degree of risk. 

 

Reform as a Nation-Building Effort at Navajo 

Nation-building in Indian Country is about tailoring institutions and styles of 

governance to match and effectively serve the people they represent.  It is an endeavor 

that challenges tribes to secure capable governing institutions, practice strategic decision-

making, and to exercise practical sovereignty.  It promotes strong, stable, responsible and 

sustainable government.  In a nation-building approach to governance, institutions are 

stable, fair, legitimate in the eyes of the people, and capable of exercising sovereignty 
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effectively (Cornell and Kalt 2007, 1992, 1995).  In a nation-building scenario, leaders 

are mobilizers and citizens are accountable for responsible government. 

Nation-building tools for good governance are broad enough to fit the diversity 

across Indian government.  The model for nation-building is flexible enough that it can 

accommodate differences in political expression, ambition and exercise.  Tribes that 

provide testimonial to how nation-building has worked in their community demonstrate 

that the nation-building tools are merely one component of an effort to get good 

governance.  It is the people who determine how those tools are used.  They bring to the 

endeavor the vision and fortitude that shape the results. 

At the time that I collected information for this study in 2004, Navajo government 

was stable but there were clear rumblings within local communities as people called for 

change.  Calls for reform were part of a well-established public dialogue about issues of 

fairness, accountability and effectiveness.  Citizens believed more could be done to 

improve the way we govern as a Native nation and as Diné.  Although the Navajo Nation 

had not embarked on a nation-building effort per se, the changes brought forth by the 

three strategies in this study resonate with key components of nation-building.  

Nation-building efforts typically focus on national level governance.  This 

approach works for many smaller tribes as most are not nearly the size of Navajo.  The 

Navajo Nation includes 298,197 citizens (US Census 2000) who reside on 27,635 square 

miles (or roughly 17 million acres) of Navajo land.  Most tribes do not wrestle with 

issues that pertain to a large land base, scattered settlement patterns, and regional 

diversity on such a scale.  Title II and the council reduction reflect nation-level changes 
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in Navajo governance.  However, given the size of the Navajo Nation and the local 

variability among the 110 local chapters, there is also opportunity to practice nation-

building (or community political development) in local areas.  Principles that promote 

capable leadership, citizen participation and cultural match can indeed apply on the local 

levels. 

Capable leadership is just as important in a Navajo chapter house as it is in the 

chambers of the Navajo Nation Council.  Local leadership may be even more imperative 

since a local agenda is what shapes the relationship between that chapter and central 

authority.   

Citizen participation is another component of nation-building that applies to both 

central and local authority at Navajo.  In order for local authority to be robust and 

effective, citizens must step up and be involved.  They should be engaged in community 

discussion, problem solving and the work of improvement.  Passivity and apathy are 

quick ways to stifle any effort.  Because Navajo is a cultural community with a tradition 

of decentralized authority, a strong local authority structure and dynamic offers the best 

opportunity for securing governance that reflects Navajo values and works effectively for 

the people. 

Participatory governance is also an opportunity to actively craft solutions to 

community problems, rather than to passively sit back and complain.  Citizens complain 

about government and their leaders; that is a universal aspect of government.  It is rare to 

hear of any Indian system of government (or any system of government, for that matter) 

that is perfect or satisfying to all individuals, all the time.  If people want to see 
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improvement in government, leadership and bureaucracy, they must be willing to put 

forth the effort and to stay involved for the long-haul, not just for the completion of a 

single initiative.   

In the nation-building paradigm, everyone is a nation-builder and leaders are 

mobilizers.  It is a responsibility that does not rest solely on the shoulders of elected 

leaders, and leaders are simply catalysts for the work of government.  The endeavor 

requires an “all hands on deck” approach.  Young and old, men and women, novice and 

expert are expected to be part of the solution for good governance.  If Navajo is going to 

take on nation-building, its citizens cannot be complacent.   

The nation-building approach offers a direct challenge to the “armchair 

politician.”  Similar to the “Monday morning quarterback” these individuals purport to 

know what would have been the better decision in the key moment of the game.  These 

individuals work with the benefit of hindsight and without the burden of direct 

responsibility.  “Armchair politicians” rarely work in government but they complain, 

place blame and second-guess their leadership. 

A nation-building effort challenges “armchair politicians” to become directly 

engaged with the work of government.  It aims to stop the finger pointing directed at 

Window Rock and conveys that improved governance requires personal investment from 

citizens of an Indian nation.  If there is a history of ineptitude in local leadership, a 

community can raise the bar and help train effective decision-makers.   

One lesson here is that the strategies explored in this study cannot work without 

dedicated citizen participation.  Kayenta township requires a regular rotation of creative 
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and visionary leaders.  The secession effort at Tohajiilee needs citizens to see the 

community through the federal acknowledgement process.  Shonto needs leaders to move 

forward using their newly acquired powers granted by LGA certification. 

As I will document throughout this dissertation, this local empowerment effort is 

about the personal accountability and participation required for large-scale change.  An 

effort for local empowerment is contingent upon action and input from the people 

themselves. This is nation-building on the community level, an endeavor I will refer to as 

community-building. 

Another building block in the nation-building approach that works on the local 

level is cultural match.  According to Cornell and Kalt, cultural match is about “fit” 

between the forms and processes of government and the shared norms of the community.  

It is that grounding in the culture of that Indian nation that secures the foundation for 

legitimacy in government.  Without that legitimacy, government lacks the sacred trust of 

the people (2007, 1995).  This poses a monumental challenge for Indian governments 

since each has a unique history and style, but they have many similarities as well because 

they have faced a suite of the same set of problems, contextualized by historical period 

and place.  This is a critical consideration at Navajo given the diversity across chapter 

communities.  Each strategy is a unique response to a set of locally-determined needs.  

The local empowerment initiative must match the community it represents.  The 

township is not a viable strategy for every community at Navajo.  Not all satellite 

communities or chapters who feel ignored by central government will want to seek 

secession. 
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Strengthening local government is one approach for addressing the central-local 

rift.  The local empowerment strategies are also about reform, and a style of reform that 

resonates with the principles of nation-building. 

The nation-building model holds tremendous appeal for tribes taking on a reform 

effort because it promotes ownership in government.  It helps tribes to insert their cultural 

values, history and ideals of governance into a mainstream governmental system, rather 

than seeing government as an outside imposition structured to help the American federal 

government solve its “Indian problem.”  A reform process offers opportunity to fix what 

is broken or to improve what could be better.  Nation-building provides tools and advice 

to help tribes to govern themselves using a model of self-determination that reflects an 

opportunity to govern the Indian way within a larger federal system that presents modern-

day challenges and opportunities.  This effort at Diné is about governing the Navajo way. 

Reform in tribal government is widespread.  Issues of ineffective institutions, 

slow process, and struggle for power are not unique to Navajo.  The Diné people are not 

alone in their quest for better governance.  What is interesting about Navajo, and what is 

a valuable contribution to the literature, is examination of a large reservation community 

with multiple distinct communities on local levels, and this process of fine-tuning 

governmental system and structure. 

 With the myriad of reform efforts taking place across Indian Country, leaders 

from other tribes could have their eyes on the experiment in devolution and local 

empowerment at Navajo.  If proven successful, these models could be replicated in tribal 
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communities with comparable circumstances, particularly large nations with similarly 

distinct diversity on the local levels. 

 What this study contributes to the growing body of work in nation-building is an 

exploration of what that endeavor looks like on the ground level, particularly when 

dealing with a large Indian nation that comprises over 100 distinct local communities.  It 

expands the nation-building approach developed by Cornell and Kalt to explore the 

applicability of the model beyond the national level.  This research draws attention to 

innovative strategies for practical sovereignty that emerge from local, not national, 

government.  While strengthening the “nation” is the goal of nation-building, at Navajo, 

this effort cannot be successful without participation and focus on the local level. 

 This dissertation is an examination of three stories of local empowerment.  It 

documents three distinctive strategies employed by local communities to gain the 

authority needed to attain the self-governance envisioned by that community.  One 

strategy, the Local Governance Act, shows how Shonto used a nation-created opportunity 

for decentralization as their catalyst for change in governmental structure and process.  

The township and secession strategies did not originate from central government. They 

were borne out of the ideals of what citizens in those communities identified to be as 

solutions to address the unique needs in their area.  Though different in scope and 

outcome, each tells the story of local communities taking action and asserting ownership. 
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Research Questions 

 The questions that guide this research are focused on aspects of governance and 

leadership.  After all, the change at the center of this study is taking place primarily in 

local government, and leadership plays a significant role in the long-term success of any 

strategy.  All three strategies examined here are responses to the central-local tension.  

Each demonstrates a unique approach to defining and securing local empowerment.  

Understanding how those strategies evolved will provide valuable insight.  Critical to that 

is awareness of local need. 

 What are those local needs? 

 How are these needs being met or unmet by central government?   

 What is the role of local government in providing for local need? 

 What kind of governance and leadership can best meet local need? 

 These case studies are about local people generating creative solutions to long-

standing issues in ineffective Navajo government.  Whether through frustration or simple 

desire for something different, these strategies are the innovation of citizens who asserted 

ownership in local government.  Each strategy deserves a closer look.  These questions 

help to explore whether these strategies could be adopted by other communities at 

Navajo. 

 What conditions prompted the strategy or solution? 

 How does the strategy work? 
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 What is the role of central government (Navajo Nation)? 

 What are the necessary components needed to make this strategy work? 

 How is this “local empowerment?” 

 Can this strategy be replicated in other communities at Navajo? 

If a local empowerment strategy is successful, another set of questions unfolds.  

These inquiries explore the long-term sustainability of the strategies and provide valuable 

insight for Navajo communities interested in adopting any of the three strategies.   

 What conditions must be present to sustain the strategy? 

 What kind of preparation must be in place in the community to maintain the  

strategy? 

 Leadership is another critical piece of this discussion.  Through conversations 

with local and central decision-makers and with the citizens who are served by 

government, I hope to gain a sense of the leadership dynamic and its role in the success 

of these local empowerment strategies. 

 

Data Collection 

This is an exploratory study and a qualitative research project.  Proper approval 

was secured from the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the 

Navajo Nation Historical Preservation Office.  Documentation can be found in Appendix 
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A.  I followed standard IRB and Navajo protocols throughout this study.  All research 

was conducted in 2004. 

As my intent was to study governance and leadership at Diné, I determined the 

best source material would derive from interviews with those who have firsthand 

experience with Navajo government.  I interviewed elected leaders, policymakers, 

lawyers, educators, and staff in central administration and local government.  I also spoke 

with Navajo citizens served by Navajo government. 

Recruitment for interviews centered on adult individuals with knowledge or 

experience with Navajo tribal government, history and local issues.  I sought out 

individuals with a record of participation in chapter government, the Navajo Nation 

Council or any Navajo Tribal department or program linked to the issues addressed in 

this study.  This group includes chapter officials, council delegates, township 

commissioners, division directors, project coordinators, community development 

officers, and other public servants.  The group also included Navajo entrepreneurs and 

anyone who handles the business licensing process.   

I expected most subjects would be members of the Navajo Nation; all were, 

except for one.  As public servants, there were no vulnerable or captive populations.  

Though there was no preference for male or female subjects, women were welcome and 

encouraged, particularly if they were involved with Navajo government.  The majority of 

the interviews were conducted on the reservation.  Navajo interest and concern were 

addressed directly. 
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Participation in this study was voluntary.  This study includes interview data for 

conversations with 15 individuals.  Interview questions used for this dissertation can be 

found in Appendix B.  Not all questions were asked and subjects were given the latitude 

to introduce and discuss other issues or areas that they felt were important to the 

conversation. 

Leadership is a compelling theme that runs throughout the discussion on Navajo 

government.  Conversations with project participants provided indispensable insight into 

the real challenges and opportunities for improved governance and informed the new 

standards of leadership brought forth through local empowerment initiatives. 

Supplemental information comes from archival collections at the University of 

New Mexico, community tours, and records provided by the Navajo Government 

Development office.  Such information was used not only to inform the larger inquiry but 

to cross-check information gathered from the personal interviews.  I also took 

photographs at Kayenta and Tohajiilee to document local infrastructure. 

In essence, this dissertation consists of three case studies of local empowerment 

strategies. It cannot—nor does it try to—exhaust the local empowerment efforts currently 

underway at Navajo.  My purpose instead is to illustrate, explore, and compare diverse 

responses to the central-local tension.  I am not trying to say which response or strategy is 

“best.” I’m not convinced that there is a single “best” strategy.  Instead, I believe there is 

a range of possible strategies, and each Navajo community will choose the strategy that 

seems to make the most sense for that community—including the “do nothing” strategy 
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that I do not look at closely here.  My interest is in how these communities make their 

choices differ, and how the communities involved then pursue the choices they make. 

The organization of this dissertation is as follows: Chapter 2 offers an overview of 

Navajo government with emphasis on the central-local relationship and an exploration of 

the relevant current literature.  Chapter 3 introduces the Local Governance Act and the 

story of Shonto chapter as the first LGA-certified community.  Chapter 4 is a discussion 

of the Kayenta Township, and Chapter 5 examines secession at Tohajiilee.  Finally, 

Chapter 6 concludes with a comparison of these three strategies and an analysis of what 

they indicate about Navajo local empowerment.  
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CHAPTER II: NAVAJO GOVERNMENT 

 

The topics at the core of this dissertation are Navajo government and leadership. 

In order to understand why local empowerment matters to chapter communities on the 

Navajo Nation, it is imperative to know something about the historical relationship 

between central and local government.  It is important to know, from a structural and 

institutional perspective, both how the Navajo people used to govern themselves and how 

they govern themselves today 

Historically, the Navajo did not operate with a centralized governing system.  The 

tradition of governance at Navajo is focused on local areas and local control.  As Wilkins 

points out, before 1900 the Navajo people did without any tribal-wide representative 

government.  The vast majority of decisions were made locally. The only comprehensive 

assembly for decision-making purposes was the Naachid.   

Based largely on oral accounts there is strong evidence to support the 

existence of a periodic tribal assembly.  This regional gathering of War 

Leaders was called a Naachid, literally meaning “to gesture with the 

hand.”  The most detailed written account of a Naachid (the last one was 

reportedly held in the 1850s or 1860s) comes from the writings of Richard 

Van Valkenburgh.  He noted that the assembly was called “at two and four 

year intervals, and, should a tribal emergency arise, could be called in an 

odd year.”  (70-71) 

 



 37 

Traditional Navajo leadership structure consisted of highly respected and honored 

families who were linked by clan. Headmen or na’taanii were selected by consensus. A 

clan na’taanii and a regional na’taanii were selected to represent several homesteads.  

The criteria for selecting a na’taanii was wisdom, traditional knowledge, community 

citizenship, successfully living in harmony, and representing a family with high morals.  

The responsibility of the nat’aanii was to ensure cohesion and support of different family 

groups and to handle local decisions pertaining to economics, self-sufficiency, dispute 

resolution, ceremonies, obedience to natural laws, peace and war.  These leaders 

supervised planting, cultivation and harvesting of crops.  Early local leaders include 

Hashke likizhi or Antonio El Pinto (Speckled Warrior) and Saad ye adildoni or Don 

Carlos (Speaks Like a Shooter) who were recognized na’taanii between 1750 and 1800 

(Wilkins 1987; Navajo Government Development 1999). 

These traditions of local autonomy and the local selection of decision-makers 

were long-standing, and they served the Navajo well. But they were swept aside in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as the United States established its control 

over the Navajo Nation, a process that eventually involved replacing traditional Navajo 

government with a very different system.  

Beginning in the 1920s, a new, comprehensive governing system began to emerge 

at Navajo. This system had two primary components. The first was a centralized, 

national, tribal government.  The second was a set of chapters or districts into which the 

entire reservation was divided:  the local components of the new system.  In this new, 

emerging structure, the chapters were supposed to replicate, to some degree, the 
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traditional, highly localized structure of Navajo government.  But over time, decision-

making power was concentrated increasingly at the national level.  Since the 1920s and 

1930s, while chapter government has grown very little, the Navajo Nation government 

has become a massive bureaucracy, and chapters have felt less and less in control of their 

own affairs.  Today, this new system prevails, although it has developed and changed as 

the Navajo Nation has asserted the right to govern itself.  One of the things that hasn’t 

changed is the tension between the older, localized governing system and the centralized 

one—a tension that has led eventually to the LGA and to the initiatives undertaken by 

Shonto, Kayenta, and Tohajiilee.  See Appendix C for a listing of the 110 chapters that 

comprise local government on the Navajo Nation. 

 

Studies in Navajo Government and Leadership 

Literature on Navajo government and leadership documents these 

transformations, showing how Diné institutions and ideologies have changed over time.  

Americanism and modernity have left significant imprints on the way Navajo people lead 

and conceptualize and do the work of government.  Leadership at Navajo reflects a 

combination of values and traits deeply rooted in tradition yet inclusive of ideals of 

mainstream American society.   

Mary Shepardson, Ruth Underhill, Richard Van Valkenburgh, Robert Young, and 

Aubrey W. Williams, Jr. did the initial work on Navajo government with 1950s-era 

publications that helped foster an understanding of Navajo life, history and culture 

through their documentation of kinship, clans, politics and economics.  Mary 
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Shepardson’s 1963 Navajo Ways in Government: A Study in Political Process, the 

Development of Navajo Tribal Government and her 1962 article, “Value Theory in the 

Prediction of Political Behavior: The Navajo Case” offered poignant documentation of 

the institutional and political change in the previous 40 years of Navajo government.  

Aubrey W. Williams’ Navajo Political Process provides an in-depth history of the 

Navajo chapter system and an examination of the roles and authorities of chapter 

officials.  It includes insightful discussion of community-level grazing committees.  

Williams’ book was one of the first and still relevant studies on local government at 

Navajo.  It was based on data collected from Navajo chapters between 1961 and 1963.  

Though the work of Williams and Shepardson are exemplary in their contributions to 

establishing the groundwork on Navajo government, neither included the impact of 

Termination and Self-Determination on the Diné.  They were written previous to those 

periods of significant change in Indian government. 

Williams’ work is complemented by Sam and Janet Bingham’s 1987 Navajo 

Chapters, a publication of the Navajo Community College Press.  It also addressed the 

history and process of chapter government and discussed the role of local government in 

Navajo Nation politics.  Peter Iverson’s The Navajo Nation examines economic 

development and political and social change among the Navajo from the 1950s to the 

1970s; although comprehensive in its discussion, focused investigation on Navajo 

government and leadership is minimal.  Iverson’s later work, The Emerging Nation and 

Diné: A History of the Navajos also offers a more broad snapshot of history.  Robert 
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Young’s 1972 article, “The Rise of the Navajo Tribe,” laid the groundwork for his 1978 

follow-up, A Political History of the Navajo Tribe.   

More recently, Lumbee scholar David E. Wilkins has contributed Diné 

Bibeehaz’aanii: A Handbook of Navajo Government and The Navajo Political 

Experience.  Also to be considered is work from emerging Navajo scholar, Ray Austin, 

author of Navajo Courts and Navajo Common Law, a Tradition of Tribal Self-

Governance.  Each makes a unique contribution to the body of literature. 

Helpful to the study of Navajo government is literature that captures the 

leadership stories of renowned individuals such as Peter MacDonald and Annie Dodge 

Wauneka.  Carolyn Niethammer wrote the biography of Dr. Annie Dodge Wauneka, I’ll 

Go and Do More and Peter MacDonald collaborated with Ted Schwarz on the 

autobiography, The Last Warrior:  Peter MacDonald and the Navajo Nation.  Navajo 

scholar Jennifer Denetdale’s Reclaiming Diné History: The Legacy of Navajo Chief 

Manuelito and Juanita is also noteworthy. 

The last two decades have seen major changes in Navajo government, from a 

major restructuring and reorganization in the late 1980s to the recent reduction in the size 

of the Navajo Nation council. Upon the writing of this dissertation, the Nation was still 

wrestling with determining the limits of executive power and the relationships among the 

three branches of Navajo government. Most important from the point of view of this 

dissertation, local communities are exploring new relationships with Window Rock, 

whether through the LGA or on their own initiative.  The story of Navajo government is 

still being written. 



 41 

Mary Shepardson and Aubrey Williams wrote seminal literature in the 1950s that 

documented the structure, process and politics of chapter government.  Contained in their 

work are descriptions of local economy, the impact of culture and kinship on local 

politics and the state of an evolving Navajo governmental system as it responded and 

interacted with federal bureaucracy.  Although the work of David Wilkins and Peter 

Iverson have served to address issues faced by the Navajo Nation since 1960 and adeptly 

document the monumental shifts brought on by Title II changes, there is a noticeable gap 

in the literature from 1995 to the present.  David Wilkins’ Navajo Political Experience 

was written contemporaneous to the passage of the LGA and although his work expertly 

describes the local empowerment initiative, the Navajo Nation had yet to see the 

legislation through the implementation process and, at that time, little could be said about 

impact on Navajo government and leadership.   

The underlying theme of this dissertation — the changing relationship between 

central Navajo government and local Navajo communities, and the forces shaping that 

relationship — emerges in some of these works, but none of them treats it as a primary 

topic of analysis. They document the overall pattern of change in Navajo government 

over the past century, a pattern that combines accelerating growth with increasing 

centralization of services and decision-making power.  Some point out that the second of 

these — centralization — is a significant departure from a decentralized Navajo past and 

has presented a difficult challenge for small-scale, kinship-based Navajo communities 

that were long accustomed to having effective control over their own affairs (for 

example, Shepardson’s 1963 work Navajo Ways in Government: A Study in Political 
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Process, and the Development of Navajo Tribal Government). But they do not directly 

explore the effects that this shift or transfer of decision-making power has had on those 

communities. Nor do they explore the responses that some Navajo communities have 

made or are making to that shift. This last point is not surprising. Organized local 

responses have emerged largely in the last two decades, and their ultimate effects have 

yet to be seen. But these strategies of local empowerment represent an important new 

stage in the development of this fraught and still evolving central-local relationship. They 

are the topic of this dissertation. 

 

 

Navajo Government Today  

The Navajo Nation is located in northeastern Arizona and northwestern New 

Mexico, and portions of southern Utah.  The reservation lies within the boundaries of 

three Arizona counties (Apache, Coconino, Navajo), seven New Mexico counties 

(Bernalillo, Cibola, McKinley, Rio Arriba, Sandoval, San Juan, Socorro), and the Utah 

county of San Juan.  It also encompasses the Hopi reservation. Understanding and 

working with multiple jurisdictions and shared boundaries and forming meaningful 

relationships with nearby Indian and non-Indian government present unique political 

challenges for the Diné people. 

In 2004, with a population count of 298,197, Navajo was the second largest tribe 

in the United States (US Census 2000).  Though eclipsed by Cherokee (729,533) in 

overall population, unlike Cherokee, 61% (or the majority 180,462) of Navajo people live 
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on the reservation (US Census 2000)
2
.  The Navajo Nation, comprising 26,606 square 

miles, is the largest Indian reservation in the United States, both in terms of land base and 

tribal enrollment (Tiller 2006).  Managing a large tribal land base and one that includes a 

number of small and diverse communities, each with a unique interpretation of local 

governance, poses yet another compelling challenge in Navajo governance.  That is a 

theme that will be examined in this dissertation
3
. 

Economically, Navajo Nation resources are abundant as evidenced by the history 

of uranium, gas, oil, and coal development with new prospects on the horizon for solar 

and wind power generation.  Tourism has been and remains a substantial opportunity for 

small business (Tiller 2006).  Despite those opportunities, the nation still struggles with 

poverty, unemployment and substandard infrastructure; economic vitality varies by local 

community.  The Navajo Nation is so vast and its chapters so diverse that there is no one 

way to characterize the nation’s economic base as a whole. (Tiller 2006)  The nation 

counts among its resources the land, people, language and culture that have survived a 

storied history of acculturation and change. 

Navajo is not an Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) community.  The 1934 IRA 

famously introduced western institutions, styles and tools of government across Indian 

Country.  Unlike other tribes that adopted IRA-style constitutions and government 

                                                 
2
 Cherokee comprises two federally recognized communities (Eastern Band Cherokee in North Carolina 

and the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma), one community incorporated by congressional charter in 1950 

(United Keetoowah Band of Cherokee in Oklahoma) and other unaffiliated, unrecognized communities. 
3
 One large land-base nation with comparable challenges is Tohono O’odham, whose leaders manage a land 

base of 2.8 million acres or 4,443.6 square miles.  Although the Tohono O’odham population of 20,087 

(Census 2000) is but 6% the size of Navajo, Tohono O’odham leaders struggle with similar issues of 

representation and central-local collaboration.  Tohono O’odham Nation http://www.tonation-

nsn.gov/about_ton.aspx 

http://www.tonation-nsn.gov/about_ton.aspx
http://www.tonation-nsn.gov/about_ton.aspx
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structure in the 1930s, leaders of the Navajo Nation refused participation in this historic 

development in Indian government.  Instead of a Constitution
4
, the law of the land at 

Navajo is the Navajo Nation Code, codified in 1962, and the Fundamental Law of the 

Diné. 

The Navajo Nation operates under a three-branch system: Executive, Legislative, 

and Judicial.  These branches form the core of central government with Window Rock as 

the headquarters for tribal administration.  This chapter explores the roles and function of 

the three-branch system and of chapter government. 

 

The Executive Branch 

The Executive is the largest of the three branches of Navajo government.  It 

includes all divisions, departments, offices and programs within Navajo administration.  

This branch receives roughly 80% of the annual budget and bears primary responsibility 

for service delivery to the Navajo people (Navajo Government Development 1999).  

Divisions under the Executive Branch include: Education, Social Services, Health, Public 

Safety, Finance, Taxation, General Services, Economic Development, Human Services, 

Natural Resources, and Community Development.  Navajo Offices are: Navajo-Hopi 

Land Development, Management and Budget, Navajo Nation Washington, D.C. Office 

and Office of the Attorney General, President and Vice-President. 

In1989, the Navajo Nation Council divested the Navajo Nation Chairman and the 

Executive Branch of significant power due to infractions made by then-Chairman Peter 

                                                 
4
 Navajo leaders attempted to devise a Diné constitution in 1934 and 1953; neither passed successfully.  

Since 2000, grassroots groups have urged the Navajo people to reconsider adopting a Navajo Constitution. 
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MacDonald.  MacDonald was found guilty in tribal and federal court for bribery, 

conspiracy, fraud and racketeering
5
.  MacDonald had personally benefitted from a land 

transaction involving the Big Boquillas Ranch in western Arizona and was under 

investigation for defrauding the Navajo Nation and accepting kickbacks and illegal 

campaign donations from off-reservation corporations.  That abuse of power compelled 

the Navajo Nation Council to strengthen the system of checks and balances in Diné 

government and to tighten limits on authority for the office of President.  Council 

Resolution CD-68-69 amended Title II of the Tribal Code and essentially separated the 

responsibilities of the Chairman into two distinct functions; it created the positions of 

Speaker of the Council in the Legislative Branch and the Navajo Nation President in the 

Executive Branch.  Statutorily, this move reinforced a true separation of powers within 

modern Navajo government (Navajo Government Development 1999).  This change is 

popularly known as “Title II.” 

 

The Judicial Branch 

 The Diné people had systems of mediation and an ideology of justice that existed 

long before the introduction of American-style courts.  The federal government imposed 

the Navajo Court of Indian Offenses on the Diné people in 1892.  These were courts of 

limited jurisdiction that were modeled on the lower-level courts of the United States.  

Though initially criticized and disregarded by the Navajo people, over time the people 

made the courts their own by incorporating traditional philosophy and process and by 

                                                 
5
 MacDonald was pardoned by President Bill Clinton in 2001 under the recommendation of U.S. 

Representative Patrick Kennedy. 
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appointing Navajo judges who had the respect of the citizens.  By 1980 a formalized 

body of Navajo common law had developed and was integrated into the Navajo court 

system and is now the law of preference for Diné courts (7 N.N.C. Section 204; Navajo 

Government Development 1999). 

The Navajo Nation operates a two-level court system that comprises trial courts 

and the Navajo Nation Supreme Court.  The nation is divided into seven judicial districts; 

each district has a local court and five of the seven have local family courts.  The Navajo 

judicial system also includes the Peacemaker Court, a mediation and arbitration process 

that employs traditional values to restore balance, harmony and Ke among the parties.  Ke 

is the Navajo value of respect, responsibility and proper relationships. 

 

The Legislative Branch: The Navajo Nation Council 

In the 1920s the discovery of oil on Navajo trust land prompted the creation of the 

Navajo Nation Council.  Midwest Oil Refining Company needed signatory authority to 

negotiate and sign valuable leases.  Per the Navajo Nation’s 1868 treaty with the United 

States, Navajo land could not be leased unless three-fourths of the Diné population 

agreed.  Under the direction of the Secretary of the Interior, a General Council of the 

Navajo people was convened in Shiprock for the purpose of reaching an agreement on the 

Midwest oil lease, which it did.  The General Council prompted the creation of a Navajo 

Business Council, a decision-making body that could represent all the Navajo people on 

reservation issues.  It was envisioned as a body of tribal government that could interact 

directly with BIA officials and be catalyst for community discussion on important issues.  



 47 

The General Council continued for nearly a decade after the formation of the tribal 

council.  However, its only order of business was approving oil and gas leases (Navajo 

Government Development 1999; McCarty and Wallace 1983).  The relationship between 

oil development and the development of a formal council as the foundation of Navajo 

governance is symbolically acknowledged in the Navajo Nation seal which shows an oil 

derrick prominently placed within a circle of arrowheads representing the local Navajo 

chapters.  

The Navajo Business Council was created in 1922.  Chee Dodge, Charlie Mitchell 

and Daagha’ Chii Bikiss were selected by the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) to 

serve as the council’s first leaders (Wilkins 1987; McCarty and Wallace 1983).  

Questioning the legality of BIA-appointed leadership, Navajo chiefs later consulted with 

the Superintendent of Fort Defiance Agency, Peter Paquette, to devise a system that 

included a Chairman, Vice-Chairman and one delegate and an alternate from each BIA 

agency.  The Chairman was to be elected by the people and the Vice-Chairman was to be 

appointed by the Council.  The first official meeting of the Navajo Council under this 

revised system took place July 7, 1923 in Toadlena, New Mexico (Navajo Government 

Development 1999). 

Until 1936 the Navajo Council had limited buy-in from the Navajo community.  

Few people had an interest in or knew much about the activity of the council, and many 

people saw it merely as an extension of BIA government.  The council had limited power 

and the agenda before the leadership was set by BIA representatives.   
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In the 1930s, a federal effort to reduce livestock populations on the Navajo 

Reservation changed that. Stock Reduction was a federal policy designed to address the 

over-grazing of Navajo land and the extensive resulting erosion. Under the policy, many 

Navajo families were forced to significantly downsize herds of sheep and cattle, a heart-

wrenching request for those who considered their flocks a part of the family and who 

often depended on those flocks for subsistence.  Angered by the policy and the lack of 

consultation involved, the Navajo people demanded action from their council.  A 

Constitutional Assembly was created to establish new and more robust rules for the 

council.  The resulting Navajo Constitution met opposition and was not approved by BIA 

officials in Washington (McCarty and Wallace 1983; Wilkins 1987).  Instead, the BIA 

established an alternative set of rules in consultation with Navajo leaders.  That set of 

rules is now known as the Navajo Code.  Under these rules, council agendas began to be 

set by Navajos themselves. 

Since the 1920s and 1930s the Legislative Branch has grown to include the 

Navajo Nation Council, Office of the Speaker, Office of Legislative Counsel, Office of 

Legislative Services, Office of the Auditor General, Navajo Utah Commission, Black 

Mesa Review Board, Navajo Nation Labor Commission, Community Services Program, 

Office of Legislative Personnel, Office of Navajo Government Development, Navajo 

Election Administration, Ethics and Rules Office, Agency Network Program and the 

Office of Miss Navajo Nation.  Two of the offices that have significant roles and 

authority over the LGA—the Office of the Auditor General and the Office of Navajo 

Government Development—are within the Legislative Branch. 
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At the core of the legislative branch is the Navajo Nation Council
6
.  In the 1930s 

the Navajo Tribal Council had 74 members.  The council expanded in 1978 to 87 

members and to 88 in 1982.  Much of this growth can be attributed to the creation of 

chapter government.  A stipulation in a 1978 Reapportionment plan mandated that local 

areas within the Navajo Nation have fair representation on the council and equal access to 

government, and be approximately equal in population
7
 (Navajo Government 

Development 1999).  At the time of this study the Navajo Nation Council was a body of 

88 delegates. These 88 delegates represented the 110 chapters of the Navajo Nation, with 

some delegates representing more than one chapter (in 2009, a special election led to a 

reduction in the Council size to 24 delegates) 

Each delegate serves on a number of committees within the council.  In 2004 the 

Standing Committees were: Budget and Finance, Resources and Development, Law and 

Order, Health, Education and Human Resources, Na’ bik’ iyati, Navajo-Hopi Land 

Commission, and Sub-Committee for Government Reform.  Next to time spent on the 

ground level working with local government and constituents, committee work is where 

delegates invest the bulk of their energy.  Committee involvement allows delegates to 

influence decision-making in central administration by directly engaging in policy 

discussions that impact constituents, chapters, and the Navajo Nation at large.  These 

committees study the issues, consult with experts and tribal administrators, and offer 

                                                 
6
 Title II changes introduced the “Navajo Nation Council” as a new designation for the legislative body 

formerly known as the Navajo Tribal Council. 
7
 The 1978 tribal court decision on the Reapportionment Plan stated that the plan “must satisfy the unique 

requirements of the Navajo electorate.  Any plan must take into account chapter boundaries, agency 

boundaries, grazing district boundaries and other geographic symbols of the traditional clan relationship of 

the Navajo people.” 



 50 

recommendations to the full council.  Committee work allows individual delegates to 

serve in areas where they feel they can be most effective and focus their political energies 

on specific issues important to their constituents. The council convenes on a quarterly 

basis although special sessions are not uncommon if pressing decisions need to be made 

in a timely manner.   

The body of delegates selects a Speaker of the Council who serves a two-year 

term as leader of the legislative body.  After the establishment of the Office of the 

Speaker in 1989 per Title II changes to the Navajo Code, the Speaker has possessed 

influence and power equivalent to that of the Navajo Nation President. 

 

Local Government: Navajo Chapters 

Local government at Navajo is concentrated in the 110 chapters—essentially 

districts—into which the reservation is divided.  BIA superintendent John Hunter, who 

was based at the Leupp Agency, is generally credited for devising the chapter system in 

1927.  Hunter, a non-native, thought that a town hall style of local government would 

help Navajo people within his agency to organize on local levels so they could weigh in 

on policy, receive information coming from Washington, and discuss issues pertinent to 

the area.  Local government could make the job of the agency superintendent easier since 

there were dozens of small, local communities within one agency and few 

superintendents or their staff spoke Navajo (McCarty and Wallace 1983).  A “chapter” 

would create a forum for local Navajos to gather, discuss and decide in their own 

language.  The chapter system was established in 1927, using grazing districts as the 
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basis for chapter boundaries.  Reflecting this origin, in the early years they were more 

often referred to as Livestock Improvement Associations, but that designation changed 

over time (Wilkins 1999). 

In some ways, the chapter system honors the traditional pattern of local decision-

making and the older style of leadership by granting local decision-makers the authority 

to serve the local community.  “The chapters were integrated into pre-existing, local 

sociopolitical structures which had at their core the extended family structure that 

functioned as the basic unit of social control among the Navajo.” (Williams 1970; 

Wilkins 1987)  Chapter government in 1927 closely mirrored a decision-making process 

Navajos were already familiar with, especially in local areas.  Two things were different, 

however. First, chapters had much less power than local communities had under the old 

system. Most of the major decisions were now being made either by the BIA or by the 

new Navajo government in Window Rock, and most chapter decisions were subject to 

outside approval. Second, the new system was modeled on western styles of government, 

and included bureaucracy, institutions, leadership style and skills required to operate 

American-style government. 

Decision-makers at the local level include a Chapter President, Vice-President, 

Secretary/Treasurer and members of a Grazing Committee.  Local leaders are elected 

every four years and are responsible for conducting chapter meetings, representing the 

chapter and the community at various functions, and maintaining a standard of operations 

in chapter business that is in compliance with Navajo law (Navajo Government 

Development 1999).  Chapter officials receive no annual salary.  Only the administrative 
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staff at the chapter house is paid.  However, chapter officials are compensated by stipend 

for meetings attended.  They earn minimal pay as public servants and typically hold full-

time jobs and juggle other professional commitments in addition.  Leaders take on 

tremendous workloads with limited time and compensation, and the work of the chapter 

is not always front and center.   

Decision-making in local government is done via resolution.  Any funding 

allocations (contracts, scholarships, welfare assistance) or action must be passed by local 

resolution and sent to Window Rock for final approval.  Chapter Services, a committee of 

the Navajo Nation Council, gives final authorization.  Chapter leaders and community 

members meet monthly to discuss issues and make decisions.  Any formal decision 

requires a 25-person quorum.  It is not uncommon for chapter meetings to be postponed 

for a failure to meet and hold that quorum requirement.  Chapter delegates are 

encouraged to attend chapter meetings within their constituent base but are not required 

to do so.  Chapter meetings have the dubious distinction of running beyond eight hours, 

and often into the wee hours of the night.   

A planning meeting typically precedes the formal chapter meeting.  The planning 

session allows the community to set the agenda and prioritize items for debate.  It is 

similar to a study session for a city council.  Planning meetings can exceed five hours as 

local officials and community members pare down discussion requests and establish a 

strategy for the meeting.   

One of the major complaints voiced about the existing system of government is 

the slow moving process, and the resolution procedure for chapter government is a prime 
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example.  The resolution process means chapters are immobilized on projects and 

initiatives until final approval is secured from Window Rock.  In central government, 

processing approvals, funds and contracts for 110 chapters is an enormous task.  The 

back-up in Window Rock is not surprising. 

 

Navajo Grazing Committees 

 District Grazing Committees were established in 1952 via Navajo Tribal Council 

Resolution CA-30-52 (Wilkins 1999).  There are 78 grazing committee members across 

the Navajo reservation who are elected by the people to represent regional grazing 

districts.  These officers enforce Navajo Nation Grazing Regulations, organize and 

conduct livestock health care, educate permit-holders and assess the availability of 

resources of other agricultural agencies/sectors (Navajo Government Development 1999).  

Grazing officials earn stipends for their service and are reimbursed for mileage.  They 

work closely with chapter officials to coordinate and consult on issues pertaining to 

livestock, range management and natural resources within chapter jurisdiction. 

 Since the overgrazing and erosion that prompted stock reduction in the 1930s, the 

Navajo Nation has been mindful of preserving the land, forage and water resources of the 

reservation.  Grazing officials help to educate the people on veterinary care, vaccinations 

and herd health and work alongside central and local Navajo policymakers on issues of 

soil erosion and land-use.  They often step in to help mediate local land or grazing 

disputes and act as conduit for information that is passed between chapters and central 

administration as they pertain to natural resources.  Grazing officials are integral to 
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nationwide initiatives or conferences focused on Navajo land and livestock.  Given the 

connection of Navajo land and livestock to livelihood and economy, it is no surprise that 

the input of grazing officials is significant for chapter-based decisions. 

 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Agencies 

 After the signing of the 1868 treaty, the federal government had an obligation to 

provide a number of services to the Navajo people, and an Indian agent was needed to 

oversee operations on the reservation.  The Indian agent was not new to Navajo as federal 

officials had been stationed at the military outposts on Navajo land since the 1850s.  

After the treaty, agents were tasked with ensuring policy implementation and service 

provision, one of which was education.  The Bureau of Indian Affairs established 

boarding schools at Fort Defiance, Keams Canyon, Tuba City, Shiprock, Crownpoint and 

Leupp.  The schools eventually became BIA headquarters known as “agencies.”  Every 

agency had a head BIA official known as an agent and later referred to as superintendent 

(Wilkins 1987; McCarty and Wallace 1983).  That individual was the point person for the 

federal government for local areas across the Navajo reservation.  There are five Navajo 

agencies: Tuba City/Western, Chinle, Shiprock, Fort Defiance, and Crownpoint/Eastern.  

Though their range of services and visibility has diminished since the 1930s, agency 

offices handle trust services such as natural resources, real estate, probate and estate in 

addition to some BIA public safety and transportation programs.   
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The Chapter-Council Relationship 

Chapter officials man the front lines of Navajo governance.  They are the 

governing body for the local community and must operate effectively within and under 

the authority of the Navajo Nation.  They are the voice of local people. 

Chapter officials are typically community-minded people who want to affect 

positive change for the community they live in.  Many of them enjoy politics and the 

accessibility of local government, and prefer to maintain distance from the bureaucratic 

jumble in Window Rock.  Unlike a council delegate who serves a larger region, a chapter 

official serves his home area and is likely to be a neighbor, friend, or relative to the 

people he serves and personally connected to most families within his jurisdiction, a 

factor that can both help and hinder the work of governance. 

Given that embeddedness and proximity to local areas and issues, chapter officials 

are barometers for community needs assessment.  They know what the local people will 

tolerate and what they want their community to be.  They have ideal access and 

opportunity to shape the local agenda and, along with the delegate, to sync that local 

agenda with that of the Navajo Nation.  Local leaders connect the community to 

government in Window Rock.  Because of the diversity amongst chapters, insight from 

the local leadership helps decision-makers within other areas of government to plan and 

coordinate for the greater overall good, and maximize valuable funding and resources.  

Chapter officials are an invaluable asset to Navajo government. 

One of the challenges that chapter officials face, however, is central government 

oversight. Many decisions require central government approval; approval takes time; and 
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approval is not always forthcoming. Chapter agendas don’t always coincide with Navajo 

Nation agendas, and the interests of some chapters can conflict with the interests of 

others. From a chapter perspective, the system can often seem non-responsive and 

unnecessarily burdensome, and Window Rock can seem a very long way away. 

The other local leader in Navajo government is the council delegate.  This elected 

official is supposed to represent, protect and fight for local interest on the floor of the 

Navajo Nation Council, just as U.S. members of Congress supposedly do on Capitol Hill.  

The delegate must maneuver easily on central and local levels and be adept at governing 

in all areas.  The delegate’s commitment, ideally, is to the chapters within his or her 

jurisdiction, the council, and the Navajo people at large.  With up to four to six chapters 

in any given constituency, delegates rely on chapter officials to keep them abreast of 

local issues. 

The council-chapter relationship can be solid and mutually-beneficial, but it is 

contingent upon the ability of the council delegate and chapter officials to collaborate and 

communicate effectively.  After all, central government’s link to the communities is only 

as effective as the delegates who speak for those areas and the value of those delegates is 

measured by the quality of their relationships with chapter leadership.  Chapter 

governments have historically enjoyed only a measured degree of autonomy; however, 

central government oversight can be affected by input from chapters.  Local leaders bear 

the responsibility of ensuring maximum local representation in discussions that take place 

in the upper levels of government in regard to local communities.  When citizens 
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complain about Window Rock being out of touch with local communities, the onus for 

the quality of that relationship is largely on the delegates and chapter officials. 

In Chapter 1 diversity among chapters was mentioned as both a unique feature of 

the governing system at Navajo and also a particular challenge for the leaders who serve 

the nation.  No one knows that challenge better or deals with it more directly than the 

council delegate.  Particularly since the council reduction in 2010, delegates are required 

to serve multiple distinct local communities.   

As an example, in 2004 the council delegate for my home community of Oak 

Springs was Roy Dempsey
8
.  His constituency included the communities of Oak Springs, 

Lupton, Pine Springs, Hunter’s Point, and St. Michaels.  Citizens in these communities 

possess varying levels of interest in business and resource development.  The chapters 

differ in size: there are 613 residents at Oak Springs, 1,000 in Lupton, and 6,147 at St. 

Michaels (2000 Census; data for Pine Springs and Hunter’s Point is unavailable).  

Opportunities and resources vary.  Pine Springs is a remote mountain-top community, 

while Lupton lies along Interstate 40 and St. Michaels serves as a sister community to 

Window Rock in terms of business activity and residential acreage.  We have different 

ideas and levels of interest in local empowerment.  The common denominator is Roy 

Dempsey.  As constituents, we expect Councilman Dempsey to work closely with each 

chapter, collaborate with local officials and to provide fair access to each small 

                                                 
8
 I am researcher/author of this study and a citizen of the Navajo Nation.  I am a resident of Oak Springs 

community and a constituent at Oak Springs chapter in the Fort Defiance agency.  In this dissertation, I will 

occasionally step outside of my role as researcher to examine issues and history from the perspective of a 

Navajo community member.  Incorporating and validating the voice of people from the Indigenous 

community is central to research in American Indian Studies; the inclusion of my first person perspective is 

an attempt to integrate such voice into this study. 
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community.  Though politically unique, politically separate, and with diverse ambitions, 

each chapter relies on Dempsey for representation and voice in Window Rock.  The 

challenge before a delegate is to figure out how to best support local expressions of self-

governance and balance demands and resources within his region
9
. 

Navajo administration has grown immensely since the first tribal council of 1923.  

With it grew the bureaucracy and red tape that prompt passionate cries for reform.  As 

Navajo has grown from “tribe” to “nation,” a complex maze of departments and levels of 

government grew with it.  The twelve Divisions under the authority of the Navajo Nation 

President each house one to ten unique programs and services.  For example, the Division 

of Natural Resources encompasses Agriculture, Archaeology, the Land Department, Fish 

and Wildlife, Parks and Recreation, AML/UMTRA
10

, Historic Preservation, Water Code 

Administration and Navajo Nation Water Management.   

Critics maintain that bigger government does not always mean better government.  

The business licensing process is one example of a protocol that has become bogged 

down in red tape.  Licensing is overseen by the Division of Economic Development with 

input from the Small Business Development Office; both are located in Window Rock.  

Would-be owners report waiting several years and investing vast amounts of personal 

resources trying to secure the appropriate permits, zoning and licenses to open a Navajo-

owned business (Mike, Nelson 2004).  The Kayenta Township strategy illustrates the 

desire of a local community to transfer that process to the home community where it can 

                                                 
9
 Roy Dempsey was interviewed on several occasions for this study.  His work on the Navajo Nation San 

Juan Settlement and interest in governmental reform made him an ideal candidate.  He recognized the value 

in documenting case studies in Navajo government to further community learning and information 

exchange on issues of local empowerment and leadership. 
10

 Abandoned Mine Lands/Uranium Mill Tailings Remediation Act 
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be expedited in a timely manner and where the assessors possess working knowledge of 

local land-use, economy and opportunity. 

Distance creates another set of unique challenges in Navajo government that 

impact the chapter-council relationship.  Over the years, Window Rock has grown to 

symbolize all that is terrible, slow and political about “big government.”  The complaint 

partly derives from the geographical challenge of having an administrative base of 

operations that is not in close proximity to most of the reservation.  Some communities 

suggest that the farther away they are from Window Rock, the more disengaged they are 

from the political process.  There is the perception that chapters closest to the nucleus of 

Navajo government in Window Rock receive greater consideration.  Again, a great deal 

of the responsibility for building and maintaining that relationship is on the delegate and 

chapter officials.  The secession strategy at Tohajiilee illustrates the magnitude of the 

frustration that can result from the geographical and political divide. 

Despite such frustration and the difficulties that chapters face in dealing with 

central government, the existing system also has advantages.  Every chapter is different 

in terms of the qualifications and know-how of their staff and their ability to handle 

procedural tasks in-house.  Many chapters draw on very small pools of educated people, 

yet they have to administer funds and programs, manage accounting systems, keep 

detailed records, and carry out other management tasks. The system of checks and 

balances between central Navajo government and chapter government helps identify 

mistakes in accounting and record-keeping and offers some protection against mistaken 

or inappropriate handling of chapter business and resources.  For example, chapters rely 
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heavily on central government for making contracts.  Someone in central administration 

can review agreements, act on behalf of the chapter if need be, and handle the accounting 

and processing.  This type of assistance may be crucial for chapters that lack the internal 

expertise to handle technical aspects of chapter business, such as contracts, and this level 

of oversight provides assurance and security. However, the cost of protection is time.   

In short, the relationship between central and local levels of government functions 

at one and the same time both as a constraint or limit on chapters’ freedom of action and 

as a technical resource to chapters with limited capabilities. The LGA, by offering to 

increase chapter autonomy while requiring a certification process that pays attention to 

technical capabilities, is one effort to address this situation.   

 

Diversity: How is one chapter different from the next? 

A further examination of the political and economic diversity among Navajo 

chapters is necessary as that variation shapes the culture of governance for local 

communities.  It is essential to understanding the “local” in local empowerment and 

examining the fit of an empowered governance strategy.  It fosters understanding of the 

limitations of a one-size-fits-all strategy that may fail to account for this rich diversity on 

the ground level.  After all, local communities at Navajo may have a common land base, 

Diné culture, and language but they possess markedly different identities when it comes 

to government.  Political climate, governmental goals and priorities are unique to 

individual chapters.  The timbre of local governance is determined by the people who live 
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there.  Governing with that diversity was previously mentioned as a poignant leadership 

challenge for Diné leaders. 

When a local leader at Navajo is related by blood or clan to half the community, 

there is hardly a line between his personal and professional life.  Decisions made by local 

leaders impact people they know on a personal basis.  In Navajo politics loyalty to kin is 

often more powerful than party allegiance on the national landscape.  It can present an 

ethical dilemma when a leader raised with traditional values must choose between 

allocating resources to a relative with need versus an unrelated constituent with 

comparable need.  Modern, American-style government demands fairness and equality as 

standards of operation.  Those ideals present yet another leadership challenge for those 

trying to make non-traditional systems of Diné government work. 

Clan and kin politics can be a powerful force in Navajo government.  Nowhere is 

that more evident than on the local level where they are known to influence decision 

making and often spark divisiveness, in-fighting, and nepotism.  Expectations of the 

constituency based on familial relationships often place pressure on leaders on the basis 

of helping their relations.  This dynamic can make fair and objective decision-making 

difficult.  Imagine explaining to your elderly grandparents an initiative that compromises 

services they benefit from or impacts the land, water or resources they feel entitled to.  

Cousins or friends often expect to be first in line for benefits or granted easy approval for 

grazing permits and scholarships.  Making difficult and unpopular decisions in a tight-

knit community poses a personal challenge for chapter leaders. 
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Fallout is not uncommon.  Should local leaders choose to place community need 

or long-term benefit above immediate need or benefits for the few, there could be 

backlash.  Citizens who expect a local politics of spoils can shape the local style of 

decision making.  Local leaders feel the brunt.  After all, chapter citizens share grazing 

areas, farm fields and usage of local resources.  Everyone lives in small, insulated 

communities; if there is discontentment, leaders feel it at the chapter house and at home. 

Chapters deal with family politics differently.  Some allow kin politics to sway 

decision-making and to perpetuate factionalism.  Some pander to powerful family-based 

factions and allow corruption to mar the integrity of local government.  Others work to 

foster fairness and transparency.  The degree to which these social dynamics hinder the 

work of government depends on the local community.  The citizens in each chapter have 

opportunity to voice opinion on standards of ethics and to demand transparency and 

accountability.  It is up to the community to decide the culture of local governance.  The 

citizens shape the local governance that serves them.  The structure of chapter 

government is uniform across the reservation but the people set the tone for how 

progressive, conservative, active, and traditional local government is.  They define what 

“local empowerment” means for the community. 

My family has lived in the community of Oak Springs for several generations.  

Most of the residents can trace their roots back to three families who settled in the area in 

the early 1900s.  Those families tended vast farmlands and enormous herds of livestock.  

After stock reduction and the imposition of the chapter system, community life became 

increasingly regulated and disputes suddenly became the business of government.  There 
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is still residual tension at Oak Springs from 1930s discord stemming from water rights 

issues.  Those feuds became exacerbated in the 1950s when arguments over land 

compounded the animosity over water.  Remnant resentment from those events often 

colors the way Oak Springs citizens vote and relate to their neighbors. 

People hold grudges.  The Oak Springs example illustrates that Navajo families 

share intertwined histories that can go back several generations and result in alliances and 

factionalism that impact the effectiveness of present-day local government.  Resident 

loyalties can divide a vote and often stall forward movement in government when 

factions refuse to compromise.  Factions vote against each other not because there are 

legitimate reasons for disagreement, rather because they do not want their adversaries to 

get what they want.  Various sides lose sight of opportunity to focus on common goals 

and to invest in future community growth and planning that can benefit all members of 

the community. 

A second variable that differentiates chapters is proximity to Window Rock.  

Chapters along the northern and western periphery of the reservation encounter particular 

challenges based on simple distance from the nation’s capitol.  Communities in southern 

Utah lie in checker-boarded areas that result in a tapestry of tribal, state and federal land.  

Tohajiilee, Alamo and Ramah, to the east, are true satellite communities that are not part 

of the contiguous land base that is the Navajo Nation. 

A third variable is degree of traditionalism.  Some chapters prefer that the tone of 

governance and leadership provided for that community is rooted in Diné tradition.  They 

require that the business of government be handled in the Navajo language.  Requests, 
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debate and discussion are handled in the language of the people.  Leaders in this style of 

governance are not measured by academic degrees and credentials, rather, their 

grounding in Ke and their ability to lead in the tradition of Diné forefathers.  A traditional 

community has opportunity to determine how those values will be best reflected in the 

way they govern, the way they grow and how they develop.  They have the power to 

determine how those traditional ideals get incorporated into modern, American-style 

government. 

 

Economic Diversity: Local Economy 

The economic health of a Navajo chapter is often measured in terms of 

employment, poverty, cost of living, and income.  Local economic activity can range 

from roadside flea markets and mutton stew stands to coal mining and nation-owned 

retail.  Every chapter has a unique footprint when it comes to market vitality, retail 

availability, threshold for development, infrastructure, and entrepreneurialism.  Each 

chapter works with a set of resources and opportunities and must chart its own path to 

economic vitality. 

There is tremendous variation across Navajo in terms of economic activity and 

opportunity.  Differences in location, local market, economic activity, natural resources, 

and employment may dictate the type and style of development that occurs within the 

chapter.  Infrastructure is often a prerequisite for development as it is difficult to build 

enterprise and attract investors without the basics of water, electricity, and roads.  A last 
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indicator of economic well-being is access to services that maintain the welfare of the 

local citizens. 

 

Location, Local Market and Economic Activity 

 Location is the most compelling source of diversity among chapters.  Location 

dictates available natural resources, proximity to bustling markets, and growth 

opportunity.  The geography of the Navajo Nation is vast and includes terrain of high 

plateaus, mountain ranges, and desert.  Some areas hold vast resources of coal, natural 

gas and uranium.  Some would be ideal locations for wind and solar power generation.  

Many chapters are within close proximity to National Parks, major landmarks or towns 

with heavy commerce.  Others are situated along heavily used highways that connect the 

Grand Canyon, Petrified Forest and Monument Valley.  Still others are situated in remote 

regions of the reservation, far away from commerce centers and business activity. 

If a chapter desires to grow business or needs tourism to fuel the market, it helps 

to be situated near a landmark or along a major highway.  Kayenta, Cameron, Shiprock, 

Chinle and Window Rock have access to such markets and most have enclaves of local 

Navajo entrepreneurs who capitalize on this opportunity to sell crafts, food, hospitality, 

and services.  Some Navajo communities have neither access nor desire to engage in 

retail, tourism or to promote small business.  The local development plan should match 

the style and tone that is appropriate to the community and should maximize the 

resources and opportunities they have available to them.  The Navajo Nation sets a 

development plan for the nation but an empowered chapter government has a chance to 

shape how development unfolds locally. 



 66 

Natural Resources 

Access to natural resources is an additional source of diversity.  Although 

contracts to mine coal, develop uranium or process natural gas are typically negotiated by 

the Navajo Nation, the actual activity of the development takes place within chapter 

boundaries. 

The Kayenta chapter is an example of one local Navajo community where coal-

mining served as a backdrop for community life and economy for decades.  When coal 

mining operations were at their height, Kayenta citizens had access to jobs and benefited 

from improved infrastructure.  The coal company paid attention to road maintenance and 

the availability of power and phone lines in the mine area.  Local businesses in Kayenta 

thrived on patron traffic linked to the mine.  Residents also had to live with the 

environmental destruction of coal slurry mining and digging over vast expanses of their 

landscape.  They dealt with long-term impact on local air and water quality. 

Individual chapters may have opposing viewpoints on the appropriate 

management of natural resources and tolerance for different types of development.  The 

nation will always exercise authority in determining the future of coal, uranium, and 

energy development; however, empowered local government has the opportunity to 

assert community input.  A measure like the LGA emboldens chapter government to take 

a larger role in those nation-level decisions.   

Coal and uranium aside, natural resources also include landmarks such as the 

dinosaur tracks near Tuba City, the Window Rock in Window Rock, and forests, lakes 

and scenic areas that could be potentially marketed for tourism.  The emergence of Bed 
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and Breakfast operations in the 1990s illustrates the innovative entrepreneurialism among 

Navajo business owners who figured out how to capitalize on desolate open spaces 

without power and connectivity.  Being able to escape the frenzy of urban areas, enjoy 

the peace and solitude of the back country of the Navajo reservation, and perhaps learn 

something about Navajo in the process, was an experience that patrons were willing to 

pay high dollar for.  With the LGA, chapters may be able to step up to define local 

development plans, maximizing the utility of the resources that are available to them. 

 

Employment Opportunity 

The U.S. Census indicated that in 2000, the per capita income for the Navajo 

reservation was $7,269.  The median household income was $20,005 and 43% of Navajo 

individuals and 40% of Navajo families lived below the poverty line.  Jobs and financial 

well-being are persistent concerns for leaders on both the central and local levels. 

Residents of sizable towns or agency locations have a better chance of securing 

local employment.  Jobs are difficult to find in remote areas of the reservation including 

Jeddito, Navajo Mountain and Shonto.  For the majority of reservation citizens, 

employment opportunity is limited and workers are forced to commute long distances.  

Educated and well-qualified individuals seeking high-level professional positions that 

pay well are also hard pressed.  Professional positions are typically with tribal 

administration, Indian Health Service (IHS) or the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).  It is 

no surprise that the Navajo Nation suffers from brain drain as large numbers of Diné 

professionals find employ in off-reservation communities and large urban centers. 
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Though some families participate in the underground economy
11

 by making and 

selling jewelry and crafts, or by producing and selling livestock and agricultural products, 

proximity to market remains a factor.  Artisans and farmers must still travel to border 

towns or large communities on the reservation to find the appropriate market to sell their 

goods. 

Leaders in Window Rock are not the only ones to grapple with unemployment, 

brain drain, and an unskilled labor force.  At Shonto the articulated vision of the 

community is to “provide housing, recreation and employment opportunities which will 

allow members to stay in the community and maintain strong family ties
12

.” 

 

Infrastructure 

The lack of basic infrastructure can stunt successful development.  Roads, 

bridges, sewage systems, dump sites, and telecommunications networks continue to be 

insufficient across the Navajo Nation.  Basic necessities are often completely lacking in 

local areas.  Per the 2000 Census, there were 47,603 households and 37,903 families on 

the Navajo reservation.  Of those households, 15,279 (32%) lacked complete plumbing 

facilities; 13,447 (28%) lacked complete kitchen facilities; and 28,740 (60%) lacked 

telephone service. 

                                                 
11

 Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto’s landmark work on economic development, poverty reduction 

and the creation of sustainable market economies has been lauded for recognizing the economic 

contributions of poor people who informally contribute to market success.  Though de Soto’s work has 

brought revolutionary change to impoverished parts of the world, it has powerful implications for Indian 

Country. 
12

 Shonto Community-Based Land-Use Plan, approved March 2005. 
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The Navajo Nation, state highways, county roads and federal transportation 

programs provide substantial infrastructure, but their combined resources cannot keep up 

with the need.  Good roads are essential for Navajo tourism.  Travelers should be able to 

find their way to the various landmarks on paved roads that are well-marked, safe and 

maintained.  With the volume of Navajo workers traveling long distances for 

employment, a quality road system helps to ensure the safety of tribal citizens. 

For chapters that engage in tourism, “curb appeal” helps to draw tourists in to buy 

crafts, gas and hotel rooms.  Businesses benefit when travelers have a positive 

experience.  It helps when communities are well lit and safe and when travelers can easily 

find business districts, points of interest, and routes to major interstates or highways.  For 

a business oriented chapter, infrastructure matters.   

 

Service Provision 

Taking care of citizens is an obligation of government.  People need health care, 

social services, police protection, and education.  Although the majority of services for 

Navajo citizens are provided by the federal government, state programs, or the Navajo 

Nation, unmet need is not uncommon.  Local government is often left to fill in the gap.  

For example, chapters offer supplemental welfare and scholarship assistance to provide 

that extra sum of money that can help a constituent pay their electricity bill or purchase 

books at the university.  Chapter assistance is typically minimal but can be a lifeline for 

local people in need. 
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Navajo citizens who live close to agency towns have the best access to public 

safety and health care since those services are provided by the BIA.  Tribal offices that 

handle federal programs such as WIC (Women, Infant and Children), TANF (Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families), and HUD (Housing and Urban Development) are also at 

the agency site.  Before the LGA, the nation made an effort to decentralize key services 

such as scholarships, census, and land permits to agency locations to improve access for 

chapter residents.  Residents of local areas still have to travel to the agency offices but 

often those trips are shorter than making a trip to Window Rock.   

Other citizens with decent access to services are those who live near sizable 

reservation towns.  Reservation towns offer retail that includes laundromats, car washes, 

grocery stores, and restaurants.    One can also find services such as day care centers, 

styling salons, banks, and sometimes even an airport.  Chapters near border towns such as 

Flagstaff, Gallup and Farmington have access to an even wider variety of goods and 

services.   

Citizens who live near these service centers are also likely to have better access to 

educational institutions that include branches of Diné College, Northern Arizona 

University satellite campuses and the Crownpoint Institute of Technology
13

.  These 

institutions play an important role in training the workforce at Navajo that subsequently 

helps the community to build human capitol.    

Adequate service provision may determine whether citizens put down roots to 

stay in a chapter community permanently or choose to live in a city or larger Navajo 

                                                 
13

 The Crownpoint Institute of Technology became the Navajo Technical College in 2006. 
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community in search of an improved quality of life.  Chapters encourage people to stay 

and invest in the future of the community and to raise their families among their kin and 

clan relations.  However, local leaders acknowledge that the appeal of gainful 

employment and the conveniences offered in larger towns are often difficult to compete 

against. 

 

What do chapters have in common? 

Common across chapters is interest in securing responsible and effective 

government.  Communities recognize that leadership is a critical component to that effort 

as is active citizen participation.  The People must be part of the process.  Meaningful 

local empowerment cannot happen without these factors.  The Shonto, Kayenta, and 

Tohajiilee cases illustrate that community-building is happening on the ground level at 

Navajo. They also indicate that successful and sustainable efforts require a partnership 

and shared responsibility from both the citizenry and the people who serve them. 

 

Leadership Matters 

Since 1960, the Navajo Nation has seen a succession of leaders in the highest 

office that includes Peter MacDonald, Peterson Zah, Albert Hale and Joe Shirley.  Each 

left an indelible mark on the style and structure of Diné government.  MacDonald was a 

visionary and charismatic leader who sought innovative approaches to economic 

development, education, and community-building; however, the greed and abuse of 
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power for personal gain that characterized the twilight of his political career is what most 

citizens associate with his tenure as leader. 

The MacDonald debacle heightened awareness among Navajo citizens that trust 

and accountability matter in government.  Navajo people demonstrated that they were 

willing to oust a relative if he failed to handle the trust of governance honorably and 

responsibly.  Albert Hale received comparable treatment in 2003 when he faced up to 50 

criminal charges for accepting gifts from corporations doing business with the nation, and 

using the tribal credit card and vehicles for personal business
14

.  Hale resigned before he 

could be removed from office but he was also concurrently embroiled in an alleged 

marital affair that prompted the Navajo people to question whether he was fit to serve.  

Both Hale and MacDonald have largely restored their relationships with the Navajo 

people.  In 1995, the Navajo Nation Council pardoned MacDonald on the premise of 

Navajo law and in the spirit of hozhonji, which fostered forgiveness from The People.  

Hale went on to regain citizen trust and served as Senator and Representative for Arizona 

District 2 which is largely Navajo.  This redemption of sorts demonstrates that clan and 

kin will always accept you back; however, the political records of Hale and MacDonald 

will forever reflect their transgressions. 

Lack of accountability and irresponsible decision-making in central or local 

government does little to earn and keep the trust of community members.  It only adds to 

the growing frustration and apathy with Navajo government.  Nowhere is this truer than 

in the area of finances.  Citizens want to be able to trust their leaders with their resources.  

                                                 
14

 “Navajo President Forced to Resign” Brenda Norell High Country News, March 2, 1998. 
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Since 2000, a number of elected officials and administrative staff within Navajo 

government have been accused of and/or found guilty of embezzling or misappropriating 

funds
15

.  At the center of the issue are pools of “discretionary funds” that council 

delegates and staff within the Executive Branch have access to.  Although the funds were 

established to provide quick and easy access to money for staff who may be approached 

by Navajo citizens with some type of emergency, it was discovered that funds were being 

funneled to family members and friends who lacked an urgent and documented need.  

Historically, such funds were intended to cover funeral expenses, medical bills, college 

tuition or other emergency costs.  The fund was to be a last-ditch, one-time option and 

individuals were discouraged from making repeated requests.  Navajo officials had the 

authority to use these funds at their discretion; however, the expectation was that the 

money would be allocated in a fair and transparent fashion.  The inappropriate handling 

of these funds caused voters to wonder what other breaches of trust had occurred.  They 

wanted to know the breadth of the corruption in Navajo government.  In October 2010, 

77 council delegates and then Vice-President Ben Shelly were charged with a range of 

misdeeds including conspiracy, fraud, forgery, and theft involving discretionary funds 

ranging from $1,700 to $92,071. (“77 Delegates, VP charged in Slush Fund Probe,” 

Navajo Times). 

Council delegates have always been under the watchful eye of Navajo citizens.  

The mishandling of discretionary funds prompted citizens to question travel expenses and 

reimbursements requested by the delegates.  Several councilmen were found to have paid 

                                                 
15

 “Trio Received Thousands in Council Aid,” Marley Shebala Navajo Times, September 10, 2009; “77 

Delegates, VP Charged in Slush Fund Probe” Marley Shebala Navajo Times, October 28, 2010. 
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themselves bonuses for doing ordinary work of the chapter
16

.  This blatant disregard for 

Navajo trust heightened frustration with the delegates and fueled calls to clean house in 

the council.  Irresponsible Councilmen had already regularly come under fire for reading 

newspapers during the formal council sessions, sleeping, or failing to show up for a 

critical vote but flippant use of the nation’s resources for personal gain prompted a 

breaking point.  Council behavior and poor decision-making caused Navajo voters to 

question the competency, dedication, and authenticity of their leaders.  Citizen 

disenchantment festered and eventually resulted in the council reduction of 2010.  That 

charge was led by citizen leaders who demanded renewed integrity in Diné government 

and council delegates who can show up and be entrusted to shoulder the responsibility of 

governing The People. 

Leadership is a critical building block in the work of Indian governance.  Citizens 

turn to community leaders to provide stability, facilitate opportunity, and to make 

decisions that help grow a community that people can be proud of and willing to invest 

in.  At Navajo the leadership challenge looms large with a history of economic disparity, 

and social and cultural struggle in the rearview mirror.  Yet the community thrives, rich 

with tradition and optimism.  Chapter-level leaders and delegates have opportunity to 

assert greater ownership and accountability in government but such efforts often rest on 

the determination of the individual and sweat equity of a core group of community 

members.  Individual leaders cannot do the work alone.  The breadth and depth of change 

often demanded by the community requires meticulous planning, constant discussion, 

                                                 
16

 “Bogus Bonuses: 2 Tuba City Officials Removed for Scamming Illegal Bonuses,” Navajo Times 
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patience, diligence and perseverance.  It requires leaders who are prepared to shoulder the 

responsibility of a localized nation-building effort and communities who are prepared to 

aid in the effort.  The case studies in this dissertation examine such endeavors.  

 

The Importance of Participatory Governance 

A solid nation-building effort, or a community-building effort as seen at Navajo, 

requires the participation of the people.  Per the nation-building model, everyone is a 

nation-builder.  When citizens opt out of governance and when they refuse to engage 

with their leadership, the community is disempowered.  “Citizens” of Indian nations 

implies a set of community members who are invested in their community and engaged 

in decision-making.  They take time to be educated on the issues, they know political 

process, and they participate.  The hope is that a native citizen will engage in community 

discourse, vote in elections, and take part in the decision-making process. 

Citizen participation is demonstrated strongly among the Navajo by grassroots 

organizations and the elders.  At Navajo, the over-65 community is large, vocal and 

politically active.  They are well-represented at sessions of council and monthly chapter 

meetings.  Despite the movement since 2000 toward multimedia politics and cyber-based 

campaigns, the elderly comprise a powerful voting bloc that is a force to be reckoned 

with.  Rather than getting campaign messages and meeting announcements via Twitter 

and Facebook, these voters get news through Navajo radio KTNN and word of mouth.  

They show up for town hall discussions, community action boards, and local meetings. 
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Elders have personal investment in Navajo governance and leadership.  Many of 

them possess recollections and experiences that go back to the days of Stock Reduction, 

John Collier and the first Navajo Council.  For them, “emerging leaders” under age 50 

are developing decision-makers who require tremendous guidance.  These are the 

community watchdogs who feel a sense of stewardship and responsibility in overseeing 

community resources. 

One leadership consideration with this constituent group is that of language.  A 

large percentage of the elderly population speaks Navajo as the first language.  Many 

cannot speak, read or understand English.  The Navajo language is still very much the 

heart and soul of the people.  The considerable percentage of the business of Navajo 

government, on all levels, is conducted in the tribal language.  Although council 

members, administrators and chapter officials are not held to the same standard of 

language proficiency as that of ten years ago, the voters still express preference for those 

who can speak Navajo.  An effective local leader must be able to communicate with such 

constituents, especially on the local levels. 

Grassroots movements are another type of political involvement seen at Navajo.  

Historically, pockets of community organizers have rallied behind specific issues.  Such 

efforts are typically independent of the chapter and are established to raise awareness and 

push an agenda with central leadership.  One example is community-based action against 

coal mining at Black Mesa.  That community has seen extensive coal extraction and 

resulting air and water pollution since the 1970s.  A number of grassroots organizations 

advocate stiffer environmental policies on the federal and tribal levels, responsible 
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steward of Navajo resources, sustainable reclamation, and fair compensation for 

resources already extracted or depleted and harm done to the local environment
17

.   

Participatory involvement typically ups the ante for leadership.  Involved tribal 

citizens often demand accountability, appropriateness, and a strategic and culturally-

relevant brand of community-building.  This kind of participation and involvement is the 

critical piece of a nation-building task.  In order for nation-building to take root and be 

successful for the long term, the foundation and initial building blocks must emerge from 

the local levels.  In my case studies, we will see that community buy-in, participation and 

support are essential to the long-term viability of such strategies for local empowerment 

at Navajo. 

 

 

                                                 
17

 Black Mesa United-Dzilijiin Bee’ Ahota Incorporated is one example.  The organization “serves to 

improve, heal, rejuvenate and protect reclaimed and undisturbed lands for current and future generations in 

an environmentally sustainable manner.”  The group includes a cadre of Navajo citizens of Black Mesa 

who are scientists and activists.  http://empowerblackmesa.org  

http://empowerblackmesa.org/


 78 

CHAPTER III: THE NAVAJO LOCAL GOVERNANCE ACT (LGA) 

 

 On April 27, 1998 the Navajo Nation Council enacted the Navajo Local 

Governance Act (LGA), 26 Navajo Nation Code Section 1.  This act has potential to 

spark a revolution in Navajo government and to dramatically restructure the way we do 

governance at Dinetah. The LGA is known in the community as “Local Empowerment” 

legislation because it devolves key powers and authorities from central administration in 

Window Rock to chapter-level government.  The goal is to expand local control and 

ability to set a community agenda and craft grassroots level policy.  It empowers local 

decision-makers to take greater responsibility for leadership and administration.  If 

successful on a large scale and in the long term, the LGA could change the dynamics of 

power and control between central and local government and rewrite the roles and 

responsibilities of tribal leaders on all levels.  Additionally, it would place a greater 

expectation for participatory governance on community members and challenge them to 

truly step up to the duties of citizenship.  If successful, the political future of the Navajo 

Nation could hold a number of unknowns; this landmark legislation places the Diné 

people on a governmental path that, to some, seems a grand experiment in Indian 

democracy.  This dissertation is in a sense a tale of devolution
18

 as an assertion of self-

governance.  This is nation-building because the Navajo people are working to refine and 

                                                 
18

 Devolution, as defined by the Encyclopedia Britannica, is the transfer of power from a central 

government to subnational (state, regional, or local) authorities.  Devolution usually occurs through 

conventional statutes rather than through a change in a country’s constitution; thus, unitary systems of 

government that have devolved powers in this manner are still considered unitary rather than federal 

systems, because the powers of the subnational authorities can be withdrawn by the central government at 

any time. 
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improve governance to achieve a satisfactory level of effectiveness and efficiency and are 

doing so in a manner that is uniquely Diné. 

 This chapter is an overview of the legislative history and rationale behind this 

innovative policy.  Included are documented observations and reflections from the 

people, policymakers, commissions and staff that had a hand in LGA formulation; these 

individuals were interviewed in 2004.  Explored are the new roles and expectations 

placed on Navajo leaders and local communities in an LGA scenario and a discussion of 

what successful implementation may mean for the present and future of local governance 

at Navajo.  In 2004, the process of achieving LGA certification was a hot-button political 

issue as chapters complained of the difficulty of passing the checkpoints established by 

the Navajo Auditor General’s office.  Described are the challenges of the Five Step 

Management System, the protocol Navajo chapters must comply with in order to be 

certified by the Navajo Nation as a LGA community.  Chapter 4 documents the 

experiences of Shonto Chapter, the first LGA certified community.  The Shonto story 

offers a glimpse of the aspirations, opportunities and challenges of the LGA in a local 

setting.   

 

Background 

 The Local Governance Act was borne out of a call from the Navajo voting public 

for reform within the governmental framework.  As mentioned in previous chapters, the 

Navajo Nation operates with a three-branch government: the Judiciary comprises the 

Navajo Peacemaker Court, tribal district courts, and the Navajo Nation Supreme Court; 
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the Executive includes the Office of the President and the Vice-President; and the Navajo 

Nation Council and its various committees are the Legislative Branch.  In central 

government, it is the council delegates who represent local communities at Navajo.  They 

are the voice for local areas and liaisons between central government in Window Rock 

and the chapters.  In 2004, there were 88 delegates who represented 110 local chapters 

(Appendix D) across the Navajo Nation
19

.  Local government is chapter government at 

Navajo. 

Over the years, Navajo voters have become increasingly critical of Navajo 

government and leadership.  They have questioned the effectiveness of their delegates 

and challenged the role of the Council.  Critics accused the Council of being overly 

bureaucratic, corrupt, and failing to properly prioritize the needs of local communities.  

Headlines from the Navajo Times and other news sources attest to the growing concern 

among Navajo citizens about ethical leadership, rampant allegations of corruption, and 

resulting factionalism among the larger Navajo community
20

.   

Responsible leadership has been an ongoing priority for Navajo people.  In 1984 

the Navajo Nation Council passed Resolution CAU-40-84: the Navajo Nation Ethics in 

Government Law, 2 N.N.C., Section 3741 et. seq. which “requires all public officials and 

employees to conduct themselves in a manner which reflects credibly upon the Navajo 

Nation.”  The law established an eight-delegate Ethics and Rules Committee which 

                                                 
19

 The Navajo Nation Council was reduced from 88 members to 24 in 2010. 
20

 Headline examples include: “Navajo Lawmakers Turn to Prayer Amid Corruption Investigation” 

Associated Press, 2010; “Charges Filed in Slush Fund Investigation” Navajo Times, 2010; “Fraud Charges 

Cloud Navajos’ New Leadership” USA Today, 2010; “142 Face Charges in Slush Fund Scandal” Navajo 

Times 2011; “78 Navajo Nation Council Members Accused of Fraud” The Boston Globe, 2011; “Navajo 

Monster Slayers: A Tribe Struggles to Fight Corruption” High Country News, 2011; “Top Tuba City 

Officials Convicted of Corruption” Navajo Times, 2011;  
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conducts hearings for all allegations of unethical behavior of a public official or 

employee of the Navajo Nation. 

The most well-known example of a breach in ethical conduct from a Navajo 

leader is that of Peter MacDonald.  In 1989 Chairman MacDonald was accused of 

bribery, accepting kickbacks and illegal campaign donations, and failing to uphold the 

honor of the office which was entrusted to him by the Navajo Nation.  He was 

investigated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and found guilty of fraud, extortion, 

riot, bribery and corruption.  MacDonald served time in a federal penitentiary for his 

crimes.  He was pardoned in 2001 by President Bill Clinton under the recommendation of 

Representative Patrick Kennedy.   

The Navajo Nation sought to address the abuse of power and responded by 

reexamining the authority vested in the Executive Branch and the Office of the Chairman 

and reorganizing governmental structure and authority.  In 1989 the Navajo Nation 

Council amended the Navajo Nation Code Section 101, Title Two (2) via Resolution CD-

68-89.  This change effectively altered the title and breadth of power as the top Navajo 

leadership position went from Chairman to President; the Speaker of the Council position 

was created in the legislative branch to counterbalance the power once centered in the 

Executive.  The top figurehead of the Navajo Nation no longer held, and could potentially 

abuse, unilateral authority.  The intent of shared power was to integrate deliberate checks 

and balances.  Indeed, Navajo is an Indigenous community that knows struggle and 

change in governance and has taken strides to adjust and stabilize institutions and 

expectations of leadership. 
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 An additional concern voiced by Navajo citizens was that their Indian government 

had become overly “Americanized” in terms of structure, processes and confrontational 

politics, and that the administration in Window Rock was as bureaucratic, political and 

inefficient as the federal government in Washington, DC.  Since the 1930s Window Rock 

has been the hub of governmental activity after the creation of the Navajo Tribal Council 

and the administration that grew around it.  With 12 divisions (each with a myriad of 

programs and services), 6000 employees, and many micro layers of administration, the 

Navajo Nation has indeed grown a governing structure that is not always effective at 

service delivery. 

 The central administration does not have a monopoly on inefficiency and failure 

to meet constituent expectations.  Julius Pete, Legislative Liaison for Navajo Community 

Development spoke about the frustrations and foibles of chapter governments, “There is 

always something coming up, chapters get investigated.  Some may have mishandled 

chapter funds.  There is lack of trust in elected officials.” (2004)  Priscilla Thomas, a staff 

member in the office of Community Development spoke of another issue, “Nepotism is 

out of control.” (2004)  Thomas referred to the practice of chapter officials offering 

benefits, priority or advantage to friends and relatives when it came to jobs, scholarships 

or other opportunities.  Complaints from Navajo constituents in almost all chapters insist 

there is crisis in governmental accountability, transparency, and trust at all levels. 
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The Commission on Navajo Government Development 

 The Commission on Navajo Government Development was created by the 

Peterson Zah administration in 1984.  Its objective was to identify and prioritize the 

problems in Navajo government, assess current policies and governmental process and, to 

recommend reform efforts that could help tailor a new system of government that better 

matched the needs of the Navajo people and functioned in a clear, fair and efficient 

manner.  Diné leaders heard the frustrations of Navajo citizens regarding their institutions 

and leaders.  The commission provided a body of advisors to hear those grievances 

voiced by the people themselves and to address the complaints about inefficiencies in 

Navajo government.  This was an opportunity to actively identify bottlenecks, cut “red 

tape,” speed up processes (service provision, leasing, contracts), foster accountability, 

and tailor Navajo administration to the culture, economics and governing style of the 

Diné people.  The work of the commission took on new meaning after the MacDonald 

debacle in 1989.  With renewed focus on reform and accountability, recommendations 

made by the commission helped facilitate community debate and inform Navajo 

policymaking on issues of power and proper checks and balances.  On April 20, 1998 the 

Commission on Navajo Government Development forwarded the Navajo Nation Council 

the Navajo Nation Local Governance Act.  The LGA was signed into law by President 

Thomas Atcitty on April 27, 1998.  The LGA stands as the greatest contribution of the 

Commission on Navajo Government Development. 
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Composition of the Commission 

The 1998 commission that advanced the LGA included representatives from the 

five BIA agencies on the Navajo Nation (Fort Defiance, Chinle, Shiprock, Eastern and 

Western); each branch of Navajo government (Executive, Legislative, Judicial); Diné 

College (previously Navajo Community College and later codified as the Tribal College 

for the Navajo Nation); the Medicine Man Association
21

 and the Women’s 

Commission
22

. (Zah-Bahe, 2004)  It was chaired by Larry M. Foster, representative of the 

Legislative Branch.  Fellow commissioners were Harvey McKerry (Western Agency), 

Lorena Zah-Bahe (Fort Defiance Agency), Sam Begay (Navajo Cultural and Spiritual 

Society), Christine Benally (Shiprock Agency), Anthony Billy (Navajo Community 

College), Larry Biltah (Chinle Agency), Esther Birtcher (Education Committee), Gerri 

Harrison (Executive Branch), Anselm Morgan (Eastern Agency), Roger Shirley (Judicial 

Branch), and Irene Tully (Commission on Navajo Women).  The commission included a 

broad base of government and non-government members appointed by the council.  

Reformers who appointed the commission in the 1990s felt it should include a 

representative body of individuals that could speak to the various attitudes and 

expectations of a number of sectors of Navajo society.  It was important that young 

people, women, scholars, and traditional leaders had voice equal to that of government 

officials.  Reformers readily admitted that these representative voices were not all-

inclusive of every facet of Navajo society; after all, urban Diné and other special interest 
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 Also known as the Diné Hataalii Association, this organization of medicine men is officially recognized 

by the Navajo Nation.  It licenses healers and practitioners of traditional Navajo medicine. 
22

 Created in the 1990s, this Commission includes representatives from the five agencies across the Navajo 

Nation who serve to advocate for and draw attention to issues impacting Diné women and girls. 
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groups (business owners, ranchers) were not included.  However, the sectors of Navajo 

society pinpointed by the council in the 1990s were to offer a sense of the diverse 

perspectives important to the Navajo people and essential for a discussion on Diné 

leadership and governance.  Local citizens and chapter leaders will likely argue that the 

next wave of reform discussion and commission membership should also reflect the 

diversity across local communities in terms of governance, especially as local governance 

initiatives gain valuable momentum.   

 In 2004 Edward T. Begay was the chair of the Commission on Navajo 

Government Development.  Begay served as Vice-Chairman of the Navajo Nation from 

1983-1987 and brought to the commission a wealth of knowledge and experience in 

Navajo governance and politics.  The commission also benefited from the ongoing 

contribution of local leaders like Lorena Zah-Bahe who served a total of ten years on the 

commission, chaired it for six years, and was a member throughout the 1998 reforms.  In 

2004 Zah-Bahe was on her fourth term as President of Low Mountain chapter.  She 

exemplified citizen participation in local government.  She was involved in chapter 

government in her home area and had served as both President and Vice-President of the 

Fort Defiance Agency group.  Like others who served on the commission, Begay and 

Zah-Bahe were individuals who knew Navajo government well and had vested interest in 

reform.  The combined experience of each group of commissioners provided insight and 

expertise that helped them to shape the LGA and to keep a finger on the pulse of the 

changing dynamics of Navajo governance. 
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The Work of the Commission: Emergence of the Local Governance Act (LGA) 

By 1998 there was already a resounding call for local control.  The seeds for the 

idea of the LGA had already been planted.  When Albert Hale ran for Navajo Nation 

President in 1994 he brought attention to the notion of local empowerment and 

challenged chapters to stand up and assert local control through empowered self-

governance on the grassroots level.  His message to Diné chapters was: 

“LGA is about empowering Navajo communities and giving decision-

making back to the people.  All of your authorities have been given to the 

central government and Window Rock.  When did this happen and how?  

Chapters identify problems in the local community and all they can do is 

point it out to central government authority and say, ‘There is a problem 

over there. Can you fix it?’  Fixing problems at the local level is what 

local empowerment is about.  Navajo people today are too dependent, the 

complete antithesis of Navajo thriving before the Long Walk.  LGA is 

nothing more than doing for yourself.”  (“Chapter Summit Empowers 

Navajo Chapters, Provides New Ideas” Press Release Navajo Nation 

Division of Community Development) 

 

Hale advocated the LGA as vehicle for celebrating and asserting the power of the people.  

He reminded the Diné of the power of inherent sovereignty and the responsibility of self-

governance.  “The power comes from the people, not from Window Rock and not from 

Washington, DC.” (Hale 2010)  By 1998, the people were primed for local control; the 

rhetoric was pervasive throughout the 1990s.  Interest and enthusiasm were evident in the 
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community.  What the commission was tasked with was formulating a “nuts and bolts” 

plan for how local empowerment would happen.  They had to figure out how to 

effectively decentralize decision-making authority from Window Rock to chapter 

government, all while maintaining the integrity of Navajo sovereignty and stability in 

Diné government. 

Zah-Bahe said of the commission work, “There were many [people] involved.  

They looked at questions of the Council (Maybe there are too many [delegates].  Should 

we reduce?), the chapter (How can we get them more involved in government?), and total 

central and [BIA] agency government.  The group had decentralization in mind.  [The 

intent of the LGA was to] help communities to govern themselves at the chapter [level], 

cut the strings and help them be not too dependent.  It was self-governance on the local 

level.  We wanted to give them [the chapters] tools and resources for reform, and help 

chapters be more responsible.” (2004)  Zah-Bahe indicated the need to build increased 

flexibility into Navajo government by devolving decision-making power that would give 

local authority a chance and allow chapter government to be more robust. (Zah-Bahe, 

2004)  That flexibility could empower the people on the local levels and help them to 

restore the inherent right to “do for themselves” as suggested by Albert Hale.  The broad 

approach and hope of the commission was that a restoration of cultural ethics, law and 

decorum would authenticate Navajo government in the eyes of the people it served; their 

task was to figure out how to achieve that.  The objective of the commission was to 

devise a system in Navajo government that effectively devolved powers and authorities 

that could help to make local decision-making more effective but with enough built-in 
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flexibility that each individual chapter could choose for itself how to organize as an LGA 

government. 

This process presented an opportunity to match government to the governing 

traditions and culture of the Navajo, a goal which resonates with the style of Nation-

Building proposed by Cornell and Kalt in their seminal body of work: “To be successful 

governing institutions have to have legitimacy with those being governed.” (2007, 1995)  

Upon the passage of the LGA Diné government was indeed viable, stable, and was not 

without legitimacy; however, the citizenry and leaders admitted it could be better.  There 

were fissures in the culture of politics and apathy had set in as response to the betrayal by 

Peter MacDonald and growing concern about the reaches of corruption in community 

government.  Through a series of community discussions with the Navajo people the 

commission set out to garner the input of the whole of Navajo society to examine the 

challenges and brainstorm solutions.  The broad-based approach was intended to secure 

local interest and buy-in to avoid reform recommendations from being dismissed as top-

down solutions that failed to reflect local input.  The commission had the role of catalyst. 

 The Commission researched the issues, discussed strategies, and conducted public 

hearings wherein they listened to the issues brought forth by local communities.  If the 

public was serious about their complaints, this was their chance to vent.  More 

importantly, this was the citizenry’s chance to provide solutions.  Town Hall sessions 

were held at regular intervals across the Navajo Nation; they were advertised in the 

Navajo Times and announced on Navajo radio KTNN so people knew of the opportunity 

to weigh in.  Turnout was positive, the elderly population was well represented.  Input 
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from citizens affirmed levels of frustration and desire for improved accountability and 

fairness in Navajo government.  The commission used these Town Hall meetings to share 

drafts of the LGA, answer questions and garner new ideas.  Community feedback was 

used to revise the legislation and further the thinking on LGA objectives and 

implementation.  Reception to proposed changes brought forth by the LGA and 

enthusiasm for local empowerment was overwhelmingly positive.  

 LGA legislation submitted to the Navajo Nation Council in 1998 was merely a 

template that identified goals and objectives, a process for implementation and 

preliminary analysis on long-term impact on Diné governance and leadership.  The 

challenging aspect of the LGA endeavor was turning a good idea with widespread public 

support into tangible, measurable and lasting change.  The task of LGA implementation 

was left to various departments within Navajo administration and a subcommittee of the 

council.  These were the entities that were tasked with overseeing the certification 

process and working with chapters directly as they became LGA-ready. 

 Once the LGA was passed by the council, Zah-Bahe stated that the commission’s 

involvement was largely curtailed.  “The commission maintains an obligation to assess 

the initiative over time and make necessary revisions but they have little to no 

involvement with individual chapters taking on the LGA.  Our job was to give 

government reform to chapters and let them move on it with lots more resources, 

authorities and options, once certified.  Our job is to do legislation, come up with other 

concerns, and now we’re doing statutory amendments.” (Zah-Bahe, 2004)  An example 

of such amendments is assessment of the LGA certification system overseen by the 
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Navajo Auditor General; the Navajo Nation Council directed the commission to advise 

them on accessibility and effectiveness of the process.   

 

Framework of the LGA: How does it facilitate Local Empowerment? 

This section is a description of how the LGA works.  It is an illustration of the 

requirements a Navajo chapter must meet to secure the certification needed in order to 

exercise the decentralized authority made possible by the initiative.  Detailed are 

opportunities afforded by LGA certification and the challenges chapters have faced with 

the process.  Introduced are the programs in central administration that oversee LGA 

implementation.  Individuals interviewed for this study share their observations about the 

level of preparedness of chapter leaders who take on LGA responsibilities and their 

advice for the future of decentralized and expanded local authority.  These challenges 

loom large and may determine the fate of the LGA as it continues to be honed.  The 

Navajo Nation has yet to see if the LGA will have large-scale, long-term success.  Before 

the framework of the LGA is examined, it is important to understand the rationale and 

philosophical underpinning of this innovative effort toward local empowerment.  

 

LGA Philosophy: Honoring Traditional Leadership 

 A primary goal of the LGA was to honor and restore a style of traditional 

governance.  Historically, there never was a single leader who represented and spoke for 

all of Diné.  There was no central authority for The People.  Before contact, Navajos 

occupied a vast territory and settled in small, localized and often clan-based autonomous 
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communities (Aberle, Kluckhohn and Leighton, Locke, Shepardson, Underhill and 

Young).  Leadership was local.  Decision-making was local; it reflected knowledge of a 

specific local environment, the members and their kinship obligations, and 

responsibilities of the various communities. 

 The traditional Navajo leadership structure was based on highly respected and 

honored families.  Navajo is a matrilineal society, a Diné individual gets his or her 

primary clan affiliation through his/her mother and it is a Navajo person’s four clans
23

 

that represent the separation of and affiliations of power among the Diné.  Traditionally, 

leadership was gender specific with men leading in the community on issues of warfare, 

harvesting and economy, and women leading in the home.  Men trained their sons and 

nephews to be leaders
24

.  A good leader was someone who demonstrated respect for clan 

and family, and who led with wisdom, foresight, and perseverance.  The people valued 

leaders who could plan in a strategic fashion, it helped communities to manage resources 

and survive in a time when the future held many uncertainties.   

Through K’e
25

 checks and balances are maintained. A clan na’taanii and a 

regional na’taanii were selected to represent local area when meetings were required to 

address joint concerns: livestock, fields and agriculture and the harvesting of crops.  

These leaders organized all collective efforts for their communities. (Navajo Government 

                                                 
23

 When a Navajo person introduces himself properly, he identifies his maternal and paternal clans (he is 

“born for” the clan of his father), and the clans of his maternal and paternal grandfathers.  This lineage 

reveals kinship and the tradition of family and clan groups that he descends from. 
24

 In Navajo kin relations, an individual considers the children of his siblings as his own sons and 

daughters.  It was common for a Navajo leader to train his biological sons and nephews in the ways of 

leadership. 
25

 K’e is the traditional concept of balance and harmony.  It dictates proper relationships between the Diné 

and their relations, The People and the land. 
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Development 1999)  Additionally, two members of each clan group were selected to 

serve as lifetime spokespersons.  One was chosen as hozhooji naat aah (Peace Leader); 

the individual Diné who called and presided over family and clan-based meetings and 

participated in regional discussions.  The other was chosen as hashkeeji naat aah (War 

Leader); a man who oversaw war and raiding parties.  A ceremony called Naachid was 

performed for the two chiefs in order. (Wilkins 1997, Navajo Government Development 

1999)  According to Wilkins, the Naachid was the only assembly of all Navajo people 

that came close to an all-inclusive gathering before 1900.  Though there was no tribal-

wide representative government, the Naachid provided opportunity for Navajo from a 

wide area to meet, discuss and identify leaders. 

Based largely on oral accounts there is strong evidence to support the 

existence of a periodic tribal assembly.  This regional gathering of War 

Leaders was called a Naachid, literally meaning “to gesture with the 

hand.”  The most detailed written account of a Naachid (the last one was 

reportedly held in the 1850s or 1860s) comes from the writings of Richard 

Van Valkenburgh.  He noted that the assembly was called “at two and four 

year intervals, and, should a tribal emergency arise, could be called in an 

odd year.”  (70-71) 

 

Leaders in the traditional system did not govern per se, they led through respect and by 

performing their responsibilities well. 

 Traditional styles and systems of leadership were forever changed by internment 

at Bosque Redondo and the signing of the 1868 treaty.  The treaty was negotiated by 10 
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representatives of the federal government and agreed to by 29 high profile headmen who 

were present to attach a thumb print or mark an “X” to the historic document. (Link 1968, 

Kelly 1970)  The federal government saw the signers as representative and authorized 

leaders, i.e. “chiefs,” but these men were not representative of all of Navajo.  These were 

not the entire body of Naachid, they represented only their local groups; they were not all 

the men who needed to sign in order to authenticate the agreement in the eyes of the Diné 

people.  Many of the local Naachid were left out, were not part of the negotiations and 

did not sign the treaty.  Some Navajo people felt at the time and others feel so today that 

these designated “chiefs” did not have the full authority to speak for all the Navajo 

people. They could only speak for their groups.  Even today, some Navajo citizens see 

the 1868 treaty as an illegitimate document.  The treaty signing is important to the Navajo 

governance story because it marked a shift in the way Navajo leaders get designated and 

the action they take on behalf of the Navajo people.  By using designated “chiefs” to sign 

the treaty, the federal government undermined an existing system of leadership.  It 

eventually eroded the faith that Diné people had in Navajo government and in the ideal of 

true representation.  After all, if an external government deems a group of men as Navajo 

leaders and those are not the leaders the citizenry believes to represent them, the 

governing system and process can quickly appear to be a sham.  People disengage and 

apathy builds. 

 In a sense, the LGA was an attempt to return to traditional concepts of leadership.  

It is intended to reestablish local authority by decentralizing powers that can help local 

communities to “do for themselves” through chapter government.  It is meant to honor 
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the tradition of the local na’taanii that once had prominence and power to organize, 

coordinate and plan.  Although this effort to decentralize power honored a traditional 

governing style, it did not legislate traditional governance for individual chapters.  The 

flexibility to choose process and structure under the LGA meant individual chapters can 

choose to what degree (if at all) they will adopt old styles of decision-making.  The 

integration of traditional values, planning practices and leadership is at the behest of LGA 

chapters.  Most chapters are accustomed to operating via contemporary bureaucratic 

channels.  Much has changed since the 1868 treaty and the formulation of the 1923 

council.  The centralized system will unlikely be dismantled any time soon; however, the 

notion of local empowerment is meant to end chapter dependency on Window Rock and 

remind citizens that their people once “did for themselves” quite effectively. 

 

Getting Certified: The Five Step Management System 

 In order to exercise the decentralized authority made possible by the LGA, a 

chapter must be officially certified through The Five Step Management System, a 

protocol overseen by the Navajo Auditor General that was devised to assure adequate 

internal control on the chapter level and to ensure local compliance with Navajo Nation 

laws and regulations.  The system fosters efficient operations and safeguards local assets 

by making sure that chapter leadership is prepared to responsibly and effectively handle 

reliable financial reporting, record keeping, spending, and procurement. 

The LGA requires that each chapter works with the Five Step Management 

System for three months before requesting a review of their operations by the Office of 
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the Auditor General. The Five Step Management System requires chapters to be 

proficient or meet minimum standards in the following areas.   

 Accounting Systems 

 Personnel Management 

 Records Management 

 Procurement Procedures 

 Property Control 

In the area of Accounting, the chapter must prove that local officials are fiscally 

responsible for any monetary transactions undertaken by the chapter.  They must show 

that they can dutifully keep track of funds and account for all spending, and that there is a 

system to keep their financial statements organized, secured and well accounted for.  This 

can be proven through the establishment of and plan to maintain a proper record-keeping 

system for journals and ledgers, maintenance of a checking account with an up-to-date 

ledger and sufficient funds to meet a yearly budget, knowledge and accounting of how 

much petty cash is on hand and how it has been used, having a savings account in which 

to grow funds for special projects, an investment plan and disbursement process, a 

payroll account with funds to pay people, proper payroll documents, proper cash receipts 

given out for cash received, and an accurate accounting and inventory of all property 

owned or held in trust for others by the chapter.  Local leaders must define a fiscal 

operating period and comply with applicable audit requirements set by the Navajo 

Nation.  They must be able to define goals, objectives and performance measures for an 

annual chapter budget, conduct revenue projections, prepare a local budget based on 
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Navajo Nation appropriations and budget projections, and comply with timelines and 

budget guidelines set by the nation.  Accountability is a key component because LGA 

certified chapters assume responsibility for handling financial matters that were 

previously managed by central government.  A chapter must demonstrate, like any 

government agency, they have fulfilled their fiduciary trusts responsibly and legally. 

 The Personnel Management component includes the development of human 

resource management tools such as training manuals, appropriate and up-to-date 

recruitment materials and job descriptions, an interview and assessment process for 

prospective employees, an evaluation process for existing personnel, and formalized 

office protocol to ensure a safe work environment.  It also includes the development and 

implementation of policies and procedures for the recruitment, hiring and management of 

qualified personnel, the establishment of employee grievance procedures, and the 

coordination of benefits and insurance for all employed and contracted personnel.  If a 

chapter has outdated or inadequate human resources and personnel policies the 

certification process will force them to strengthen and develop appropriate rules and 

process.  Prior to the LGA, many chapters relied heavily on central administration to 

handle personnel policy formulation and paperwork.  To successfully devolve the ability 

to govern on the local level, the chapter must be prepared to take on personnel tasks 

previously handled by staff in Window Rock.  Chapter-level personnel policies must be 
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in compliance with those already in place by the Navajo Nation, such as the Navajo 

Preference in Employment Act (NPEA)
26

 and the Navajo Veteran’s Preference laws
27

.   

 Records Management is the third area.  Chapters must devise a system for the 

creation, organization, maintenance, retention, protection, disposal and control of records.  

These include any financial records (budgets, bank statements, check ledgers), 

agreements pertaining to land, water and other chapter resources, personnel files, 

contracts, intergovernmental agreements, applications for scholarships and general 

assistance, and receipts for services or items bought or sold by the chapter.  A chapter 

must define a filing method (alphabetical, numeric, chronological), conduct a periodic 

inventory, and determine a backup method for safekeeping (photocopies, microfiche, 

electronic).  Chapter officials must be prepared to show proper documentation in the case 

of an audit, they must be in compliance with the Navajo Nation Privacy and Access to 

Information Act
28

, and are expected to protect the security of records pertaining to office 

personnel, community members and chapter resources. 

 The fourth area is Procurement which ensures the prudent use of chapter 

resources.  Procedures must be in place for the responsible and well-documented 

procurement of goods and services.  A chapter must employ a receiving and emergency 

purchase process, and be able to process timely payments to vendors.  A chapter must 

                                                 
26

 The Navajo Preference in Employment Act (NPEA) -Title 15, chapter 7 of the Navajo Nation Code was 

passed in 1985 and amended in 1990.  It grants hiring preference to enrolled members of the Navajo Nation 

and protects the rights of tribal workers by ensuring that employers abide by said preference laws. 
27

 The Navajo Nation also provides for preferential hiring for honorably discharged, active duty, and/or 

disabled Diné veterans and their spouses. 
28

 Navajo Nation Privacy and Access to Information Act – 2 N.N.C. Subchapter 4, provides the general 

public with a means to access records and information relating to the operation of the Navajo Nation while 

preserving the interests of individuals and entities. 
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also devise a system for contracts, payments, and agreements that were made to secure 

the work of consultants, companies and individuals who do business with the chapter.  

There should be a competitive bidding protocol in place and the chapter must be able to 

produce a clear record of money spent on goods and services and an accounting of items 

or work received.  A chapter-level procurement process must be in compliance with the 

Navajo Business Opportunity Act
29

. 

 The last area is the proficient management of Property.  The chapter must keep 

track of all property owned, sold, rented or stored.  This includes office equipment and 

furniture, office supplies, automobiles, farm equipment and machinery, recreational 

equipment and kitchen supplies.  There must be a record-keeping system in place, 

accurate accounting that tracks property as chapter resource, and a written procedure for 

any property that might be rented or sold.  For example, a chapter family may rent tables 

and chairs for a gathering; there should be proper paperwork and an agreement in place 

that details rental terms, cost and replacement policy if property is lost, damaged or 

stolen.  The LGA requires that each chapter identify a proper custodian who will record, 

inventory and coordinate the maintenance and storage of all chapter property.  The 

chapter property procedures must comply with the Navajo Nation Ethics in Government 

Law
30

. 

                                                 
29

 The Navajo Business Opportunity Act (NBOA) – Title 5, chapter 2 of the Navajo Nation Code requires 

that business entities within the Navajo Nation that are issuing requests for bids provide certified Navajo-

owned businesses the opportunity to bid on projects (purchases of materials or services). 
30

 Passed in 1984 and otherwise known as CAU-40-84, the Navajo Nation Ethics in Government Law 

provides that Navajo people are entitled to have complete confidence in the loyalty and integrity of their 

government.  It requires the accountability of elected, appointed and assigned public officials.  The law was 

amended in 2005 as the Navajo Nation Ethics in Government Law Garnishment Act, CAP-22-05. 
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 In 2004 these five areas comprised the foundation for the Five Step Management 

System and the parameters for checkpoints verified by the Auditor General.  Subsequent 

revisions to the LGA and the certification process itself resulted in a more finely detailed 

list of procedural requirements and more specific checkpoints required for a chapter to be 

certified.  A list of those revised requirements can be found in Appendix E. 

 

The Navajo Nation Auditor General and the LGA Certification Process 

 At this point it is important to provide background on the function and authority 

of the Navajo Nation Auditor General because that individual plays a key role in the 

LGA certification process.  This individual not only oversees the Five Step Management 

system and provides leadership and direction to his staff that assess chapters for LGA 

preparedness, but this person also advises the Navajo Nation Council on policy changes 

that must occur based on his experience with the certification protocol.  The observations 

and advice of the Auditor General are held in high regard because he directly witnesses 

the hardship and hears the concerns of chapter leaders who struggle with LGA 

certification.   

The Auditor General collaborates with other entities within Navajo administration 

that also perform a role in LGA implementation through the work they do in assessment, 

training and support.  These include the Division of Community Development, the Local 

Governance Support Centers, and the Commission on Navajo Government.  The Support 

Centers were established by the council to provide technical assistance and training to get 

chapters up to par on the skills and procedures required by the Five Step Management 
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System.  Along with Community Development, the Local Governance Support Centers 

work most directly with chapter officials to answer questions about and guide chapters 

through the certification process.  They train chapter leaders and ensure the Five Step 

Management criteria are in place before chapters approach the Auditor General for 

review.  Support Center staff has a firm idea of which chapters are equipped to take on 

decentralized authorities of the LGA.  Claw said the assistance provided by the Local 

Governance Support Centers was indeed beneficial and complementary to the tasks 

performed by his office. (Claw 2004)  

Once a chapter submits for certification review, the Office of the Auditor General 

engages in a thorough audit of that chapter’s records, finances and operating procedures.  

Claw detailed an extensive fieldwork process that all candidates are subject to. In 

addition to providing evidence of record-keeping, procurement, accounting, personnel 

management and property control, “chapters provide three months of financial 

statements.  We look at the Five Management policies and procedures.  If there is 

accounting for property, we make sure it’s there.” (2004)  Claw’s staff conducts an in-

depth probe and issues a final assessment that indicates whether the chapter is eligible for 

certification or if it needs to go back and firm up or devise elements that are absent or 

deemed substandard.  The report targets specific areas that must be addressed before 

further review will be granted.  Given the auditing workload for the Auditor General’s 

office, it is not unusual for a chapter to go 4-5 years for a follow-up audit after their 

initial review. (Claw 2004)  That length of time accounts for both the time the chapter 

needs to get systems and procedures up to par, but also the time required by the Auditor 
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General’s staff to move through the queue of applications for review.  In 2003, the 

Auditor General saw 6 requests for certification review.  Of those, one was certified; two 

were not ready for certification; one was still in process with staff doing fieldwork; and 

two were not ready to be reviewed. (Claw 2004) 

The obligation the Auditor General holds to the Navajo Nation Council is 

ensuring a fair and accessible certification process that upholds high standards for 

operations in local government.  If a chapter is ill-prepared to handle decentralized 

authority the Auditor General cannot authorize certification.  His staff must be fair, firm 

and, in addition, “we have to be objective and independent.” (Claw 2004)  Neither the 

Auditor General nor his staff can play favorites by allowing chapters to slide easily 

through the certification protocol or let sympathy sway a decision toward certified status.  

Every chapter must prove proficiency equally.  In a political culture where favoritism and 

nepotism are common, maintaining objectivity and fairness can be a challenge.  As 

mentioned in chapter 2, the cultural and kin dynamics of the Navajo community are that 

we are all related, if not by blood, by clan.  Just as leaders sometimes wrestle with 

pressure to do a favor for a friend or relative
31

, similar pressure may challenge 

individuals who oversee LGA certification; however, the Auditor General commits to 

running a fair process and is backed up by the Navajo Nation Ethics in Government Law 

that provides legal support and mandates fair handling of office procedures. 

In 2004, the Auditor General was Ryan Claw who was educated in accounting at 

the University of Arizona.  Claw completed his studies in 1995, worked as Accounting 

                                                 
31

 The Navajo concept of Sha means “do this for me.”  It is a common expression used when kin and 

friends ask for special favors or consideration. 
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Manager and Finance Director for the Pascua Yaqui Tribe for 3 years before transitioning 

to state government and conducting auditing for counties.  By 2004 he earned his CPA 

credentials had been working for the Navajo Nation for three years when I interviewed 

him. (Claw 2004)  Claw was not new to the LGA.  Using his background in finance and 

accounting, and before he assumed the reins as Auditor General, he worked as a 

consultant to help the nation formulate the Five Step Management plan.  He helped 

policymakers identify realistic and necessary benchmarks for fiscal responsibility on the 

local level.  He even assisted twenty-five chapters that expressed early interest in the 

process by advising them on financial procedure and protocol; however, not one of those 

chapters was certified by 2004.  Claw did not know why they were not certified and 

could not speak to the specific hurdles these chapters encountered. (Claw 2004)  “We 

can’t force chapters to get certified.”  (Claw 2004) 

 

Land-Use Planning as a Cornerstone for the LGA 

While the Five Step Management System monitors fiscal accountability and 

standardized operating systems in local government administration, another area of 

intense focus and discussion was land-use planning.  According to the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations (UN), land-use planning is “the 

systematic assessment of physical, social, and economic factors to help land users select 

options that increase productivity, are sustainable and meets the needs of societies.”  The 

American Planning Association asserts: “the goal of land-use planning is to further the 

welfare of people and their communities by creating convenient, equitable, healthful, 
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efficient and attractive environments for present and future generations.”  For Navajo 

communities, land-use planning includes both the process of the assessment and the 

creation of strategic and long-term plans for community growth, but also the physical 

generation of maps, documented goals and objectives, and the land-use plan itself.   

Land-use plans are not new to Navajo chapters.  Before the LGA some chapters 

had land-use plans, though few were neither recent nor did they reflect current resources, 

growth and economic activity.  Those that did possess current land-use plans often failed 

to maximize the usefulness of the tool for long-term planning and growth management.  

Upon the recommendation of Navajo Community Development, the land-use plan 

became an integral part of the proven readiness required for LGA certified communities.  

Equal in importance to the standards set by the Five Step Management System, the 

community land-use plan was identified as a necessary tool to help chapter leaders to 

know their options, manage local resources, and to plan for the future thoughtfully and 

strategically.  The LGA requirement placed newfound emphasis and interest in the 

process and product.  In 2006 leaders at Gadii’ahi Chapter (formerly Cudeii Chapter 

northeast of Shiprock, New Mexico) developed a land-use plan as stepping stone to LGA 

certification and readily admitted its usefulness in helping to better plan commercial and 

economic development in the area.  Gadii’ahi Chapter President Harry Descheenie said 

of the process: 

“The current land-use plan gives the chapter clarification on how it will 

use land for future zoning ordinances, identifying open spaces, farming 



 104 

space, homes, commercial and business areas.” (“Gaii’ahi Chapter Land-

Use Plan Certified,” Navajo Times, June 22, 2006)   

 

At Sweetwater Chapter (south of Red Mesa) the land-use planning process not 

only helped facilitate movement toward LGA certification, but like Gadii’ahi chapter, it 

helped to identify land use, zone and prepare for future community development projects.  

For Sweetwater, it also provided solution for a long-standing problem of confusion on 

boundary lines.  Sweetwater shares boundary lines with several chapters.  Each had 

claimed different boundary lines.  The land-use process forced a regional discussion and 

determination of those boundaries.  Council Delegate Woody Lee said, “The committee 

did a lot of negotiating.  In the end, the boundary is no longer an imaginary line.”  Lee 

emphasized the LGA land-use plan as a “cornerstone for Sweetwater to approve home-

site leases, grazing permits, range management, solid waste clearances, economic 

development, roads, public safety, housing and other related activities for community 

growth.” (“Sweetwater gets OK for Land-Use Plan,” Navajo Times October 14, 2004) 

The Sweetwater experience demonstrates that the implications of a solid land-use plan 

are economically and politically monumental, and quite practical.   

  The legislative language that establishes protocol and a process for land-use 

certification is found in the Comprehensive Community-Based Land-Use Planning 

Guidelines (Exhibit A) adopted by a resolution approved by the Transportation and 

Community Development Committee of the Navajo Nation Council: 

The purpose for requiring chapters to develop a comprehensive 

community-based land use plan is to identify and put into practice land 
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uses that will best meet the needs of the community while safeguarding 

resources for the future.  Within the Navajo Nation, there are three (3) 

basic needs to develop a land use plan.  They are: 1) to comply with the 

Navajo Nation Local Governance Act (LGA); 2) to leverage for tribal, 

state and federal project development funding; and 3) to identify areas of 

land for community facilities, residential and commercial developments, 

and to preserve grazing, cultural and open areas. 

 

That same resolution also established need for a “Community Land Use Planning 

Committee” (CLUPC), a chapter committee responsible for approving and overseeing 

land use planning activities.  This committee also has responsibility for presenting the 

community land use plan to the Transportation and Community Development Committee 

for certification.   

Lorena Zah-Bahe recalled Lechee chapter as one of the first to finish a land-use 

plan using the CLUPC process. (2004)  However, further research indicated that the 2004 

land-use plan was still a draft.  The Lechee land-use plan was not officially certified by 

the Community Land-Use Planning Committee until July 26, 2011.  The planning process 

began in Lechee in 1997 as a response to community demand for an improved business 

sector and the establishment of a cemetery and post office.  After more than a decade of 

community discussion and consultation with the off-reservation firms of Cornoyer-

Hedrick, Randall Ewers and Associates, and consultant Irene Ogata, Lechee finally 

possesses a certified land-use document. (“Lechee and Kaibeto Communities Achieve 

CLUP Certification” Press Release Division of Community Development) 
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The Lechee experience illustrates that chapters require a great deal of technical 

assistance that often comes from off-reservation experts.  Such expertise costs money.  

The Commission on Navajo Government Development offers small grants that chapters 

can apply for that help pay for the technical advisors needed to navigate the planning 

process and to generate the tools such as maps, economic data, and the strategic plan.  

James Adekai, Vice-President at Oljato Chapter indicated to me that their use of a land-

use planning grant offered by the Commission allowed them to bring in planners, 

architects, geologists, and facilitators.  In 2004 their work on land-use planning was 

ongoing and they were close to finalizing a plan.  (Adekai 2004) 

Additional sources of assistance with land-use planning are the Local Governance 

Support Centers and the Division of Community Development whose staff can answer 

basic questions and provide guidance on the basics of resource assessment and planning.  

They can inform chapter officials of Navajo Nation codes, business regulations and 

zoning ordinances.  Architecture, GPS mapping, geology, hydrology, engineering and 

often facilitation work is very frequently contracted to off-reservation professionals.  The 

Local Governance Support Centers and Community Development can recommend 

consultants that may be brought in to facilitate community discussions and lead the 

chapter through the technical aspects of the planning process.  

 

Powers and Authorities of an LGA-certified Chapter 

 Per Title 26 of the Navajo Nation Code Section 1, once a chapter is certified by 

the Auditor General, it is allowed to make decisions involving:  
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 economic development 

 revenue generation  

 land-use planning and zoning 

 bonds 

 infrastructure development  

 taxation  

 contracts  

 public safety  

 recreation 

 development of local ordinances 

This means a chapter can determine a local development style and agenda that matches 

the unique resources and expectations of their home community.  Rather than living with 

an economic development plan initiated in Window Rock, the LGA presents an opening 

for community-driven resource management and creation of economic opportunity.  An 

LGA chapter decides how they want to generate revenue and jobs, the types of 

employment and funds needed, and to what lengths they will go to grow them.  It is a 

chance to foster a match in economic development.  This is the work that benefits from a 

solid land-use plan.  That plan provides options and assessment, but it is the 

responsibility of the local leaders to chart the path.  An LGA community can adopt local 

ordinances, zoning and codes to support targeted projects and initiatives and directly seek 

bonds to fund development projects without heavy oversight from central administration. 
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 Infrastructure goes hand in hand with economic development because a 

community needs dependable and accessible electricity, water, sewer, and waste disposal 

for both the people who live there and for would-be customers and investors.  Residents 

and visitors alike benefit from adequate roads, bridges, and traffic lights.  The availability 

of shopping centers, restaurants and other retail can be equally attractive amenities for 

passersby and local residents.  Citizens desire ample housing, schools, health care 

facilities and the conveniences of local post offices, cemeteries, banks, and grocery 

stores.  Those mainstays of a community help to keep families local and garner interest in 

maintaining permanent residency in chapter areas.  With ongoing trends toward “brain 

drain” and people moving away from the reservation in search of jobs and opportunity, a 

sound infrastructure provides a strong foundation for creating a quality of life that may 

potentially reverse those trends that confound communities and their leaders.  A sound 

infrastructure provides the added benefit of appeal to outside investors, be they 

professionals considering locating in the area, entrepreneurs considering opening a 

business, or lenders potentially backing community projects.  The LGA empowers the 

chapter to invest in and plan infrastructure that makes the best sense for their area and to 

take the initiative to pursue such projects assertively, rather than waiting for Window 

Rock to address them. 

Taxation is another LGA devolved authority that could be an integral part of the 

local economic development plan because taxes can generate income, fund infrastructure, 

and (if crafted strategically) can invite investors into the community.  Any tax adopted in 

an LGA community must comply with the Navajo Nation tax code and work in tandem 
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with taxes already in place by the Navajo Nation, such as the Hotel Occupancy tax and 

the Oil and Gas tax.  Chapter taxation requires the development of a local tax code that 

delineates types, rates and use of revenues.  An LGA community must be careful not to 

overtax would-be investors because the allure of revenues may encourage a high tax rate 

that ends up deterring business and investment.  The Navajo Nation Tax Commission 

helps ensure compliance by LGA chapters; its staff holds regularly scheduled workshops 

to field questions and educate local leaders on the laws and process of Navajo tax. 

The contracting process involves the negotiation and agreements made with 

vendors, consultants, government entities and others who provide some kind of service or 

enter into partnership with chapter government.  Prior to the LGA, contracts could be 

negotiated and drafted by chapter government but they had to be approved by resolution 

and submitted to Window Rock for a through review and processing.  Vendor payments 

would come from central authority.  The process was lengthy and responsible for the 

slow-moving channels that citizens complained about, it also limited the effectiveness of 

local government.  As a result, contracting is one area where LGA chapter leaders can see 

immediate results in handling a bureaucratic process for themselves, locally and in an 

expedient manner.  The chapter may still need to work with central government to draw 

down appropriations from the General Fund or to gain access to state or federal grants 

targeted at specific projects, but local leaders have the power to determine the types of 

services and consultation needed and can work directly with those providers from the 

point of negotiation to work project oversight and payment. 
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Public safety entails police, fire, emergency medical service and community 

volunteer organizations that serve to maintain the security of any given area.  

Historically, public safety on the reservation was largely provided by the federal 

government through BIA fire and police.  Since Self-Determination, the Navajo Nation 

has successfully grown and expanded its own police and fire departments, although the 

need is still great.  The nation is unable to provide adequate and equal protection to all 

parts of the reservation.  Often there is one officer to patrol hundreds of miles of 

reservation land, resulting in slow response times and lack of public trust that accidents, 

emergencies and crimes will be handled in a timely and responsible manner.  The LGA 

has potential to change that by empowering local government to fill in necessary gaps 

through partnerships, the solicitation of outside grants, or direct payment for officers, 

firemen and emergency service technicians that can adequately serve a local area. 

An additional area wherein chapters may plan and act more directly is recreation.  

According to the Arizona Public Health Association, in 2008 the top causes of death 

among Arizona Indian tribes were diabetes, chronic liver disease and cirrhosis, cardio-

vascular disease, malignant neoplasms (cancer), and car accidents.  Improved 

infrastructure, enforcement of appropriate regulatory controls regarding alcohol, and 

education programs geared toward alcohol and substance abuse prevention, may begin to 

address some of these leading causes of death; however, wellness can also be a powerful 

force toward getting citizens to eat healthier, exercise and live better lives.  Recreation 

gets people outdoors, off their couches and engaged in physical activity.  Recreation can 

be a preventative measure toward keeping youth off drugs and alcohol by giving them 
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something to do, a challenge in particular for rural and isolated areas.  Since 1993, the 

Navajo Nation’s “Just Move It” program has enjoyed proven success with encouraging 

people to shed pounds, increase energy, and address their health concerns with short 

spurts of activity.  “Just Move It” sponsors 3-mile non-competitive walks/runs across the 

reservation in summer months where people can exercise, meet their neighbors, and get 

their heart rate up.  The incentives are a free t-shirt, prizes for participants who complete 

a series of events, and an investment in one’s overall health and well-being.  The program 

demonstrates a successful partnership between the chapters that host a “Just Move It” 

event and the tribal program that handles all advertising and public relations.  In 2010, 

“Just Move It” sponsored 130 events at local chapters and neighboring communities, 

Gallup, New Mexico, for example.  Through the LGA, a chapter can plan its own 

recreational activities that meet the interests of people in the area.  Whether that interest 

is basketball, rodeo, running, or golf, the chapter can invest in the families who live in 

their community by preventing activities that help people to be healthy.  It is also a 

compelling way to foster a sense of community among the residents. 

Together, these devolved authorities yield tremendous powers for local centers of 

government on the Navajo Nation.  They are similar to those of counties in states and 

bear equal responsibility and opportunity.  Each realm of LGA-style local empowerment 

requires accountability, time and practice to do it effectively.  Given the diversity across 

Navajo chapters and the leeway granted by the LGA, it is up to the community to decide 

how to act on these newfound powers.  They are merely catalysts for bringing about the 
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social, economic and political change envisioned by a community.  They can indeed help 

a local area “do for themselves.” 

 

Adopting an Alternative Form of Government 

One advantage of being LGA certified is opportunity to adopt an alternative form 

of government.  Under the current system established in the 1920s, chapter leadership 

comprises a democratically elected president, vice-president, secretary/treasurer, grazing 

committee member and council delegate.  The grazing official and delegate are regional 

representatives while the officers serve individual chapters directly.  Chapter government 

is not a representative system.  It is a hierarchy with the majority of decision-making 

power granted to the president who established the agenda and the voters needed to 

approve resolutions.  All citizens have equal voice, vote, and opportunity to participate in 

local governance and in the election of their officials.  This is democracy on the local 

level. 

Citizen participation sets the tone and tempo in local government since chapter 

governance is consensus-based and decisions are unofficial without a minimum of 25 

people.  “Decisions are made by chapter members who attend the chapter meetings.  It 

takes a quorum of 25 people to bring a resolution to vote.  The system is intended to 

ensure government by consensus.”  (“Shonto Pioneers New System after Two Years of 

Debate,” Navajo Times December 14, 2006)  Getting and maintaining quorum has been a 

long-standing issue for chapter governments.  Chapter officials and the community 

agenda are beholden to that body of 25 citizens.  Without quorum, official chapter 



 113 

business cannot be conducted.  Stanley Yazzie, chapter Vice-President from Shonto, told 

me that “Every chapter has problems with quorum.  We need 25 people.” (2004)  The 

process of governance is slowed, if not stalled altogether, until the required number of 

community members show up at a follow-up meeting allowing an official agenda to be 

discussed and business handled.  When agenda items have to be postponed to the 

following month, a timely response to critical issues is impossible.  In my home chapter 

at Oak Springs, I observed it was not uncommon for individuals to show up at our door 

asking my father to attend the chapter meeting because they had an agenda item up for 

discussion that needed a quorum for action.  

Not all chapters are uniformly challenged with regard to quorum.  For some, the 

challenge is only seasonal.  At Oljato, James Adekai mentioned that the quorum 

requirement is only a problem once a year: in the summer.  For the Navajo, summer 

months typically teem with community gatherings, ceremonies, rodeos, fairs and off-

reservation activities that keep families tied up with other commitments.  Some families 

still move to sheep camps in the higher elevations in the summer months.  Others have 

fields to tend and cattle to water; they prioritize these daily obligations over attendance at 

a chapter meeting.  Overall, turnout rates of Navajo residents are typically higher for 

tribal policy discussions and elections in comparison to those on the state, county or 

national levels.  Adekai stated, “Others [chapters] struggle with that [quorum] all the time 

but we have participation, pretty much.  People participate in formal chapter meetings.  

They take action.  Here, people really do make decisions.  There is more democracy.” 

(2004)  Though attendance wanes in summer months James Adekai believes citizen 



 114 

participation in his chapter is vibrant and productive.  For those with year-round quorum 

issues diminished participation can impede progress. 

In order to be effective Navajo democracy and self-governance depend on strong 

local government.  Adekai’s point about the importance of citizen involvement is critical 

to that success.  However, if a lack of a monthly quorum for decision-making holds 

chapter government hostage, there are arguments for exploring an alternative form of 

government that removes quorum from the process.  A provision in the LGA allows a 

chapter to deviate from the 1927 structure and explore other models and systems of 

operation.  The Navajo Transportation and Community Development Committee devised 

several models of alternative forms of chapter governance for LGA communities to 

consider. Their ideas included a municipal form of government (similar to the Kayenta 

Township) and a chapter sub-unit governing system (26 Navajo Nation Code).   

Popular among the trailblazers of LGA certification is a council-style structure of 

local government where a body of representatives is democratically elected by the 

community and is granted the authority to make decisions on behalf of the people.  

Rather than the hierarchy of the old system that vested higher authority in the chapter 

president, one advantage of the council-style system is that power is divided among 

members who have equal ranking, voice and authority.  A second advantage is the 

council is no longer beholden to the 25-person quorum to keep chapter business moving 

forward.  Citizens maintain opportunity for input through regular meetings and public 

hearings and it is their responsibility to elect a council they can trust to do the work of the 

chapter dutifully.   
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Although LGA certified in 1999, it took Shonto 7 years to decide upon and adopt 

the council-style government.  In 2004 the other certified chapters were Nahata Dziil 

(Newlands), Steamboat, Newcomb and To’Na Dees Dizi (Tuba City).  As of 2012, 

Newlands operates with a four-member Commission and has the help of a Community 

Manager.  Steamboat has a five-member Government Commission that includes the 

officials from the old system: president, vice-president, secretary/treasurer, grazing 

committee member and delegate.  Newcomb has yet to decide upon a new governing 

system.  In 2004, Newcomb leaders were considering a township or a council of Nahata, 

and had been engaging in talks with pueblo government officials in New Mexico to see if 

their systems and processes could be applied at Newcomb.  Tuba City now operates with 

a five-member Council of Naat’aanii (or na’taanii) that comprises a president, vice-

president, council delegate and a member at large.  These changes show that reform in 

governmental structure has wide appeal although communities are largely maintaining 

1927 titles and positions, but perhaps adapting those roles and responsibilities to a new 

system of operation and an updated set of standards. 

 

Adopting Resolution or Chapter Ordinance Processes 

Another early decision an LGA certified chapter must make is how the local 

government will craft and adopt policy.  The LGA presents two options for legislative 

process: ordinance or resolution.  Each encompasses a different array of powers and 

serves to facilitate different types of governmental action.  The ordinance process is 

geared toward business development while the resolution process equips the chapter to 
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handle broad-based community development projects.  Both options keep an LGA 

chapter under the ultimate authority of the Navajo Nation and empower various 

administrative offices in Window Rock to oversee agreements and services that fall under 

the realm of either the ordinance or resolution process.  The chapter must determine 

which system matches their development direction, agenda, skills, opportunities, 

resources, and political and economic aspirations.  They should choose a process that best 

helps them to expedite the work they need to get done to facilitate movement toward 

targeted goals.  Like the freedom to choose a form of government, the ability to choose a 

process empowers a chapter to custom design a governing system that fits.   

The resolution process is a holdover from the early chapter system where the 

community approves local decisions by action of an official resolution.  It is a process all 

chapters are already familiar with.  Although the LGA resolution process grants greater 

power to chapters to act on local decisions by curtailing the breadth of authority exercised 

by central administration in granting final approval, chapters still must comply with 

Navajo Nation regulations and review is still part of the process.  For example, any 

agreements with external government for the direct contracting of local service delivery 

are subject to approval from the Intergovernmental Relations Committee of the Navajo 

Nation Council. 

 The following illustrate the breadth of authority exercised by an LGA chapter via 

resolution process, an LGA chapter may: 

“Handle the issuance of home, business and other site leases; acquire, sell 

or lease personal property of the chapter; enter into agreements with other 
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chapters; enter into intergovernmental agreements with state, federal, 

county, Navajo Nation and other governmental entities for the 

administration of service delivery; enter into contracts or subcontracts 

with the Navajo Nation; enter into agreements for goods; appropriate and 

reallocate funds; retain legal counsel; establish a peacemaking system or 

administrative procedure for resolving disputes.” (26 N.N.C. Section 1) 

 

An LGA chapter can keep the resolution process; the familiarity may be advantageous to 

decision-makers and community members.  However, the LGA opportunity to alter the 

system of government means a chapter may decide to abolish the quorum requirement 

but still employ the resolution as method and means to formally recognize local 

decisions.  The ability to handle site leasing on the local level exemplifies how devolved 

authority can help a chapter address red tape and assist with community decisions 

pertaining to land use.  Under the old system, a would-be business owner or land lease 

holder would have to travel to Window Rock to file the appropriate paperwork and wait 

until staff could come out to the chapter to verify boundaries, archeology, and zoning 

compliance.  An LGA community that governs by resolution can provide this service 

locally and a current listing and descriptions of types of leased land is a powerful tool for 

chapter leaders making development decisions. 

 The ordinance system also facilitates development but with special emphasis on 

enhancing business growth.  It requires the adoption of a municipal-type system of 

governance, similar to the Kayenta Township.  That is, the establishment of a 
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commission-style governing body with support staff such as a Town Manager that 

oversees the operations of the municipality.  All actions must be in accordance with 

Navajo Nation law.  The breadth of authority exercised by an LGA chapter via ordinance 

process is: 

“the ability to levy local taxes, pursuant to a local tax code; amend the 

chapter’s land-use plan; acquire property by eminent domain; acquire and 

administer capital improvement project funds; issue community bonds; 

enact zoning and regulatory ordinances; retain legal services; acquire and 

appropriate funds; and establish a peace-making system for conflict 

resolution.” (26 N.N.C. Section 1)   

The ordinance system has likely appeal to business-oriented chapters that might 

benefit from taxation and zoning opportunities to grow enterprise.  Before the LGA, 

chapters had limited authority in areas of zoning, bond issuance and local taxation.  The 

Navajo Nation provided or was responsible for shouldering these community works 

projects.  Just as Kayenta asserted direct and local handling of authorities integral to 

business development, the ordinance option devolves similar powers that help a chapter 

set up town-style government and a community designed to support and expand business.  

This set of powers is not unlike that established by the Kayenta Township; however, this 

strategy achieves those goals through the LGA certification. 

Should a chapter weigh an LGA-style municipal governing system against a 

township similar to Kayenta, they must keep in mind that the Navajo Nation Council and 

Navajo Community Development maintain a degree of oversight and regulatory authority 
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with LGA municipal government.  The LGA is a nation-driven initiative for local 

empowerment; Window Rock has an ongoing role in LGA implementation.  Action of a 

certified chapter must still be within the realm of accordance with Navajo Nation laws 

and regulations.  The Kayenta Township is expected to collaborate with the Navajo 

Nation Council as well, and to coordinate Kayenta laws and licensing with Navajo 

administration, such as the Tax Commission and Navajo Economic Development; 

however, because the township is created outside of the existing system of chapter 

government and was developed as a semi-autonomous governing body, it enjoys a greater 

level of independence than a municipal system established through the LGA. 

 

Separation of Powers 

 The LGA adds an interesting facet to the separation of powers at Navajo because 

it breaks legislative power down even further than the level of the Navajo Nation 

Council.  Leaders in an LGA certified chapter become policymakers with greater 

authority.  Ronnie Ben from Navajo Community Development said, “Local chapter 

presidents will be like mayors.” (2004)  If fully implemented, an LGA scenario devolves 

power to the people by empowering local government. 

 The system of government is already set up for local people to have voice and a 

degree of power.  However, every chapter is different in terms of the interest and 

assertiveness of local citizens to exercise those powers of governance.  An LGA certified 

chapter that maximizes the authorities decentralized from Window Rock could 
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reconfigure the way it relates with central administration and functions within the overall 

system of Navajo government.  

 

Role of Central Government in an LGA Paradigm 

 A wave of LGA certification has potential to alter the role and breadth of 

authority exercised by the Navajo Nation Council and the Executive Branch.  These will 

always be the core of Navajo government; however, fully certified and proficient 

chapters can help streamline the work of government by getting more done on the local 

level.  This could free up central administration to focus on larger issues and broad-based 

initiatives.   

Local communities will continue to elect and send delegates to Window Rock to 

participate in centralized decision-making.  Delegates will still serve on legislative 

committees, advance the Navajo Nation agenda, and represent local interest.  As the 

newly created council at Shonto demonstrates, the delegate remains a pivotal figure in 

localized decision-making.   

Central government will maintain a greater authority than that of an LGA certified 

chapter.  Stanley Yazzie, Shonto Vice-President, admitted that a chapter could never 

really be fully independent.  “The Standing Committees still have oversight.” LGA 

chapters must still interact and coordinate with central Navajo.  Budgets will still need to 

be approved in Window Rock, especially if the chapter receives federal or state 

appropriations that trickle down through the Navajo Nation. (2004) 
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 Stanley Yazzie, Shonto chapter official, reflected on what broad and successful 

LGA certification could mean for the whole of Navajo government.  He questioned the 

preparedness of policymakers and administrators in Window Rock should the LGA 

movement gather momentum.  “The majority of people are supportive of LGA but I 

question the awareness of [within] government.” (2004)  The LGA could embolden and 

empower local government to the point of redefining the role and place of central 

authority. 

Julius Pete in Navajo Community Development warned that “Council does not 

want to give up authority.”  (2004)  When former Chairman Peter MacDonald was asked 

by reporter Bill Donovan in 2009 to comment on Navajo governmental reform and 

leadership, he said, “Navajo voters need to consider who they elect to the council.  The 

current leadership isn’t sensitive to public opinion.  Today’s leaders feel that they can do 

whatever they want without checking to see if that is what the people want.” 

(“MacDonald: Council Reduction Won’t Change a Thing,” Navajo Times)  The seasoned 

leader acknowledged citizen frustration with leadership and the urgency for positive and 

constructive change.  He pinpointed the council as one area in need of drastic overhaul 

and the accountability of the voters in improving the quality of Navajo leadership. 

Lorena Zah-Bahe confirmed that concern when she mentioned difficulty 

garnering council support for LGA-related initiatives.  “We had a Statutory Convention 

and they [the council] didn’t adopt any of them [recommendations.]  We were 

committed.  We need to change law to change government.  When more changes were 

proposed we went before council. They voted them down.  It’s ego, especially with some 
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of the men.  As long as that’s still there, this will happen.  Congress looks at a tribal 

governing body to be the ultimate authority.  We’ll always be there, the size may be 

decreased.”  (2004)  The latter comment pointed to the calls for change within the Navajo 

constituency that fueled rumblings to reduce the number of delegates on Council. 

The LGA does devolve a degree of decision-making authority to chapter 

government, though it does not completely erode the power held by central 

administration in Window Rock.  It simply modifies the root and parameters of decision-

making.  It does require that the Navajo Nation Council and some administrative offices 

relinquish programs, services and say on certain matters, but such decentralization is the 

crux of “local empowerment” promised by the LGA. 

Michelle Dotson suggested “Central government must step forward to decide 

which functions chapters will be able to assume.  In the instance of adult in-home care, 

Head Start, some are governed by federal funds.  The nation has contracts with the 

federal government.  They could sub-contract with chapters.  What can realistically be 

assumed?” (2004)  Again, the question reverts back to the ability and scope of what local 

leadership can handle.  It underlines the importance of understanding often complex 

procedural guidelines and protocol.  An unprepared chapter does not want to take on 

subcontracting for a federal program unless local leaders know the full scope of that 

responsibility. 

Limits of power and accountability continue to confound Navajo leadership and 

citizens on all levels.  It is not uncommon to see and hear contradictory sentiment and 

action that reflect the fact that Navajo still struggles with the ideal expectations and 
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reality of governance.  Julius Pete offered the example of Navajo voters who wanted 

chapters to be monitored by central government as a response to the history of corruption 

in local government. (2004)  If the Navajo Nation Council is indeed reluctant to give up 

power to chapters and Navajo citizens call for increased monitoring and oversight from 

central administration, the LGA is a mismatch.  “Local empowerment” cannot work if 

power cannot be wrestled from central government and if chapters shy away from the 

responsibility of local self-governance.  Local communities must decide what they want 

the role and authority of local government to be and how involved they want Window 

Rock to be in their local decision-making. 

 Michelle Dotson mentioned another area that could be a potential land mine for 

delineating local/central authority and determining who has rightful access to benefits 

and resources.  Dotson offered as example contracts that get negotiated with proceeds 

intended to benefit the whole of the Navajo Nation.  “We enter into agreements with 

power companies and mineral resource developers and revenues go to the whole nation.  

We must decide what we think needs to stay central.” (2004)  A local community may 

decide they deserve a greater cut of the revenues or the entirety of the paycheck if 

resources were extracted from within their boundaries, or if development impacted their 

air/water and quality of life.  Central government may argue a right to the revenue as 

main service provider for the whole of the Navajo Nation. 

Another potential stumbling block offered by Dotson is with rights of way needed 

by the Navajo Tribal Utility Authority (NTUA).  NTUA needs access to chapter land to 

build and maintain infrastructure for utilities.  Some chapters resent the right of way 
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given to NTUA and authority asserted by the Navajo Nation to put in lines for gas, 

electricity and phone lines.  Angry customers often point fingers at NTUA but it is the 

chapters that often put up roadblocks.  Dotson said, “The communities need to step 

forward and decide what they want.”  (2004) 

 Dotson acknowledged there are permitting authorities that could be handled on 

the local level.  These include fishing, hiking and camping.  However this, “requires a 

management plan if the function is to be handled by chapter government.” (2004)  The 

onus is once more placed on local government. 

 

Challenges of Large-Scale Adoption of the LGA 

In 2004, only five of 110 chapters were certified to act as LGA communities.  

Chapters were interested but many early candidates encountered difficulties that required 

extensive remedial training of staff and administrative housekeeping that took several 

years to address.  The hardship drew the attention of the Navajo Nation Council that 

acknowledged that the certification process had to be evaluated and modified if the LGA 

had any chance of securing the scope of local empowerment imagined by this initiative 

and doing so in a large-scale, sustainable and effective manner.  The hardship also caught 

the attention of and often discouraged fellow chapters.  The hurdles that encumbered the 

Navajo Nation with a successful launch of the LGA were:  

 Development of an internal system of uniform controls for the Navajo  

 Nation and chapter government 

 Inadequate awareness about tribal policies and budgeting decisions among  
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  decision-makers in local government 

 Limited skill level or education among chapter leadership and lack of  

adequate training 

 Lack of a uniform accounting system for the Navajo Nation 

 Absence of trained accountants on the chapter level  

 Overburdened staff in the Auditor General’s office 

 Hardship with the land-use planning process 

 Elections and turnover in leadership on central and local levels 

 

Development of an Internal System of Uniform Controls 

Arbin Mitchell, staff person in the Navajo Nation Office of the President in 2004, 

emphasized the importance of internal controls and need for a system of accountability.  

Effective and responsible decentralization relied on those controls to ensure that chapter 

officials were handling money, making decisions, and authorizing agreements in a 

manner that was fair, honest, standardized, and in compliance with Navajo Nation law.  

Mitchell admitted that many chapters lacked internal controls or were not up to par and 

needed that structure in place to ensure responsible local governance.  The certification 

process demonstrated the widespread absence of uniform controls within chapters and of 

the lack of a uniform control system uniformly shared by central and local government. 

The Five Step Management System was set up to address the issue of internal 

controls by mandating that a chapter demonstrate established structure and proficiency in 

handling all matters of fiscal responsibility, leasing, accounting, procurement, and 
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personnel management.  When a chapter initiated the certification process they were 

made aware of the controls that needed to be improved or created in order to pass 

successfully through the Five Step Management process.  The certification process only 

verified that those controls were in place.  Once certified, it was up to the chapter to 

diligently use and maintain the controls. 

Whether an LGA chapter chose a resolution or ordinance process for policy 

formulation, each required consultation with various entities within central 

administration.  That collaboration forces a synchronization of internal controls between 

central and local authority so officials on both levels use similar policies, abiding by the 

same laws and making decisions in a coordinated fashion.  For example, an LGA chapter 

that contracts directly with the state, county or federal government for community service 

must have the agreement reviewed by the Navajo Nation Council’s Intergovernmental 

Relations Committee.  By working together, central and local government ensure that the 

service contract conforms with policies regarding program management and budget 

cycles that are abided by on both levels of Diné government. 

 

Inadequate Awareness of Tribal Policies and Budgeting 

Priscilla Thomas, a Contract Analyst with Navajo Community Development in 

2004, worked directly with the 110 local chapters, the 84 council delegates, and the 

Community Service Coordinators (CSC)
32

 on all contracts and the use of general funds.  

                                                 
32

 CSC staff is essential to chapter administration because the elected officials are part-time and unpaid 

whereas the CSC person is a full-time paid employee of the chapter.  The work of chapter officials is 

primarily meeting facilitation and agenda setting; they give directives and the CSC person carries them out.  
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Thomas noted that fiscal management was the biggest hurdle to the implementation of 

LGA: “Chapters are not ready to do budgets.  They don’t understand them.  They’re not 

ready because, despite the LGA, there is no expertise or financial background.  They are 

not prepared.” (2004)  Chapters were required to do budgeting before the LGA but the 

Five Step Management System introduced a new set of standards and level of scrutiny 

that was unprecedented.  It demanded a process and set of internal controls that could 

intimidate chapter leaders who previously took a more informal approach to the 

budgeting process.  Thomas pointed to the leadership at Kayenta as illustrative of the 

knowledge and expertise necessary for taking on the financial responsibilities of local 

governance.  “Kayenta has businessmen.  You need people of that caliber.” (2004)  

Should an LGA chapter pursue ordinance-based governance that forces the creation of a 

municipal system, local leaders would indeed be expected to possess knowledge of 

Navajo business laws, licensing, zoning, investment, and local policymaking that 

regulates business activity.  It is a significant demand on community leaders. 

Thomas went on to suggest that an overall lack of awareness of tribal policies and 

procedures posed an impediment to true self-governance on the local levels.  Budgets, 

procedural know-how and planning are essential to the work of any governing system, 

large or small.  Navajo leaders on both levels should be well versed in policy and rules 

that regulate the work of Diné government.  The LGA seemed to reveal that 

administration on the chapter level was largely left un-standardized with internal controls 

left up to the nation.  As long as resolutions were received by Window Rock and money 

                                                                                                                                                 
The service coordinator has the most direct and day to day contact with chapter members; they address 

constituent concerns, and oversee program implementation and daily operations at the chapter house. 
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made its way to the chapter for immediate needs, nothing warranted a regular review of 

controls within a chapter.  The LGA dramatically changed that mode of operation. 

 

Limited Skills of Chapter Leaders and Lack of Adequate Training 

The LGA clearly emphasizes the importance of qualified and skilled chapter 

leadership.  Given the scope of authority devolved to an LGA chapter and the 

responsibility assumed through certification, proper training and education are essential 

for leaders required to perform at new levels and meet new standards when taking on 

duties previously handled by central government.  Decentralized authority demands 

proficiency in budgeting, management, accounting, planning and investment.  It is no 

longer enough to simply have good ideas, tireless dedication and the charisma to draw 

people to community meetings.  The challenges before the Navajo Nation illustrate that 

the hurdle is larger than finding qualified staff to handle duties of the LGA, it is a crisis in 

education that brings to light hardship created by “brain drain” and limited opportunities 

to get adequate training.  It demonstrates the limitations of learning on the job and 

exposes differences in opinion on the importance of a college degree when doing the 

work of Diné government. 

In 2004, struggles with the LGA certification process revealed that low levels of 

education, lack of preparedness, ineptitude and difficulty getting up to speed meant that 

extensive training or retraining was needed to build the human capitol necessary for the 

LGA.  This was especially true on the local level where long-time chapter administrators 

found themselves exasperated with having to learn new ways of operating. Ronnie Ben, 
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staff member in Navajo Community Development, asserted that adequate training should 

be required not only for elected officials but more importantly for the Chapter Service 

Coordinators (CSC).  CSC are the chapter personnel who are the administrative right-

hand staff to the president and the face of chapter government in the community; they 

have the most hands-on involvement with planning, budgeting, and community 

development projects.  For example, when CSC Dorothy Upshaw worked on getting a 

house built in Fort Defiance chapter for a disabled elder, she took on the responsibility of 

coordinating efforts between the Navajo Division of Community Development, Indian 

Health Service (IHS) and the Southwest Indian Foundation.  She ensured proper permits 

and clearances were in place, worked directly with the carpenters and plumbers, provided 

updates to the elder, and kept the project on budget. (“New Home Constructed for Navajo 

Elder Through Community Effort” Press Release Division of Navajo Community 

Development, March 7, 2012)  Upshaw’s project demonstrates the skill set needed to get 

work done in the community.  Chapter officials rely heavily on the CSC for expertise.  

From a skills and education standpoint, Ben said: “Most of the coordinators have high 

school diplomas.  Chapter coordinators [should] be required to have accounting training 

or college courses in accounting.  These could even be internet or extension courses.” 

(2004)  Despite the current impact made by CSC staff, perhaps their ability to get more 

done in local communities could be doubled through enhanced education and training. 

 “The high school diploma is most common for many chapter officials, chapter 

coordinators and even council delegates.” (Ben 2004)  But according to those involved 

with the LGA, it is not enough.  No Child Left Behind and new state requirements for 
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high school diplomas render the secondary learning experience as one that does not 

always provide the knowledge and skills to be workforce ready.  Ben, a graduate of the 

University of California-Berkeley, stressed the importance of education beyond the high 

school level for all Navajo leaders.  “Chapter folks must be competent.  Many have 

simply learned along the way.  As for department managers, most of them have bachelors 

degrees and one has a masters.” (Ben 2004)  Ben encouraged continuing education, 

personal development and skills workshops, or short courses for all who serve the nation.  

A skilled workforce is a common need in all local and state governments across the 

United States and the Navajo Nation is no exception.  

Ben’s conclusions about education were echoed by Priscilla Thomas.  “Education 

is the only way we can efficiently and effectively [gain the knowledge and experience to] 

operate.” (2004)  One problem is that the more isolated and rural chapters across the 

reservation encounter a level of “brain drain” that mirrors the “brain drain” seen in inner 

city and rural areas across the United States and pro-education officials in Navajo 

government admit the difficulty in drawing educated professionals (especially those who 

happen to be Navajo citizens) back to the Navajo Nation after they have completed their 

educations.  Navajo “Brain Drain” is largely attributed to lack of employment 

opportunity.  About that, Thomas said: 

“We tell people to come back but there is no pay scale.  We need to give 

them a reason to come back.  Tuba City [a mid-size community] has 

highly educated people; Hard Rock [an isolated community] does not.  We 
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need to educate those [in all chapters, not only those near bustling 

communities] with [a] desire to meet community needs.” (2004)   

Thomas went on to add that the human resources available on the reservation and in local 

communities will only improve when the Navajo people place greater value on education 

and demand a qualified workforce.  

 Not everyone agrees that an educated work force will necessarily improve self-

governance in Navajo communities.  Long-time lawyer (and non-Indian), Jim Zion 

asserted that Navajo values are more important than lots of higher education or 

accounting classes because an individual who leads in the Navajo Way is equipped to 

lead and relate to the people in a way that reflects Diné values and social mores.  Zion 

said: “I have a lot of faith in average Navajos.” (2004)  James Adekai, who holds two 

bachelors degrees, concurred, “It doesn’t matter if people are educated or not.  There are 

educated people who are not effective.  Education might fit better with the CSC (Chapter 

Service Coordinator) people.  That [their jobs] requires technical writing and 

management skills.  The LGA is more adapted to an outside, off reservation model.  

Education matters not.  It’s our tribal government.  There is a lot that is traditional, 

Navajo.” (2004) 

Perhaps Adekai’s position is a reminder that culture and tradition really do matter 

in Indian government and that effective notions of leadership and governance were 

already integrated into Navajo tradition long before the non-Navajo based bureaucratic 

ideal of an LGA chapter were developed.  Lessons for quality leadership are inherent in 

Diné culture through the Naachid, the na’taanii, stories from Navajo grandparents and by 
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example.  One does not have to hold advanced degrees from prestigious institutions to 

know Navajo tradition.  Often that wisdom is learned through prayer, ceremony and song, 

and is inherent in language and tradition.  As Albert Hale maintains, “We know how to 

lead, we know how to govern.  It’s in our stories and our songs
33

.”  This kind of 

traditional knowledge and mindfulness is not easily or thoroughly gained through a 

baccalaureate or masters program.  Higher education is needed to make Western models 

work but Diné traditional knowledge and experience are needed to transform those 

models into that which can work inside Dinetah, the four sacred mountains, by following 

the Navajo way. 

The fact remains that education and training present adversity.  The Commission 

on Navajo Government, the Navajo Nation Council, Community Development and LGA 

advocates are aware that chapters struggle with the Five Step Management System and 

that certification requires a tremendous investment of time and training.  James Adekai 

from Community Development said, “When the LGA was adopted there were no 

resources available for the Act.  There was no technical staff at the chapter level.  That 

should’ve been provided by the nation.  There should be funds available to hire additional 

staff to build capacity with the existing staff.” (2004)  Council Delegate Roy Dempsey 

agreed that the expectations on local leaders are immense, the learning curve is steep and 

that the Navajo Nation should do more to help build capacity among Navajo personnel.  

“The LGA was a campaign promise made by [Albert] Hale, but it was an unfunded 

                                                 
33

 Albert Hale addressed chapter leaders at an annual Local Governance  conference, Navajo Nation TV 
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mandate.” (2004)  He went on to challenge the availability of training for the office of the 

President and asked why the same support cannot be made available for chapters.  (2004)  

“The chapter officials are part-time.  How do you do that?”  He empathized with chapter 

officials expected to perform their jobs effectively and maintain standards required by the 

LGA.  Perhaps what the Navajo Nation has learned is that support services are most 

effective when provided on the grassroots level and when resources are used to build 

personnel capacity from within that local community, rather than applying top-down and 

centrally-driven solutions to local problems. 

 

Lack of Uniform Accounting System 

 Ronnie Ben in Community Development observed that the greatest barrier with 

LGA certification was the accounting requirement and the fact that there fails to be a 

uniform accounting system for the Navajo Nation.  He stressed that the nation needs an 

accounting system that is consistent across chapters and the central government for 

maximum efficiency in auditing, budgeting, and record sharing. (2004)  James Adekai, a 

colleague to Ronnie Ben, added “We need to streamline the accounting standards for the 

nation as a whole.  Now, each of the 5 [BIA] agencies have (sic) their own standards.  

There is confusion.” (2004)  Michelle Dotson, lawyer and staff with the Commission on 

Navajo Government Development agreed, “There should be standardized requirements 

required for ANY accounting system.  It provides a standardized template.  We 

[Commission on Government Development] should facilitate on that alone.” (2004)  

Auditor General Ryan Claw concurred, “foreign accounting systems and [a] lack of 
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experience and technical background” are an ongoing problem for chapter officials. 

(2004)   

As of 2004 the goal of a uniform accounting system had not been achieved.  

Auditor General Ryan Claw said preliminary work was being done to create a uniform 

system for Navajo accounting.  He indicated they were using the 2003 edition of The 

Yellow Book, a guide on accounting standards, to establish standards for chapter-level 

accounting (2004) but that was only an initial step.  The nation had yet to develop a 

comprehensive system that was tested, understood and ready to be used by both chapter 

government and central administration. 

 

Absence of Chapter-Level Trained Accountants 

“Even before LGA, chapters had problems with auditing and internal controls.”  

(Claw 2004)  Lorena Zah-Bahe told me “Some chapters had zero accounting yet they get 

lots of money from central government.  They can get Navajo Nation revenues, have six 

to seven accounts, and award their own scholarships.”  Chapters clearly work with 

budgets and funds; however, a clear and standardized accounting system was often 

lacking and few chapters had trained accountants on staff.  CSC personnel and elected 

officials do what they can with the skills they possess.  Zah-Bahe warned that given the 

amount of funds chapters work with in the existing system, the need for an accounting 

system could not be more important, especially with [LGA] opportunity to assume even 

greater control over local finances. (2004) 
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Keeping track of money has been a challenge for most chapters but is a 

foundational requirement for LGA certification. It should come as no surprise that this 

has been and will remain one of the most poignant challenges to self-determination faced 

by local communities.  Claw described the rigorous review required of LGA applicants 

by the Auditor General’s office.   

“When a chapter receives cash (for example, when someone rents the 

chapter house, they pay a fee), we ask where and how it gets deposited.  

Do they spend [the money] as cash?  Do they use checks to make 

purchases?” (2004) 

This of course is what is required in basic double entry bookkeeping or when someone 

balances a checking or savings account.  The LGA audit compels a chapter to open its 

books and to show the Auditor General policies and practices employed by the 

community to manage and track funds.  When Claw was asked if this scrutiny exposed 

instances of chapter staff “skimming money off the top” he emphatically replied: 

“Yes!  Perhaps some don’t see it as wrong.  When we see differences in 

deposits, for example, if $30,000 comes in but only $20,000 gets 

deposited, there is money unaccounted for.  This gets reported to Ethics.  

Some may not see this as ‘stealing’ money.”  (2004)  

The mishandling of chapter funds has been a growing issue in recent years.  Whether the 

practice has occurred at a consistent rate but went unreported or undetected in years past, 

or whether recent calls for transparency have shone a light on accounting and fiscal 

accountability in chapter government, the reality is that un-standardized accounting 
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practices make it easier for chapter funds to be undercounted, miscounted, 

misappropriated, and misused.  Because it is the Navajo Way to help out your family and 

clan relations, perhaps cash and chapter resources were doled out in a manner that 

honored the traditional practice of reciprocity or Sha.  People with little cash and without 

jobs may “borrow” funds with intent to repay when possible or ask to trade services, food 

or livestock for money received.  As accounting systems, record-keeping and lending 

policies get standardized, either through LGA certification or a simple call for 

transparency and improved accountability, a chapter will have to decide how to help 

families in need while also maintaining standards of spending that are fair and honest. 

Without trained accountants on staff at the chapters, elected officials and CSC 

personnel often resort to widely available software to help them do their accounting.  A 

mandate issued by the LGA requires all chapters to use Peachtree accounting software.  It 

is a move toward trying to standardize accounting practices across Navajo government 

but is also a choice that failed to receive positive reception.  Council Delegate Roy 

Dempsey retorted: “You have to be an accountant to do Peachtree.  They argued and said 

we can’t use FoxPro; we proved we could do QuickBook at Oak Springs
34

.”  

Disagreement on accounting software indicates the challenge of coordinating standards in 

accounting practice and policies.  If chapter leaders cannot quickly and adequately learn 

or become proficient in the mandated software, it is likely they will resort to a program or 

process they know well simply to get the work done.  Perhaps rather than issuing a top-

down mandate on accounting software, and especially if the nation cannot provide in-
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 Sage Peachtree is accounting software for businesses with fewer than 50 employees.  QuickBook and 

FoxPro are also accounting software. 
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house accounting personnel for chapter government, the Navajo Nation needs to work 

with chapters to create a mutually-agreed upon and practical solution to meet the gap in 

accounting expertise.   

 

Overburdened Staff at the Office of the Auditor General 

Auditor General Ryan Claw found his staff taxed with overseeing the Five Step 

Management System and conducting audits for LGA certification.  That workload 

compounded other obligations since LGA certification is not the only function of the 

Auditor General’s Office.  Appointed by the Speaker and confirmed by the Navajo 

Nation Council, the Navajo Nation Auditor General must:  

 Conduct financial audits and reviews of chapters, entities and contractors  

to the Navajo Nation 

 Conduct performance audits and reviews of Navajo Nation government  

programs, departments and divisions 

 Provide management advisory services to the Navajo Nation 

 Assist the Office of the Prosecutor and Ethics and Rules Office in the  

investigation of fraud and/or misappropriation of Navajo Nation assets. 

With recent attention focused on the misappropriation of funds by council delegates and 

chapter officials, the task of investigation alone requires a steep commitment of time and 

staff from the Auditor General’s office.  Performing thorough and regular audits for the 

hundreds of programs, divisions and chapters is a monumental undertaking.  Claw 

admitted, “One hurdle is with the number of auditors; we have eight.  Some do work for 
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nation departments, and also chapters.  They can’t devote full attention to chapters.  

Some directives come from the council and the Speaker [of the Navajo Nation Council].  

I can’t devote as much staff.” (2004)  It is important to remember that the Auditor 

General and his personnel work for central authority and the nation’s broad-based duties 

are their priority.   

When conducting audits for LGA candidates, local officials often lean on the time 

and attention of the Auditor General, especially if their controls are failing to meet the 

standards of the Five Step Management System.  Navajo Community Development and 

the Local Government Support Centers are in place to provide technical support to get 

chapters prepared for the audit, but chapters still impose on the Auditor General for 

assistance once they are in the certification pipeline.  Claw’s staff can provide baseline 

support to would-be LGA chapters but they cannot provide the level and depth of 

assistance sometimes needed.  Additionally, they are hard-pressed to be available in local 

communities that are far away from Window Rock.  A trip to Navajo Mountain, for 

example, requires a 440 mile/10-hour round trip excursion.   

Claw’s admissions about manpower issues reinforce challenges voiced by other 

administrators who point out the lack of resources and support to help chapters move 

efficiently through the certification process.  In their view, the Navajo Nation government 

has produced an unfunded mandate and failed to recognize the enormity and specific 

types of assistance that the chapters would need initially to prepare them for LGA 

government. 
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Hardship with Land-Use Planning 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, local communities were not always in the 

regular habit of creating and using land-use plans.  Those that had them often failed to 

maximize their utility, those who used them often operated off of outdated assessments, 

and many chapters simply failed to prioritize the planning process as essential for 

community development work and governance decisions. 

In 2004, Priscilla Thomas acknowledged that chapters were failing on the land-

use planning requirement for LGA certification.  “Community land-use plans were due in 

December 2003” (2004)  Six months later, fewer than half had been received by 

Community Development and chapters were flailing with the process.  For chapters 

unaccustomed to using standardized, western tools for resource assessment and decision-

making the process may have been daunting and demanding.  After all, if outside experts 

were brought in to assess resources, generate data on the local economy, create maps, and 

identify opportunities, the process required that the chapter provide extensive 

information.  The chapter had to be organized and prepared to answer questions about 

future growth and to ponder the development approaches that made sense for their area. 

According to Priscilla Thomas, difficulty with community land-use planning was 

also due to “lack of communication, leadership and the fact that local people don’t have 

education.” (2004)  Again, insufficient training and skill sets were identified as 

impediments to success.  If a chapter strains to get organized, communicate, and work 

together in the preliminary phases of an LGA-required land-use plan, those difficulties 

will only be expounded in an LGA scenario.  Once certified a community will have to 
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continue to maintain standards pertaining to land-use planning, the local effort will not 

stop at certification.   

 

Elections and Turnover in Leadership 

Often the aggressive pursuit of LGA certification was spearheaded by one tireless 

individual or a passionate group of leaders.  “When there is an election, the chapter 

officials are not concentrating on certification.  They are out campaigning.”  (Ben 2004)    

When new leaders took the reins, there was no guarantee that the work of LGA 

certification would continue at the same pace, with the same end goal, or even if at all.  

Priscilla Thomas confirmed: “The next person could have a whole new plan.” (2004)  

Given that the LGA stories presented in this dissertation illustrate that securing 

certification, developing an approved land-use plan and building a new system and 

processes of governance requires an investment of more than a decade, the importance of 

continuity and sustained effort is immense.  Realistically, turnover in leadership is 

inevitable in that timeframe and it is bound to happen on both central and local levels.  

What results is stop-and-go progress that can thwart or even derail certification entirely 

for any given chapter. 

 

Recommendations for further LGA Implementation 

 Given the breadth of what was learned and observed about the LGA certification 

process and interest in local areas for improvements in government, the following are 

proposed notions for those who continue to work on LGA implementation.  Included are 
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practical pieces of advice gleaned from study participants who identified hurdles that may 

be addressed with modified policy, added resources or a change in attitude and outlook. 

 

Reinvigorate interest in Chapter Government 

“Now, when you have a chapter meeting, only the same people show up.  The 

ones who want money show up.  People have no interest in attending chapter meetings.  

The only way you can find out what people want is through chapter meetings.” (Pete, 

2004)  According to lawyer Jim Zion, “People go there [chapter houses] for lunch or 

senior citizen services.  They exist on paper, there are no current powers.  How central 

are chapters to Navajos?  The young people don’t go.” (2004)  Julius Pete said Navajo 

community members should not be opposed to helping chapter officials with planning 

and also pondered reasons why young people do not attend.  He insisted that young 

people should be allowed to voice their opinion.  (2004) 

Stanley Yazzie, chapter official from Shonto, added an interesting point about 

modifying local government to capture interest of younger generations.  “We’ve had the 

same old thing all these years.  We must structure government [to be] conducive to 

participation of younger people.  Sometimes the young folks say old people argue and 

start [meetings] late.  Sometimes people do argue and meetings get out of control.”  

(2004)  With many Navajo youth away at college or living in cities in order to find 

employment, the chapter meeting is not always accessible.  Most meetings are held on 

Sunday afternoons or weeknights.  The LGA opportunity to modify government is 

perhaps a chance to use modern technology such as Skype to allow more people to 
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interact.  Even a webcast of meeting proceedings would give people access to meeting 

discussion and decisions even if they could not vote or weigh in on issues in real time. 

The one challenge that modern technology cannot fix is the language barrier.  

Most chapter business is conducted in Navajo.  Given Yazzie’s interest in capturing the 

interest of young people, one hurdle is that most young people cannot speak, read or 

understand Navajo.  Yazzie said, “We need to get young people involved.  Some want 

improvement.  There is lots of negativity.” (2004)  James Adekai from Oljato Chapter 

said, “Understanding the process and purpose, especially in Navajo, is important.  We 

need to help the people be comfortable and understand.” (2004)  Perhaps a compromise 

wherein chapter business is conducted in both Navajo and English could help foster a 

unified effort within and across a chapter community to get the positive change 

demanded by voters of all generations. 

 

Raise the bar for Leadership on Local Levels 

Leadership made all the difference in moving through the LGA certification 

process swiftly and with a favorable outcome for Newlands chapter, otherwise known as 

Nahata Dzill.  When asked about Newlands certification, Navajo Community 

Development legislative staff, Julius Pete said, “They’re a new chapters and became 

certified ASAP.  They have younger generation leaders, very aggressive and probably 

educated.”  (2004) 

Education continued to be a common and powerful theme as Navajo officials 

spoke of the future of Navajo government and leadership.  “Now, on the council, we have 
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less college-educated [members.]  They probably all have a high school diploma.  The 

younger generation is becoming more interested and intelligent.”  (Pete 2004)  Lorena 

Zah-Bahe said, “I’d like to see all council delegates have degrees.”  (2004) 

When Pete reflected on the challenges of getting responsible and effective 

governance on the local level he pointed a finger at the voters.  “Well, the community 

elected them!”  (2004)  Given the history of governmental mismanagement and 

corruption in chapter government, there is a lesson to be learned.  Voters have the power 

to replace flawed leadership with individuals who will commit to the level of 

accountability and transparency demanded by the citizens.  The community has a stake 

and opportunity to set that standard for local leaders.  

Stanley Yazzie listed the key components of Navajo leadership as: “Education, 

cooperation, knowledge about government, understanding roles, respect, and 

experience.”  (2004)  Referencing the family and clan-based politics that sometimes 

divide local communities at Navajo, Yazzie said, “All family politics goes back to 

leadership.  It all involves education.  It boils down to education, participation of the 

community, and competence of the leaders.”  (2004) 

If leaders are expected to carry the responsibility of expanded governmental 

authority, they need to be trained.  When discussing the legal implications of some 

aspects of the LGA, Michelle Dotson said, “Some chapters are aware, but not all.”  She 

looked at personnel management as one example.  “If there is a person who requires 

disciplinary action, staff on the chapter level need to know how to develop a file and 

present a case.  If not, it happens at a cost to the chapter.  That employee may want to be 
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reinstated or ask for back pay.  It could be a liability for the chapter.”  (2004)  This 

examples illustrates the complexity and depth of knowledge chapter officials must have 

when taking on LGA authority.  Dotson further added, “LGA chapters need to know the 

law for land-use planning.”  Chapter leaders have difficulty enough with developing 

land-use plans, much less knowing the law surrounding those actions.  The bar is indeed 

raised high. 

 

Provide Ample Internal Support 

 Complaints voiced by many individuals in 2004 included disorganization, lack of 

preparedness or simple lack of robust and practical support from central administration, 

yet resources and support did exist.  Support came from the Local Governance Support 

Centers, CSC staff, and Navajo Community Development.  The Commission on Navajo 

Government Development and leaders on all levels expressed vested interest.  Resources 

were in place but likely needed to be re-envisioned, retooled, and better coordinated to 

meet the needs of would-be LGA chapters.  It is not uncommon for government programs 

to overlap or for services to be duplicated, particularly in large governing bodies.  Often 

programs within the same administrative body serve the same population and offer 

similar services, yet fail to coordinate and communicate. 

At Navajo, the Auditor General admitted that their office does not work with the 

Government Development Commission.  The idea for the LGA originated from within 

the Commission, its members engage in ongoing discussion about Navajo governance 

and advise the nation on LGA amendments.  They shaped the Five Step Management 
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System that the Auditor General oversees.  As Auditor General, Ryan Claw deals with 

the implementation end of the legislation.  His staff ascertains readiness for certified 

status.  They are the link to the grassroots communities.  At a minimum, it seems the 

Auditor General and Commission on Navajo Government Development should 

communicate.  Claw admitted, “There should be communication, but we need to define 

the role of the Auditor General.” (2004)   

Clear definition of roles is needed.  Delineation of regulatory oversight and a clear 

determination of which entity within Navajo government addresses which aspect of the 

LGA should be made.  Departments could work together more efficiently on coordination 

to maximize the manpower and resources that the nation does have to support would be 

LGA chapters.  “That’s where working with other departments would be beneficial.”  

(Claw 2004)   

In 2004 the Auditor General admitted his office was heavily reliant upon the 

Local Governance Support Centers.  He mentioned a recent meeting in Albuquerque, 

New Mexico where Support Center staff conducted a one-day training session on the 

LGA.  Six chapters at that convening were near certification.  (Claw 2004)   

Successful and widespread certification may hinge on consultation and 

collaboration between and among the various arms of Navajo government and a steadfast 

effort to keep the process separate from tribal politics.  Keeping politics out of 

certification is a must.  This can pose a challenge when you have a multi-agency effort on 

certification and “local empowerment” as a popular campaign issue.  Claw pointed out 

that “In the past AGs have stood strictly on independent issues and yet we need to find a 
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line to be able to help.” (2004)  He acknowledged the importance of maintaining focus on 

process and protecting a real and perceived objectivity when dealing with certification.  

In short, his office needs to stay out of Navajo politics.  They cannot play favorites with 

chapters going through certification. 

Claw admitted there is political pressure from council.  “The Speaker asked if it 

was possible to do [certify] 10 chapters in 2 years.  I have to look at my own restrictions.” 

(2004)  He reemphasized the shorthanded staff and time limitations.  LGA certification is 

not all that the Auditor General’s office does.  In 2004 the Auditor General’s office was 

going through a reorganization process and their involvement in LGA certification as 

“reactive” due to the small staff. (Claw 2004)  Claw said “I want to change that.  There 

need to be major strategic changes.  If we stay with status quo we won’t certify all 

chapters.” (2004) 

Claw observed “Elected officials try to ensure that Community Development is 

achieving their objectives but they’re [elected officials] not part of the whole process.”  

(2004)  He understood that the Speaker, Council and Navajo Nation President would like 

to be able to tout an LGA report that showed benchmark progress on the certification 

front.  However, he offered a reminder that there are many departments and individuals 

on many levels involved in the process.  The Five Step Management System presents a 

gauntlet of sophisticated checks and balances that must be meticulously adhered to.  

Hardship among chapter-level personnel is largely unchanged.  Training and education 

take time.  Claw urged lawmakers in Window Rock need to understand the intricacies of 

certification. 
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Create Full-time Positions for Chapter Officials 

 One challenge pointed out by Arbin Mitchell was that, “Many chapters have only 

two personnel: the chapter coordinator and a clerk typist.”  Mitchell had served as a 

chapter coordinator for three weeks and attested that there is no time for dealing with the 

Five Step Management System.  “If the clerk was out, I had to do her job.”  (2004) 

 Chapter government could benefit from the hire of additional staff and from the 

creation of full-time positions for elected officials.  Funds could be allocated from 

existing chapter budgets and seen as an investment in local human resources, with an 

anticipated return on that investment in the way of an improved caliber of personnel. 

 Navajo chapter government is similar to many State Houses in that the work of 

the legislator constitutes part-time employment.  In the Arizona State Legislature, 

policymakers earn $24,000 for each legislative session which may run four to six 

months
35

.  Their stipends must cover living expenses for the duration of time spent in 

Phoenix for the session.  Legislators usually hold other full-time employment, are retired, 

self-employed, or are independently wealthy. 

Chapter presidents, vice-presidents and council delegates are in a similar 

situation.  They receive minimal compensation for their time and business expenses may 

be covered.  However, in a chapter community bustling with LGA certification activity, 

training and planning, the workload is sure to exceed the part-time commitment and may 

perhaps require countless hours of donated time and energy.  There are local leaders 
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 National Conference of State Legislatures (http://www.ncsl.org) provides data on state-by-state pay for 

lawmakers in state houses. 

http://www.ncsl.org/
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willing to take on that daunting task.  Offering fair compensation may render the work of 

public service more alluring to leaders in the grassroots communities. 

The addition of staff to chapter-level personnel and the enhancement of training 

and pay for existing workers is indeed a worthwhile investment.  Chapter presidents and 

other elected officials may set the policy agenda but chapter staff does the paperwork, 

accounting, record keeping, and coordination.  Much of the painstaking work of the Five 

Step Management System and respective checks and balances fall on the Chapter 

Coordinator.  Resources are allocated to train chapter officials but Chapter Coordinator 

training could be enhanced as well.   

Clerk-typists could be trained to perform additional and more sophisticated tasks.  

Chapters could require expanded skill sets of their administrative assistants or they could 

train them to perform on a higher level.  Those positions could be upgraded to reflect a 

greater set of responsibilities.  Increased pay may result in a more competitive pool for 

these positions.  Given the workload on the Chapter Coordinator, clerk-typists could be 

positioned to be a greater help on administrative tasks. 

Given the complaints about accounting, each chapter should have its own trained 

and certified accountant.  Chapters who cannot afford that technical expertise in-house 

can do a job-share arrangement with neighboring chapters to pool money and share their 

accountant.  The benefits are improved accountability, transparency, and maintenance of 

the protocols required to be LGA certified.  With financials securely in order, the chapter 

can move on to focus on bigger things.  
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Julius Pete offered, “Communities put lots of pressure on chapters on who to hire.  

They should push for qualifications [for those positions.]” (2004)  Raising minimum skill 

proficiencies or educational levels for chapter staff positions may help address nepotism 

or the politicization of hiring practices. 

 

Assess Limitations and Practicality of LGA 

 The LGA is not for everyone.  It is not a one size fits all solution for self-

governance on the local level at Navajo.  Community Development Legislative Liaison, 

Julius Pete admitted, “Some chapters are well advanced and can do that.  Some lack 

personnel, people who can do accounting.” (2004) 

 Auditor General Ryan Claw targeted two areas where most chapters are likely to 

be unprepared to take on full responsibility: bonds and taxation.  “These are powers of 

LGA but beyond what chapters are able to do, especially smaller chapters with limited 

expertise.”  (Claw 2004)  Citizens and leaders often see taxation as a quick fix to generate 

revenue; however, there is already a tax code and framework in place for Navajo taxes.  

The Navajo Tax Commission has authority and taxes in place that must be carefully 

coordinated with LGA chapters interested in adopting local taxes.  To ensure compliance 

and avoid overtaxing potential investors and customers, the chapter must proceed with 

caution. 

 It is easy to get caught up in the idealistic possibilities of what the LGA can mean 

for local governance.  Powers and authorities unleashed by decentralization are an 

enticement and can spark enthusiasm for new projects and revitalize interest in chapter 
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government.  The work of self-governance is the challenge.  These small but essential 

building blocks are necessary for any community taking on a nation-building venture. 

The community itself should be prepared to take on increased participation and 

engagement with local decision-making.  Each individual citizen is a nation-builder in a 

nation-building approach.  Julius Pete cautioned, “People in chapters are not wanting to 

do the work themselves.” (2004)  If a chapter does not want the LGA or the people voice 

interest, but show little desire to do the work of local governance, perhaps the community 

should seek other alternatives or simply maintain status quo.  LGA certification cannot be 

achieved or maintained on the grit and desire of a few elected officials.  In 2004, Pete 

offered a guess that “75% of the chapters don’t want to [pursue the LGA] and 25% say, 

‘we’re ready.’”  Indeed, the 25% mark was reached by 2011 but it has yet to be revealed 

how close the Navajo Nation will get to full certification across 110 chapters.  

A change in the size and authority of the Navajo Nation Council also added a 

poignant dimension to the limits and expectations of local authority.  In 2004 there were 

88 members of the Navajo Nation Council.  Julius Pete said, “If we reduce the council in 

half it could all be changed.  There is lots of work and responsibility but not in Window 

Rock.  It will go to the local level.  Fewer council delegates means local areas must vie 

with a greater number of chapters for voice and visibility with their shared delegate.”  

That reduction indeed occurred in 2010.  Though not directly tied to the LGA, this 

dynamic also places added responsibility on local decision-makers. 

The council reduction is indicative of the large-scale change in Navajo 

governance that is continually being probed, negotiated and tried.  The bottom line is 
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local jurisdictions have choice.  The LGA is but one option.  The Navajo Nation has 

choice in how it will navigate political waters and balance powers of government within 

its own system.  If the LGA fails to be successful or falls short on facilitating the large-

scale change envisioned by those who crafted it, other options must be explored. 

The reality is that non-action is a strategy.  Arbin Mitchell said, “chapter officials 

sometimes don’t want the responsibility.” (2004)  Some local leaders are satisfied with 

the existing system.  They are reluctant to take on added responsibility.  The accounting 

is too daunting.  Writing checks, signing contracts and managing staff and community 

development projects are too much.  Whether pay, workload or insufficient training is to 

blame, or a community simply decides it has no interest in the LGA, it is highly 

improbable that the Navajo Nation will see 100% certification. 

The LGA is not for everybody.  This acknowledgement is pertinent for the nation-

building occurring at Navajo, particularly if new strategies for local empowerment need 

to be explored.  Chapters uninterested in the LGA may enjoy the oversight of central 

administration.  Existing process may be acceptable for the work on their agenda. 

For chapters that do embrace the LGA, it certainly presents uncharted territory for 

regulatory control and authority.  Once the learning curve is addressed, necessary 

controls are in place, and local leaders have the tools they need to proceed, there is 

amazing potential as to what they do. 

One area ripe with opportunity is homesite leasing.  If a Navajo citizen has desire 

to set up a home on reservation land, he must apply for a homesite lease which grants him 

a 99-year lease for that parcel of land.  “Now business and home site leasing is still 
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approved in Window Rock.  We want chapters to approve them right there in the 

community.” (Mitchell 2004)  Issuing homesite leases locally could drastically reduce the 

wait period and “red tape.”  In 2004, lease holders could expect a 2-3 year wait to get 

appropriate clearances before they could construct a home or sheep corral.  Devolving 

that function of government could streamline the process.  To be successful, the chapters 

must be able to handle the paperwork and the technical aspects of the leasing process.  

That requires staff that can handle archeology, surveying and engineering.  As with 

accounting, the technical skills are a significant cog in the operation. 

 

Continue to Finesse the Legislation 

 Since its passage, the Navajo Nation Council has continued to examine and adjust 

the Local Governance Act to maintain its relevance as a tool for facilitating local 

empowerment.  Since 2000 the Navajo Commission on Government Development and 

tribal staff involved with the certification have helped the council fine tune the legislation 

to address accessibility.  There should continue to be a complete and periodic review of 

the Local Governance model.  It is unrealistic to expect that policymakers could predict 

every possible scenario where chapters would encounter difficulty.  Chapters can help 

pinpoint issues to further restructure the legislation and the certification process. 

Certified chapters can be a valuable resource.  Policymakers should consult them 

on every aspect of the Five Step Management Process and keep tabs on the various 

applications of “local empowerment” once a chapter begins exercising its authority.  

Evaluative methods can track the progress of certified chapters, identify additional 
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limitations and opportunities in latter phases of implementation, and be used to gather 

anecdotal evidence that shows the impact of the LGA on chapter governance.  Examining 

a certified chapter at major benchmarks or at three, five and seven year intervals may 

help provide useful insight.  It can also document diversity in interpretation of what local 

empowerment looks like and ways chapters have used it to launch new projects or forge 

new directions. 

Large-scale and long-term implementation can wear on a community and cause 

people to lose focus.  “The people at the start were supportive but in the last few years the 

enthusiasm wasn’t there.” (Mitchell 2004)  The aforementioned hurdles can certainly zap 

interest and excitement for the LGA.  Mitchell suggested that central government must 

take further LGA certification seriously in order to restore interest and enthusiasm.  He 

went on to add, “when Hale left office the enthusiasm went down.  I heard people at 

agency council meetings saying, ‘what did Hale really want?’” (2004)  Time can test and 

derail a reform effort.  Confusion and forgotten mission and goals can impede an 

implementation process.  Mitchell’s comment underlined the importance of a sustained 

effort for change as monumental as the LGA and one that would outlast the tenure of a 

popular cheerleader who sold citizens on the initiative.  This observation stressed the 

importance of community buy-in and an organized and unrelenting effort. 

 Though the Five Step Management System and required checks and balances may 

appear intimidating to some, chapter officials were reminded that they were already 

performing some of those tasks pre-LGA.  Council Delegate Roy Dempsey pointed out 

“The LGA mirrors what we already have in place: a Plan of Procedure.  It is difficult for 
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people to understand that.  Chapters must follow the law already.  We’ve had the 

accounting requirement in place.”  Dempsey stated that chapters were already held 

responsible for accounting and other procedural requirements outlined in the LGA; the 

certification process simply brought new attention to them.  Perhaps the lesson is not that 

requirements need to be lowered to be made more accessible; rather, chapter personnel 

need assistance in making the transition from existing rules and procedures to those that 

come with LGA certification. 

 One area that may require study and adjustment is the Governance Support 

Centers.  Roy Dempsey suggested Governance Support Centers have “become micro 

managers.  There is no community input.  They tell chapters what to do.  Local business 

is still being dictated by central authority.” (2004)  If this is indeed true, and chapter 

officials turn to the Support Centers for guidance and training and are instead passively 

adopting a policy direction given to them by the coordinators, they are relinquishing local 

authority.  They are placing limits on the possibilities promised by LGA certification.  

This can happen if local leaders are uncertain and impressionable, or if they embark on 

the certification process without having a clear set of goals and objectives.  The issue is 

leadership and the challenges once again emphasize the preparedness and qualifications 

of chapter officials who work with the Support Center personnel. 

Though each Navajo chapter is unique, challenges with the LGA certification 

process are profoundly similar.  The LGA amendment process and modification of the 

Five Step Management System often prompts people to ask the council to lower 

expectations to make the checkpoints more accessible.  James Adekai suggested that the 
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Council make the LGA amendments easier for chapters to navigate the certification 

process.  “They need to simplify and clarify.  Make it adaptable to real situations in 

structure and function.”  (2004)  Auditor General Ryan Claw objects.  “We can’t lessen 

the standards.” (2004)  Claw offered one modification option for chapters uninterested in 

bond issuance or broaching intergovernmental agreements, but instead had interest in 

“smaller” authorities such as acquiring goods and services.  However, the “AG has 

flexibility in exercising judgment in the accounting system.  We can’t lessen it any 

more.”  (Claw 2004)  Although minor modifications have been made to the 1998 Five 

Step Management System to streamline which Navajo departments oversee various 

aspects of the internal controls and additional support has been added to guide chapters 

through the process, standards for internal controls have not been lowered.  That is an 

effort to maintain the integrity of policies and levels of performance required for LGA-

style local empowerment.  Others agree that if the LGA is to work as it was intended, 

chapters must continually be held to that high standard.  

The Navajo Nation Council and Community Development maintain open 

channels of communication with chapter officials to glean feedback and ideas for further 

changes needed to help chapters get LGA certified.  Community Development hosts an 

annual Chapter Summit where local leaders can ask questions about the certification 

process and share information among other chapters about strategy, best practices, and 

administrative housekeeping.  Ben said that this information sharing is important 

because, “Every chapter is different.  They need different resources.  Most local people 

want LGA certification but we cannot know the needs in every local community.”  
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Chapters are often at different points in the certification pipeline or embark on unique 

paths once certification is secure.  The Chapter Summit presents a chance for local 

leaders to be resources for each other and provides a forum to discuss projects and ideas 

that may result in intergovernmental partnerships among those in attendance.  Delegate 

Roy Dempsey agreed that the Summit was beneficial to administrators, the council and 

chapter officials alike. (2004)  The Diné people seem to recognize that the LGA provides 

an excellent opportunity for localized nation-building; however, local leaders now see 

that LGA certification is only the first step toward local empowerment.  The work has 

only begun with certification. 

 In 2004, Lorena Zah-Bahe said that the Commission on Navajo Government 

Development was aware of the challenges and conducting surveys [among chapter 

officials] to gain an understanding of the stumbling blocks.  After 1998 commissioners 

continued to weigh in on the overall goals and objectives of the LGA and participated in 

ongoing discussion about Navajo governmental reform but the role of the commission 

greatly diminished.  Since 2004 the Government Reform Sub-Committee of the Navajo 

Nation Council and the Division of Community Development have largely taken over the 

oversight for the LGA.  With waning support and a large number of vacant seats, the 

Commission on Navajo Government Development was abolished altogether in 2007 by 

the Navajo Nation Council as a cost-saving measure and amidst questions about its 

usefulness.  In December 2011 the council reconsidered that decision.  Shiprock Delegate 

Russell Begaye, urged the council to reexamine the benefits of a governance commission 
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as the nation is involved in ongoing efforts to improve Diné governance. (“Government 

Development Moving Forward” Navajo Times December 1, 2011) 

There is no better way to see the limitations, shortfalls and misguidance inherent 

in a legislative initiative than to examine the implementation.  Discussion centered on the 

Five Step Management System shows policymakers and administrators the areas that 

need further study and work.  Chapter officials are well aware of the challenges and 

opportunities of LGA certification.  To its credit, the Navajo Nation has exercised the 

flexibility to adjust the initiative and maintains commitment to the overall objective: 

improve self-governance on the local level.  It can indeed benefit from the feedback 

received since 1998. 

 

Community Education 

 Interview data underscored the dire need for education for anyone handling any 

aspect of the LGA.  Those who can benefit immediately include administrators in 

Window Rock, chapter personnel, and the citizens who belong to chapter communities.  

As further certification unfolds, anyone doing business with certified chapters, investors, 

and external jurisdictions may be interested in learning more about the LGA.   

Education is a powerful tool to secure large-scale buy-in and continued interest in 

LGA certification.  As more chapters get certified and neighboring communities see what 

is possible once certification is in place, they may be equally inspired to seize the 

opportunity.  Ongoing training and awareness of procedural and regulatory process may 

help ensure greater success and much-needed momentum for the overall LGA movement. 
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 Given the concern surrounding taxation, bonding, and accounting, those could be 

primary and critical areas of focus.  Without appropriate training in those areas, overall 

LGA success will be hindered.  In 2004, I attended a Navajo Tax Commission forum on 

Navajo taxation.  It was a one-day session that offered participants a crash course that 

explained the various taxes that the Navajo Nation already has in place (hotel occupancy, 

gas, sales), an overview of the Navajo Tax Code, and the legal and economic 

implications of taxation.  Facilitators explained the complexity of Navajo tax and warned 

against the “quick fix” imposition of local taxes for the purpose of revenue generation.  

Most attendees were chapter officials.  It was clear from their input and questions that the 

allure of taxation had much to do with money that could be used to build houses, improve 

infrastructure and expand services for their communities.  It was important to temper the 

enthusiasm with timely and relevant information about Navajo tax that explained the 

responsibility and ramifications of it. 

Since 1998 the Navajo Tax Commission has been doing regular outreach via 

conferences and workshops.  Michelle Dotson from the Commission on Government 

Development emphasized “Chapters can implement taxes, BUT they must work through 

the [Navajo] Tax Commission.  They must know what’s necessary to implement a tax.  

Central government can provide that framework.” (2004)  Ongoing training is essential.  

Even years after a chapter has completed Tax Commission training and imposed an LGA 

certified tax, there are likely to be subsequent scenarios and legalities that require 

answers and explanation. 
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 As for bonding, any tribal government poses an interesting set of considerations 

for banks, investment firms and creditors who work with entities that use bonds to build 

schools or borrow money to fund community projects.  Because of the unique legal and 

jurisdictional framework that tribes operate in, an Indian Nation may have a more 

difficult time securing bonds.  The spider’s web of federal regulations and rules may 

deter would-be investors from securing financial partnerships with tribal communities.  

Again, chapter officials interested in going after bond opportunities must be 

knowledgeable of the rules, responsibility and implications. 

 Accounting can be learned.  There are Navajo students studying accounting in 

mainstream institutions and tribal colleges across the United States.  With competitive 

pay and opportunity to work for a tribe such as Navajo, highly qualified accounting staff 

(Indian and non-Indian) could be brought in to help chapters and central administration 

with the accounting.  The Navajo Nation already employs non-Indian and international 

professionals in areas of engineering, information technology and economics.  Growing 

the human resource will require a hefty investment, but the Navajo Nation should view 

that as pertinent for the long-term success of the LGA.  Given the documented difficulty 

with accounting, that area will continue to place significant limitations on local 

empowerment, unless resources are applied to address the issue. 

 The next wave of education should be focused on the citizens.  Between 1998 and 

2004, Navajo voters showed up to LGA Town Halls in numbers that indicate community 

interest.  After a Town Hall session, it was expected that folks would take their ideas 

home to their chapters and work with local officials to get certified.  The evidence shows 
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local officials are stuck, overwhelmed and that the process can be stalled with elections 

or changes in leadership.  Perhaps by empowering citizens to take on some of the work of 

certification, that will help distribute the burden of the responsibility.  Community 

members can help with brainstorming and planning for land-use, resource management 

and reform.  The people need to be engaged.  Without community buy-in and 

participation from the citizens, the LGA will not meet its full potential as a tool for self-

governance. 

 In 2004, the Office of Navajo Government Services printed and distributed 

brochures and booklets on the LGA on a regular basis.  That should continue.  

Additionally, the use of social media, the internet and other technologies can be utilized 

to improve visibility and access.  Materials should be available in both Navajo and 

English.  Government Services should also produce a technical guide that delves deep 

into the legal, legislative and procedural aspects of the LGA so that tribal leaders can use 

it in their daily work on LGA-related projects.  It could include background information 

on legal questions, jurisdictional issues, and technical aspects of community planning. 

 Often, legislation includes legalese and policy language that renders the message 

and procedure confusing or foreign to those who are not familiar with government.  For 

Navajo, it is imperative that anyone who works in tribal administration knows the “letter 

of the law,” how to apply it, and how to use the legislation to catapult local success and 

improved decision-making.  A guide from Government Services could meet this need. 



 161 

 This kind of community effort captures the spirit of nation-building.  It is bottom-

up, grassroots-driven, and places the ownership on the shoulders of those who live in 

local areas.  Education can be a powerful catalyst. 

 

Improve State-Tribal and External Relations 

An LGA certified chapter has the authority to form its own intergovernmental 

relations.  It no longer has to rely on Window Rock, the Council or the Navajo Nation 

President to set an agenda for intergovernmental affairs, or to handle the work of 

communicating and forming partnerships with external jurisdictions.  This presents an 

unparalleled opportunity for a certified chapter to aggressively and astutely forge 

relationships that could help advance a local political or economic agenda.  The chapter is 

in the “driver’s seat.”  Local leaders determine which external relationships may be 

beneficial.  They lay the groundwork and parameters for such partnerships.  If they desire 

to keep external partnerships to a minimum, that is their choice.  It allows a chapter to 

tailor intergovernmental relations to local need. 

Many Navajo chapters already work extensively with states.  Julius Pete, 

Legislative Liaison from Navajo Community Development indicated that “New Mexico 

chapters get lots of money from the state legislature.  They work with many state funded 

projects such as a new chapter house, new Head Start, parking lot, residential 

improvements, power and water lines, and roads.”  (2004)  According to Pete, there are 

51 Navajo chapters in the state of New Mexico.  These examples illustrate the benefits 
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and opportunity for a chapter willing to work with state government.  Assistance can 

come from sources other than the Navajo Nation and the federal government. 

It is important to remember that states have diverging politics regarding the Indian 

policy agenda.  It is unlikely to find the same funding opportunities mentioned by Julius 

Pete in the state of Arizona.  The Arizona State Legislature has grappled with years of 

budgetary shortfall, cuts, and financial crises.  There are two Navajo legislators in the 

State House but state politics prohibit them from having the impact that native legislators 

have had for Indian Nations in the state of New Mexico.  The LGA intergovernmental 

affairs authority places the responsibility on chapter leadership to assess state politics and 

to decide where a state-tribal relations initiative fits on their policy agenda. 

Should a chapter partner with state government, local leaders must acknowledge 

the accompanying responsibility.  A state-funded program or appropriations for 

community development likely carry rules or parameters to ensure compliance, safety, or 

positive return on that investment.  Navajo communities and central administration are 

known for sitting on state and federally funded program funds and pushing the time limits 

on grants, often being forced to return valuable funds
36

.  In today’s economic 

environment, a chapter cannot afford to flounder with compliance.  Julius Pete 

encouraged chapters to spend their money quickly. (2004) 

Stanley Yazzie, Vice-President of Shonto chapter, mentioned the challenge of 

working with state lawmakers who have limited awareness of the LGA and how it is 

changing government at Navajo.  He felt that his community had difficulty being 
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 In 2011 Navajo was in danger of having to return $5 million in HUD funding for non-compliance on a 

community housing project. 
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recognized and taken seriously by Arizona state government.  “We have the Five 

Management in place: accounting, procurement and personnel.  The state [of Arizona] 

should recognize that.” (2004)  Perhaps the lesson is that the Five Management principles 

are merely a baseline measurement or foundation for self-governance, what may force 

external government to take notice is what a certified chapter does with those newfound 

powers and authorities.  Until external governments know more about the LGA, a 

certified chapter must be prepared to educate fellow lawmakers and defend LGA 

authorities if necessary. 

Despite the experience at Shonto, Pete said, “Most chapters are fed up with 

slowness and ‘red tape’ in Window Rock and want to do their own thing.  People are 

tired of bureaucracy.  They can go directly to the states themselves.” (2004)  There is 

tremendous opportunity that lies in state partnerships.  How a chapter chooses to proceed 

is within the scope of LGA authorities and powers. 

 

Encourage Regionalized Efforts 

 In 2004 Ronnie Ben of Navajo Community Development said, “Navajo chapters 

should work together and regionalize (emphasis added).”  The illustration he offered was 

the Round Rock community and their certified landfill.  Round Rock had a tax agreement 

with the Chinle community which provided access.  Ben suggested that Navajo 

communities should engage in similar partnerships on a wide variety of projects to share 

resources and to reduce the heavy lifting on projects that chapters may contemplate 

pursuing individually.  This way, instead of four neighboring communities struggling 
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independently to provide a service or pay for a project, the chapters can pool resources 

and devise a mutually beneficial plan.  “Building community schools is a great step in 

that direction but they are not working together thus far.”  (Ben 2004) 

 That call for cooperation was reinforced by Stanley Yazzie who acknowledged 

that Shonto chapter recognized the need to work with community partners, such as the 

Navajo Mountain community and Inscription House.  “Chapters should go into districts 

and be combined.  That time of wanting your own services (for example, elderly care) is 

gone.  Let’s share monetary and human resources.  Are they cooperative?  Yes, but it all 

goes back to leadership.  Some [chapters] want their own center.  They want to be status 

quo.”  (2004) 

 When a regionalized effort was considered by Julius Pete, he offered, “In my 

district (Greasewood, Ganado, Cornfields) there is good opportunity at the Burnside 

Junction.  We could put up a hotel or restaurant.  It is the main route to Canyon de 

Chelly, Window Rock, Hopi and Monument Valley.  It’s possible.  There are also the 

Ganado hospital and high school nearby.”  (2004)  That development could be pursued 

by several Navajo chapters with potential partnerships with the Hopi tribe, Arizona State 

Tourism, and Apache County. 

 At Oak Springs, Council Delegate Roy Dempsey says regionalization works.  

“Oak Springs, St. Michaels and the Red Lake and Fort Defiance communities came 

together and established ‘road partners’ for school bus routes.  We’re able to access funds 

and get projects prioritized.  They get us to sit down and listen to school suggestions so 

when we applied for funding, we had a priority list.  [Success] depends on which project 
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you pick.”  Dempsey agreed that it is better when local communities can work together 

and suggested effectiveness depends on local leaders.  “The sheep with the bell is the 

leader.  Everybody will follow.”  (2004)  If that sheep recognizes opportunity for 

maximizing resources through regionalized efforts and puts forth effort to forge coalition-

building, perhaps that leader will have the support of the group behind him/her. 

 Given the hardship with local-level accounting and fiscal responsibility, one 

suggestion offered by James Adekai in Community Development was to use 

regionalization to “put chapters in groups so they can hire a senior accountant and 

planner and share their resources.” (2004)  He suggested that this could also assist 

chapters with putting together a land-use plan and address the issue with lack of resources 

on the individual chapter levels. 

 

Expanded Role of the Commission on Government Development 

 The Commission on Navajo Government Development has acted as policymaking 

body and educational advocate, but it could branch out to also tackle research.  It could 

house a research team and conduct a regular forum for continued discussion on Navajo 

governance and leadership.  The academic discussion could complement Town Halls or 

community conversations to represent a more complete and broad perspective on what 

needs to be done to not only move the LGA forward, but to continue with the task of 

securing “good governance” for the Navajo Nation. 

The Commission already has a partnership with Diné College via the 

representative from that institution that sits on the board.  Since 2000, the Diné Policy 
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Institute (DPI) at Diné College has grown to produce insightful articles and research on 

Navajo governance that could be beneficial to the work of the Commission.  DPI could 

act as the research arm of the Commission.  Existing academic partners identified by DPI 

include Arizona State University, Brigham Young University, the University of Arizona, 

University of California-Los Angeles, University of New Mexico, University of 

Washington, and the Native Nations Institute (NNI).  DPI already offers conference and 

workshops on various aspects of Navajo decision-making and leadership
37

.  An enhanced 

partnership could help disseminate Policy Center research to lawmakers and 

administrators in Navajo government who may benefit from the work. 

Finally, a partnership with the Navajo Studies Conference could also connect 

tribal administrators and local leaders with the scholarly community that studies issues in 

Navajo governance.  The Navajo Studies Conference encompasses a national network of 

scholars who study, debate and share ideas about Navajo history, culture, government 

and leadership.  They hold an annual conference centered on themes pertinent to 

discourse of the day; governance is an area of consistent interest
38

.  Published work and 

cutting edge research may help inform Navajo governance and facilitate innovation in 

leadership.  Hearing from those who work “in the trenches” can benefit researchers who 

grapple with governance studies and provide a clear and pragmatic picture of the 

challenges and opportunities at ground level. 
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 For more information see: Diné College Diné Policy Institute (DPI), http://www.dinecollege.edu 
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 For more information see: Navajo Studies Conference, http://www.navajostudies.org 
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LGA as an Assertion of Self-Determination and Exercise in Nation-Building 

 By adopting the Local Governance Act, the Navajo Nation poignantly asserted 

Diné Self-Determination.  The language and spirit of Self-Determination has been around 

Indian Country for more than 25 years.  The Indian Self-Determination and Educational 

Assistance Act of 1975 opened the door for tribes to hold greater authority over 

educational programs and services that were previously handled by the federal 

government, more specifically the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  Self-Determination opened 

channels for tribes to contract for services directly, thereby strengthening their 

governments by broadening the scope of tribal power.  Tribes had greater say in local 

matters.  That too was devolution.  The federal government relinquished a degree of 

authority and curtailed the limits of guardianship.  Self-Determination gave tribes a 

chance to decide for themselves. 

 There is tremendous diversity in the ways tribes have accepted, utilized and 

asserted those powers since 1975.  Some tribes continue to struggle to get organized 

politically.  Others have used Self-Determination to catapult their communities toward 

economic prosperity.  New interpretations and assertions of self-determination in the 

1990s saw tribes venturing into innovative directions in areas of natural resource 

management and enterprise development. 

For the Navajo Nation, the spirit of Self-Determination means The People have 

the option and opportunity to rewrite the way they do government.  The Navajo Nation 

takes ownership.  This prospect emphasizes the importance of participatory involvement 

from Diné citizens.  This strategy to amend local governance modifies a western system 



 168 

of government that was adopted by the Navajo people in the 1920s.  The goal is to 

modify government and governance to fit the modern-day needs of a growing Navajo 

Nation.  That which charges the undercurrent of such change is the basic philosophical 

foundation of democracy, which places the people at the center of the power of 

government.  More important to this dissertation, is that these are changes resulting from 

the policymakers’ intentions to match the governmental framework to that which is 

culturally and politically “Navajo.”  This is localized nation-building.  It is a retooling of 

governance from the inside out, an effort not mandated by the US Congress or the Bureau 

of Indian Affairs (BIA), rather it is a change and an effort generated from within.  This is 

an exercise in self-determination and a move toward an appropriate and relevant 

expression of self-governance. 

 This is an exciting and interesting juncture at which to study the Local 

Governance Act.  The philosophy of the LGA is rooted in a desire to honor traditional 

leadership and governance and that is an honorable undertaking for modern Indian 

government.  Before the 1868 treaties, governance at Navajo was handled by local 

communities.  Headmen and clan-based leadership and decision-making were integral to 

political stability and effectiveness.  Scholars including Taiaiake Alfred and Vine 

Deloria, Jr. rally tribes to take back Indian government by making it their own.   

Cultural match is a cornerstone of the Nation-building approach to Indian 

government that has integrity and reflects the will and identity of the community it 

serves.  Whether that means modifying constitutions, restructuring institutions or process, 
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or scrapping what is current and starting anew, relevant and a true expression of 

Indigenous governance are possible. 

In their discussion of “cultural match,” Begay, Jorgensen, Cornell and Kalt 

examined the Hualapai, Oglala Sioux and Hopi as examples of communities with “IRA-

style governments in the United States [that] reflect an outside authority’s one-size-fits-

all mentality.”  Each wrestled with unique challenges in governance but shared the 

commonality of “mismatch” in government.  These were communities that “relied 

traditionally on more decentralized systems that dispersed instead of concentrated 

power.”  (2007)  Although Navajo is a non-IRA community, it too has grown a 

bureaucratic system that tends to centralize governmental authority.  Like Hualapai, 

Oglala Sioux and Hopi, the traditional tendency is toward local authority. 

The turn of the century was an opportune time to implement a groundbreaking 

policy like the LGA.  At that point the Navajo people had roughly 80 years of experience 

with the current system of government and courageously amended a system that, 

although imperfect, has served the Navajo Nation relatively well.  For a tribe with more 

than 250,000 members, an effort to restructure governmental organization is no easy task 

and such an endeavor is expected to take time.  Bumps in the road come with the 

territory.   

If the end product is a more culturally relevant system of government, and one 

that achieves the “cultural match” concept from the nation-building model, the work and 

growing pangs are worth it.  The LGA is a reflection of the seriousness which Navajo 

leaders take the business of government and the sincerity of their desire to promote 
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ownership of a system that is as “Navajo” as modern and non-traditional governments 

can be. 

Begay, Jorgensen, Cornell and Kalt remind us: “Cultures are dynamic.  Older 

Native governing systems were themselves products of the ideas the people of the nation 

had at the time and concrete circumstances they faced.” (2007)  A Navajo desire to honor 

and reinstate traditional approaches to and styles of leadership and governance does not 

mean the Diné must return to pre-colonial systems of government.  “Legitimacy today 

will be found in the same place: in current Indigenous responses to current Indigenous 

conditions.”  (Begay, et al, 2007) 

 

The Future of the LGA 

 The LGA is in its infancy.  In 2000, Shonto was the only LGA certified chapter 

empowered to exercise the privileges and authorities devolved from central 

administration and newly vested in local government.  At that time, nine chapters were in 

process for review by the Navajo Nation Auditor General.  Even if those nine became 

certified, the vast majority of 110 chapters across the reservation were still uncertified.  

By December 2004, five chapters held LGA certification: Shonto, Nahata Dziil (Tuba 

City), Steamboat, Newcomb, and To’Na Dees Dizi (Newlands)
39

 (Navajo Nation Auditor 

General, 2011).  Two of those communities are in the Western Navajo Agency, two in the 

Fort Defiance Agency, and one in Northern Navajo Agency. See Appendix F for a list of 

all LGA certified chapters through September 2011.   
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 Shonto was certified September 1999, Nahata Dziil-August 2002, Steamboat-May 2003, Newcomb-June 

2004, and To’Na Nees Dizi-December 2004. 
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Shonto Vice President Stanley Yazzie, expressed hope that the Navajo Nation 

could work toward full certification for all 110 chapters.  “However, as long as there are 

no changes in Window Rock, there will be no local authority.  Government has to 

change.” (2004)  Yazzie preferred the term “local authority” to “local empowerment.”  

As a local leader from the first ever certified chapter, Yazzie knew firsthand the 

challenges and opportunities of certification, and the work required to be self-governing.   

Community Development staff person and Oljato Vice-President, James Adekai 

guessed it could take five years to get all chapters certified.  (Adekai 2004)  Commission 

on Navajo Government Development member, Lorena Zah-Bahe, speculated “50 perhaps 

[will get certified] in ten years.”  (2004)  In September 2011, the Navajo Nation Auditor 

General’s Office counted 27 certified chapters, or 25% of the chapters reservation wide.   

In 2004, Navajo Nation Auditor General, Ryan Claw, said “10 years is a realistic 

timeframe for full LGA implementation.”  He admitted, “in this position I have to think 

all will be certified.”  “In Albuquerque there are 6 chapters there trying to learn 

[certification].  21 are close to being ready.  Maybe 25% [of the 106 uncertified chapters] 

will be ready for certification.”  In 2004 Claw indicated the Tuba City chapter was near.  

“They want to make sure minimum standards are being met and make sure they’re 

following procedures and able to produce financial statements.” (2004)  Tuba City did 

indeed get certified on December 27, 2004. 

 In my home community of Oak Springs, LGA certification had eluded the once 

motivated grassroots group that went door to door to garner interest.  Council Delegate 

Roy Dempsey said, “Oak Springs is remotely still.  Six years ago they were at the point 
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of turning in an LGA plan, procedures, policies, and public hearings.  There was a chance 

in administration.  What happens is the documents then sit and sit.  The biggest movers 

are the [chapter] officials.  Council delegates can recommend.  It takes 6 months or more 

to bring it back up and bring it back into the arena.  Next, they need public hearings to 

move it forward.”  (2004) 

 Michelle Dotson with the Navajo Government Development Commission 

observed that the commonality across certified chapters is that they are all small 

communities.  “They’re all small, perhaps there isn’t internal fighting.  Sometimes areas 

are split between officials and delegates.” (2004)  She also suggested that effective 

leadership may be the impetus for movement. 

In order for the LGA to meet intended goals and maximize the potential in its 

mission, Navajo tribal leaders must acknowledge the difficulties that chapters encounter 

with the implementation process.  Governmental reform is no easy task.  It takes time, 

patience and the perseverance to reshape strategy.  There is a learning curve.  

Certification projections from 2004 and the actuality of fully certified chapters in 2011 

serve as poignant illustration.    

Support has been in place through Chapter Support Services and the Office of 

Navajo Community Development.  Chapter Coordinators are equipped to help a would-

be LGA certified chapter.  This support may need to be continually retooled as chapters 

demonstrate the breadth of unique need in terms of training, motivation and long-term 

plans.  
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When asked if there was any schedule or procedure for checking on LGA 

certified chapters, the Auditor General said there is none.  (Claw, 2004)  Perhaps that 

tracking could help inform further amendments to the legislation and to troubleshoot 

challenges.  It could help Community Development to better assess need in terms of 

technical assistance and training
40

. 

James Adekai thought the LGA was “a good idea but not for short-term projects.”  

He advised the current administration to look at other priorities such as bond financing 

and suggested that this would be more beneficial support for local government, instead of 

helping with LGA certification.  “It impacts how a chapter does business.”  (2004) 

Clearly, change is desired by Navajo people.  The change brought forth by the 

Navajo LGA is significant.  The Nation is presently at a point where theory meets reality 

in the sense that Navajo is realizing the challenges of local empowerment 

implementation.  The LGA promises a revitalization of democratic principles and 

traditional governance that could revolutionize local governance. 

If the LGA fails to provide the opportunities sought by chapter communities for 

local empowerment, alternatives may be necessary.  Julius Pete offered as a solution a 

regional coalition that resembled a city council.  “At Steamboat [Chapter] we want to get 

rid of the 25 member quorum.  Maybe divide up in 5 regions; each picks a delegate as a 

planning committee.  Look at Albuquerque city government.  They have 300,000 people 

and 9 on city council.  We have less than 200,000 Diné and 88 delegates.” (2004)  He 
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 By 2011 the Navajo Community Development LGA Summit had begun to serve as a forum for following 

up with and checking up on LGA certified chapters.  Local leaders could share information, devise strategy 

and receive pertinent legislative and financial updates. 
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suggested that Steamboat could do without a Vice-President.  They only need a President 

and Secretary, and also regional representatives. 

Time will tell how this experiment in local empowerment will impact the future 

of Navajo government.  What will the status of the LGA be in ten, twenty and fifty years?  

Will it bring the depth and type of change and local empowerment envisioned by the 

crafters of the act?  How will LGA certified status impact the overarching policy agenda 

and role of central government in Window Rock?  There is a poignant lesson to be 

learned from the LGA implementation process.  This is where the proverbial rubber hits 

the road. 
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CHAPTER IV: SHONTO-AN LGA CERTIFIED CHAPTER 

 

 “Shonto” means “Sunshine Springs” or Shaa’Tohi in Navajo.  The area is known 

as the stronghold for Navajo clan leaders, families and refugees who resisted surrender to 

the United States government during the time of the Long Walk in the 1800s.  

Established as a chapter in 1958, Shonto community is in both Arizona and Utah.  

According to the 2000 Census, Shonto has a population of 2,419 citizens and a labor 

force of 830 individuals.  Most Shonto residents find work outside of the chapter.  Local 

employers are: Shonto Preparatory School, Peabody Coal, Shonto Trading Post, Shonto 

Post Office, The Navajo Nation and the National Park Service.  Some members generate 

revenue through small-scale farming and ranching.  Services provided in the community 

include law enforcement, a community health worker, a Women, Infants and Children 

(WIC) program, and Headstart
41

.   

Shonto was granted LGA certification in 1999.  It was the first ever Navajo 

Nation chapter to secure LGA certification.  In 2004, I interviewed Stanley Yazzie, Vice-

President of the Shonto chapter to learn more about the impetus behind and plans for 

LGA-style local empowerment at Shonto.  According to Yazzie, the reasons for the 

aggressive pursuit of certification included “opportunity to do more things on our own 

part and to get away from restrictions.  Ordinances and contracting are two examples.  

We also did not want status quo.  We wanted to improve governmental structure.”  
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 Shonto Community website, Shonto.org 
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(2004)  By that Yazzie meant that the community hoped to amend existing structures and 

governmental process to combat the red tape and assert greater local authority. 

The “Community Vision” articulated by the citizens of Shonto Chapter is as 

follows:  The Shonto Community will be self-sufficient with a strong local government; a 

place where farming and grazing activities are in balance with residential needs, and 

where the traditional Navajo way of life is balanced with modern opportunities.  The 

Community will have housing, employment, and recreational opportunities, which will 

allow members to stay in the community and maintain strong family ties.  (2007 Shonto 

Community)  Shonto leaders recognized that in order to encourage community members 

to stay in the area on a permanent basis, local government had to create opportunity.  

They had to expand on and improve infrastructure to build a livable community so 

residents would have incentive to stay and invest in the area. 

 Yazzie encouraged, “We want to be aggressive and grow.  We do not want to be 

too dependent on Navajo.  We want to pursue business on our own.  We want to be 

recognized as a sub-government and not be just a service provider.”  (2004)  Yazzie 

thought that Shonto was doing well in 2004.  The previous year the community held six 

public meetings and focus group meetings.  Brainstorming and survey work done with 

the community resulted in a Community-Based Land Use Plan (CLUP) which was 

approved by the Navajo Nation Council Transportation and Community Development 

Committee in 2005
42

. 

                                                 
42

 Shonto Community website, Shonto.org 
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In 2004, Shonto explored such options.  They had been certified since 1999.  

Stanley Yazzie, a Shonto chapter official, stated that, “We are currently looking into a 

council type government.  We may have three officials, plus five others who serve.  We 

want to get away from the BIA system.” (2004)  The BIA system referred to is the 1927 

consensus-based model that comprises a president, vice-president, secretary/treasurer, 

grazing official and council delegate.  By 2006 this change was in motion.  Bill Donovan 

reported in the Navajo Times that Shonto Chapter, the first LGA certified community, 

had voted on and signed into law an alternative system of government in response to the 

inefficiencies and issues of fairness in the old system. Robert Black, Shonto Chapter 

Manager was quoted as saying,  

“It’s questionable whether [the quorum-based system] yields decisions 

that truly reflect majority feeling in a chapter.  Sometimes the meeting can 

consist of 25 members of the same family.  Often times, when a resolution 

is up for a vote, the sponsor makes sure of its passage by lobbying a 

handful of supporters to attend.  Since chapter meetings often attract only 

a bare quorum, it’s not hard to swing the vote with just a few friends and 

relations. There have also been cases when a small group passes a 

resolution at one meeting only to have it called up at the next meeting with 

a new set of chapter members voting to reverse it.” 

Black raises a valid point.  Although some chapters comprise a membership of several 

hundred people (my home community of Oak Springs has 613 members), others may 

include over 2,000 (Newcomb) constituents; 25 participants are hardly enough to reflect 
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true consensus.  Because it is the Navajo way to help out kin, it is not uncommon that 

family and clan members show up only for critical votes as illustrated by the experience 

at Shonto.  I observe this same selective participation in my home chapter at Oak Springs 

where people show up only when there is an agenda item that has direct impact on their 

family and friends.   

The 1927 system may not present uniform challenges or hardship for chapters.  

Like Oljato, quorum and the old style of consensus-based decision-making may actually 

work outside of the summer months when people are away.  Every chapter is different.  

What the LGA does is presents certified communities with options and the flexibility to 

work with that inherent diversity.  It offers freedom to tailor a governance style, 

governing institutions and methods that maximize the effectiveness of chapter 

government by putting the local “self’ in self-government.  It empowers the community 

to make an assessment of the structures and tools of government that will best serve their 

community and to choose a system that will help them to get work done efficiently.  If 

the chapter encounters problems with the quorum system, this is a chance to fix it.  The 

work of reform is opportunity to foster the integrity necessary for meaningful and long-

lasting impact.  An essential caveat is that LGA local empowerment will succeed only as 

far as the vision of the local leadership succeeds and the citizens are a necessary part of 

the solution. 

In 2006 Shonto seized this opportunity and capitalized on the flexibility afforded 

by the LGA when they adopted the Council of Nat’aa/Atilasdai.  Approved by special 

referendum vote during the November 7, 2006 general election, two out of three voters 
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(67%) at Shonto supported the reform. (2006)  The nine-member council includes the 

chapter’s five elected officials (chapter president, vice-president, secretary-treasurer, 

council delegate, and grazing representative) and four representatives elected from the 

community.  Despite remarks from Stanley Yazzie in 2004 that Shonto hoped to get away 

from the 1927 system, the positions of president, vice-president and secretary/treasurer 

synonymous with the old BIA system, remained a part of the newly created council.  

 According to Navajo Times reporter Bill Donovan, “Chapter members will 

continue to have a role as part of the Shonto General Assembly, which will meet 

quarterly to debate issues affecting the chapter.  In the other two months of each quarter, 

the governing board will meet to consider and pass resolutions.”  Removing the quorum 

requirement from the resolution process is a landmark change for Shonto and the 

quarterly meetings may actually encourage greater participation from the citizens.  

Chapter Manager Robert Black likes the new system, “Having a nine-member governing 

committee will bring stability and continuity to chapter decisions.  Decisions can be made 

that reflect the feelings of the entire membership and not just those who show up at one 

meeting.” (Shonto Pioneers New System after Two Years of Debate,” Navajo Times 

December 14, 2006)   

Bill Donovan asked a Shonto elder who had voted for the change what he thought 

of the council.  He responded: “The new council is an opportunity to implement self-

governance utilizing Navajo philosophy that was orally passed down through 

generations.  This form of government will connect our generations and bring us into 

harmony.” (2006)  Jonathan Nez echoed that sentiment: “The new form of government 
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reflects ‘the Navajo Way of Life’ and is based on the four directions and the four sacred 

mountains.” (2006)  Both men referred to the early history of the Diné when The People 

followed the path of the Hozhoji (Blessing Way) ceremony.  In this ceremony, the Sacred 

Mountain Bundle, adorned with good thoughts, words, songs, prayers, planning, and 

black rain clouds, was given to our chosen leaders to uphold for us. (Navajo Government 

Development)  By incorporating traditional aspects of leadership and governance, the 

hope was that a newfound sense of balance could be cultivated in chapter government.  

They also referred to the traditional way of leading a community and celebrating a 

council that reflected the pre-colonial practice of designating headmen who guided the 

people and made decisions for the kin groups.  After all, the clan na’taanii and regional 

na’taanii did not call monthly meetings that required consensus from a group of 25.  

They were entrusted to make wise and practical decisions for the good of the community.  

The Council of Nat’aa/Atilasdai honored that at Shonto. 

When the LGA was created, the Commission on Navajo Government 

Development recognized that a “one size fits all” solution would not work given the 

diversity inherent in the 110 chapters.  Local empowerment had to be locally defined.  In 

order for it to work, LGA legislation required a level of autonomy for local chapters to 

determine governmental structure, organization, and process.  It was a responsibility put 

in the hands of the people served by and leading locally empowered government. 

 Lorena Zah-Bahe commended Shonto for being first on the forefront with 

certification.  “They did it because they had a CPA and two influential delegates.  They 

were the first out there with no saddle, no cinch.  Now they ask, ‘where do we go from 
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here?’”  (2004)  Shonto responded to that question by adopting a council-based system of 

government in 2006; that would be the first step toward local empowerment for this rural 

community. 

For Shonto, the approval of the 2005 Community-Based Land Use Plan (CLUP) 

is merely the first step in taking greater control and ownership of development and 

resource management within chapter boundaries.  As projects unfold, chapter leadership, 

along with central Navajo, will be required to collaborate with the Navajo Nation to 

figure out issues of rights of way, permitting and jurisdiction. 
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CHAPTER V: KAYENTA TOWNSHIP 

 

 The community of Kayenta was chosen for its innovation in creating a municipal-

type government, never before encountered on the Navajo reservation and highly 

uncommon across Indian Country.  Envisioning Kayenta as a “town” allowed local 

business owners to provide leadership in zoning, planning and building a type of 

community best suited for the economic success and governance style desired by Navajo 

entrepreneurs.  Kayenta has long been a center of commerce with abundant opportunities 

for trade and tourism. Proximity to Monument Valley brings tourists with money to 

spend on meals, accommodations, tours, and souvenirs.  Indian and non-Indian business 

owners have tapped into this bountiful market for more than a century.  This business 

activity defines the culture and flavor of Kayenta and identifies it as commerce center.   

The Kayenta Township began as a pilot project endorsed by the Navajo Nation in 

1996.  Meant as response to the Navajo entrepreneurs frustrated by the “red tape” that 

slowed small business development and discouraged many would-be business owners, 

the Navajo Nation Council saw this as opportunity to allow local government to 

determine process for business licensing and establish a plan that could be catalyst for the 

success of Navajo-owned business.  The township lies within the jurisdiction of the 

Kayenta Chapter which serves the town of Kayenta and surrounding communities.  This 

chapter explores the history and rationale for the township and examines issues of 

jurisdictional authority, comprehensive planning and community development, and 

tailored governance.  This chapter is an examination of the unique relationship between 
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the township and chapter, community reaction to the municipal approach, and 

implications for other Navajo chapters interested in adapting a similar model. 

 

Community Profile 

 Kayenta is located in the north central quadrant of the Navajo Nation, south of the 

Utah border.  It is 25 miles from Monument Valley where monolithic sandstone 

outcroppings and sweeping high plateaus draw tourists from all over the world to partake 

in the breathtaking scenery.  The area is called Tse’ Bii Ndzisgaii by the Navajo people.  

The Navajo Nation Parks and Recreation department manages these 91,696 acres of land 

and protects local resources.  Since the turn of the last century, Monument Valley has 

attracted throngs of people eager to take in this scenery and document their visit with 

photographs and memorabilia purchased from nearby curio shops and vendors.  Even 

movie production companies have used the area as a backdrop for popular westerns since 

the 1920s
43

. 

 

The Wetherills, Fred Harvey and Indian Curios 

Due to the volume of tourist traffic in the area, Kayenta always had opportunity to 

capitalize on the market by offering goods and services to tourists embarking on a 

Monument Valley adventure.  Early on, non-Indian traders recognized the business 

prospects in the Kayenta area as evidenced by the trading posts, hotels and restaurants 

that were established in the early 1900s.  Many still stand today.   
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 Examples include: The Vanishing American (Paramount, 1925), Lone Star Ranger (Fox, 1930), Kit 

Carson (United Artists, 1940), and Billy the Kid (MGM, 1941) 
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At Kayenta, John Wetherill is synonymous with the trading post and trading post 

culture.  Liked and respected by Navajo artisans and art dealers alike, Wetherill 

established a tradition of dealing in Navajo arts and crafts.  According to Wetherill family 

history, John and his wife, Louisa Wade, ran trading posts since 1896 at Ojo Alamo, 

Chavez and Chaco Canyon.  In 1909 the discovery of Rainbow Bridge acquainted 

Wetherill with Clyde Colville; together, they explored Navajo Mountain and Monument 

Valley.  They recognized the appeal in local landscape and untapped potential for 

tourism.  In 1910 these partners and friends moved to Kayenta to establish footholds in 

Indian trade. (Gillmor and Wetherill 2008)   

Over time, Wetherill holdings expanded to include a motel and coffee shop.  To 

this day, the Best Western hotel in Kayenta bears the Wetherill name although it is now 

Navajo owned.  The Wetherills are a storied family of historians and collectors who are 

credited with discovering the ruins of Mesa Verde and documenting the prehistory of the 

Four Corners.  Subsequent generations of his family remained in the business of tourism, 

trade and hospitality.  By establishing a reputable trading post, Wetherill formalized a 

market and marketplace for Indian-made goods in the Kayenta area.  It is one which, by 

the year 2004, grew to include Navajo owned and operated businesses that sell crafts and 

provide services that include guided tours, jeep excursions, and coffee shops. 

The burgeoning of tourism in the Monument Valley area was contemporaneous to 

the Fred Harvey Company’s “Indian Detours.”  Popular in the early 1900s, these 

excursions brought droves of tourists to the southwest and fanned enthusiasm and interest 
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in Indian-made arts and crafts.  Affluent tourists, referred to as “dudes,
44

” journeyed 

through the southwest aboard finely-appointed Santa Fe railcars, and took in the sights 

and sounds of the Wild West.  Harvey hotels and eateries were known for their southwest 

motif china, flatware and linens, and personnel who were well-trained in the protocols of 

cultured hospitality.  Fred Harvey brought years of experience as hotelier to the endeavor 

which showed in the attention paid to detail.  At the height of its success, the Harvey 

empire included 26 restaurants, 16 hotels and 20 dining cars. (Thomas 1978) 

The Harvey Girls were the face of the Indian Detours.  They served as hostesses, 

teachers and tour guides.  Unique about the Detours was that tourists were not simply 

transported along the rail line and given travel literature to peruse along the way.  They 

were encouraged to interact with Indian people, hear their stories and learn southwest 

history.  Harvey Girls were trained by historians and anthropologists who taught them 

local history, geography and culture.  Critics argue that such learning was kept on surface 

level and that the Detours only reinforced popular stereotypes of Native Americans.  

Matters of representation and appropriation of knowledge aside, this project certainly 

directed attention toward Indian art; from this era was borne a fascination with things 

native and a desire to possess and exhibit the crafts of the people. (Weigle and Babcock 

1996)  

That yearning to possess Indian arts and crafts was not limited to Harvey tourists.  

An added impetus to collect such wares was a popularly held convention in the early 
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 The “dude” distinction was meant to authenticate the experience of living life, even if only temporarily, 

as a southwesterner.  Dudes learned local lore, explored Indian ruins, watched tribal dances and had 

interaction with Indians who sold wares and told stories. 
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1900s that Indians were purported to be “vanishing.”
45

  With the possibility of a culture 

disappearing, art collectors and others with a more ephemeral interest in Indian arts and 

crafts wanted wares, tapestries and jewelry from Indian crafters.  Perhaps getting such 

items directly from the source added to the value of these antiquities, thereby making the 

collection and acquisition more gratifying.   

The Harvey tours stopped in Albuquerque, Gallup, Flagstaff, the Grand Canyon, 

and points in between, so tourists could watch native women weave rugs, witness the art 

of silversmithing, and buy goods directly from the Indian artisans.  Navajo potters, smiths 

and weavers were heavily involved.  “Elle of Ganado” was the most well-known Navajo 

weaver.  She was part of the “living exhibits” where tourists watched “real live” Indians 

at their craft.  Popular because she was willing to sit for photographs, engage the tourists, 

and travel to New York City and Chicago to promote the Detours, she represented 

Navajo participation in the Harvey enterprise.  In 1903 she was chosen to weave a special 

rug which was gifted to President Theodore Roosevelt.  (Thomas 1978)  The Indian 

Detours illustrated that tourists were not simply buying arts and crafts, they were buying 

an experience
46

. 

Reservation traders were poised to address the demand for these wares and many 

did so quite lucratively.  After all, if collectors were unable to embark on a Harvey 
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 The “vanishing Indian” was a popularly held notion that because Indian populations were on the decline 

in the late 1800s that the extinction of the race was inevitable.  From 1904 to 1930 Edward Curtis captured 

the images of tribal people in their natural states, lest such record be lost.   He is widely known for his 

collection of photographs; his images are compiled and discussed in Edward S. Curtis and the North 

American Indian (Gidley, 1976). 
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 The traveling museum exhibit, “Inventing the Southwest” documented the Indian Detours with 

photographs and first person accounts of the experience.  The exhibit was hosted by museums in Phoenix, 

Denver and Albuquerque.  Barbara Babcock has published widely on the Fred Harvey Company.  For 

discussion of the Harvey Southwest as “ethnic theme park” see Marta Weigle “From Desert to Disney 

World: The Santa Fe Railway and The Fred Harvey Company Display the Indian Southwest.” 
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Detour or simply had not the desire to visit the southwest personally, they could still 

obtain the material culture from traders who would buy crafts directly from community 

artisans. 

By the early 1900s the first trading posts on the Navajo reservation were already 

buzzing with economic activity.  Proprietors such as John Lorenzo Hubbell and John 

Houck had established firm footholds in small communities.  According to the National 

Park Service John Lorenzo Hubbell “purchased a trading post in Ganado in 1878, ten 

years after Navajos returned to their homeland from the terrible exile at Bosque Redondo 

in Ft. Sumner, New Mexico.  There Navajos were introduced to many new things.  After 

they returned home, traders like Hubbell supplied those new items for the Navajo.”  The 

Hubbell trading post was sold to the National Park Service in 1965 and is now operated 

by the Western National Parks Association.  It is still a popular destination for visitors to 

Navajoland.   

John Houck also left a legacy in the community where he settled and traded.  The 

Navajo locale of Houck, Arizona is the namesake of the local trader.  It was organized as 

a formal chapter in 1956 with subsequent ground breaking on a Houck chapter house in 

1963.  These frontier entrepreneurs were rather high-profile individuals, many of whom 

enmeshed themselves in the Navajo community by learning the Diné language, customs 

and ways, and often taking Navajo wives. 

Even today, traders in Gallup, New Mexico use their generations-long 

relationship with the Navajo people to demonstrate their credibility and integrity.  For 

example, Ellis Tanner, appears in advertising with a velvet shirt, turquoise necklace and 
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silver concho belt, alongside his traditional mother-in-law who comically offers a 

perpetual browbeating.  This demonstrates the pivotal roles of traders as part of Navajo 

commerce and the long-term impact on Navajo economies and business activity. 

 For decades, Navajo trading posts were more than mere stores.  They became the 

hub of all activity, social, economic and political (Shepardson and Young).  Because 

Navajo family settlements were interspersed all over the reservation, communication was 

a challenge.  Running into families, friends and others at the trading post was an 

opportunity to visit and share gossip and news.  Many stores became outposts for mail 

delivery and served as banking operations, as they would extend credit for Navajos to 

buy goods and make loans by accepting items for pawn.  For the Navajos, a trip to the 

trading post was often highly-anticipated and involved much more than simply restocking 

supplies and trading goods
47

. 

Over time, Navajo trading posts evolved into economic centers with finely-tuned 

systems for bartering, negotiating and trading.  Navajo people were able to buy, sell and 

trade everything from woven rugs, pottery, livestock and other handmade items to food 

and goods.  Arts and craft items procured from these communities were then circulated 

out to bigger art markets across the country.  Over the years, interest and demand for 

Navajo-made items such as rugs/tapestries, silver work and other crafts has not waned, 

thus keeping the market robust. 

There were not many Navajo-owned businesses in the Kayenta area when 

Wetherill began to put his roots down as a trader. (Gillmor and Wetherill 2008)  Navajo 

                                                 
47

 “Strawberry Pop and Soda Crackers” by Shonto Begay (1996) is a children’s book that chronicles the 

anticipation of a rare visit to the trading post. 
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people bartered.  They participated, albeit informally, in economic exchange but most did 

not own businesses.  With trade opportunities Navajos did not have to partake in a cash-

based economy or use currency to participate in the economy.   

The last thirty years have marked significant change in the entrepreneurial 

landscape at Kayenta.  More Navajo people own and operate retail outlets and run 

franchise operations.  In 2004, 60% of the local businesses were Navajo owned including 

the Blue Coffee Pot Café, Fiesta Café, and the Chevron franchise.  Even the famous 

Wetherill Inn was Navajo owned. (Mike 2004)  The Navajo Nation operates tribally-held 

business in the area, such as the Arts and Craft Enterprise, but it is the entrepreneurialism 

among local small business owners at Kayenta that lies at the heart of this case study.  

Their call to central government in Window Rock to make the licensing process more 

accessible and their desire to have more authority to govern locally are the forces that 

prompted the Township.   

Navajo leaders have long expressed a desire to keep Navajo dollars on the 

reservation.  Border towns such as Farmington and Gallup, New Mexico and Flagstaff, 

Winslow, and Holbrook, Arizona have historically benefited from Navajo dollars spent 

on clothing, food, entertainment and services.  Navajo families travel more than 50 miles 

from their residence to shop.  Periodic trips to Albuquerque, New Mexico, Phoenix, 

Arizona, and Denver, Colorado are not uncommon.  Navajo shoppers cite variety of 

products and services, price, and selection as reasons for off-reservation consumerism.  

Sales tax generated by Navajo consumers in these areas pay for parks, libraries and social 



 190 

services for residents of those off-reservation towns, while Navajo communities suffer to 

get those same facilities and services paid for by the Navajo Nation.   

At Kayenta, types of businesses have diversified to include pizza parlors, video 

rental stores, game rooms, flower shops, taxi cab companies and airplane charter services.  

Strategic development of the business community at Kayenta could alter the commerce 

environment and offer more choices to the consumer, perhaps ensuring that more Navajo 

dollars stay on the reservation. 

An advantage at Kayenta is that the economy is not solely reliant on tourism.  The 

town does not shut down in winter months.  The community is large yet rural enough that 

demand from residents for goods and services sustains Kayenta businesses year-round.  

Rural reservation highways are heavily traveled by commercial vehicles and Navajos in 

transit for work and recreation.  Given the remoteness of the region, Kayenta is often 

“town”
48

 for families who live in outlying communities.  There is money to be made by 

those interested in engaging in commerce opportunities that exist in Kayenta.   

There are challenges.  Improvements in infrastructure, zoning and the design of 

major thruways were identified by the Township Commissioners as essential to building 

the type of community that could best support the municipality and business environment 

they hoped to establish.  They were also determined to find ways to open up opportunities 

for Navajo entrepreneurs to participate in the economy. 

                                                 
48

 For many families at Navajo, “going to town” is a weekly or monthly event where families get packed in 

vehicles and driven to reservation towns like Kayenta, Chinle, Window Rock or Tuba City.  Border towns 

such as Gallup, Farmington, and Flagstaff are also very popular.  A day in “town” includes shopping, 

eating out and perhaps seeking out entertainment, visiting relatives or getting car repairs. 
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There are opportunities at Kayenta to build a bustling economy, foster 

entrepreneurship, and cultivate a sense of community that is important for Indigenous 

people.  According to the Arizona Department of Commerce, Kayenta had 1,554 workers 

in the local labor force in 2000 and an unemployment rate of 12.2%; figures are based on 

2000 U.S. Census data.  County data shows most workers hold jobs in government, 

transportation, trade, utilities, education and health.  There is a viable local workforce.  If 

successful in the long term, the Township may be the catalyst that empowers Navajo 

business owners to thrive and become the engines for keeping reservation dollars at 

home, where they can invigorate the local economy. 

 

Local Government at Kayenta   

The body of local government at Kayenta is the chapter.  Similar to the other 109 

chapters across the reservation, this governing body provides leadership and guidance on 

community affairs.  It maintains the government to government relationship between 

local areas and central Navajo government in Window Rock.  Chapter officials handle 

budgets, resource allocation, land and water issues and all other local economic and 

political matters.  When a community member needs home repairs and cannot afford 

them, wishes to apply for grazing, land-use and other permits, or has a child who needs 

help with college tuition, the chapter officials hold the power.  Sometimes they are asked 

to step in to resolve family or community disputes over land and other resources.  These 

local officials bear the responsibility of needs assessment, prioritization, and the 
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establishment of the local political agenda.  Their objective is to build and maintain a 

prosperous community. (Bingham and Wilkins)   

Each chapter’s governing unit comprises elected officials that include a president, 

vice-president, secretary, treasurer and grazing committee representative.  Each small 

community does not have its own chapter.  Most chapters encompass a number of smaller 

communities that range in size from several hundred residents to several thousand.  

Because chapter designations are made according to population, more remote regions of 

the reservation include fewer numbers of chapters since the population is dispersed more 

sparsely, thereby allowing more local communities to be grouped under one chapter.   In 

more populated areas, such as Window Rock and Fort Defiance multiple chapters are 

often situated closely together.  In Fort Defiance the residents living within town limits 

alone comprise the constituency of that chapter, creating a situation where residents of 

tiny  communities mere miles outside of Fort Defiance fall under the jurisdiction of the 

neighboring chapter, St. Michael’s. 

The organization of the chapter system creates a dynamic where chapters with 

authority over a larger area are presented with unique challenges since small communities 

often have distinctive political identities and needs.  With a greater number of small 

communities within a jurisdiction there is increased demand for internal resources 

(natural, monetary, human and otherwise) and a varied stance on development and 
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growth which can make decision-making complicated.  With a large chapter it is 

critically important to understand this community diversity and local-local
49

 politics.   

When a large chapter takes on community development, the “community” can be 

a conglomeration of several unique and diverse areas.  It is a community of communities.  

This is not unlike the distinction one might find in American cities with regard to 

neighborhoods.  Although adjacent and very similar in geography, they are often vastly 

different in character, flavor, and vision and tolerance for future growth.  Sometimes 

there is even striking socio-economic differences between neighborhoods that create 

interesting and often contentious politics.  Communities at Navajo are not any different in 

this regard.    

 When the Kayenta Township Commission was created in 1996 it became a 

second arm of local government in the Kayenta area with powers and authorities 

somewhat similar to that of the chapter, but more specialized in scope since it was 

intended to promote a specific component of community and economic development.  It 

was not intended to usurp the jurisdictional authority of the chapter.  In fact, it only 

serves the five acre town of Kayenta with a specific focus on business development. 

 Theoretically, the Township Commission and the chapter have a prime 

opportunity to work in tandem.  The goals and priorities they have in common are: 

providing good leadership and representation of community interest, ensuring adequate 

and cost-effective service delivery, and working on sustainable growth.   Both want a 
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 By this, I mean the politics of the dozens of smaller communities with a chapter.  Chapters typically are 

assigned the distinction of being the centers of local government, but “local” can be broken down further to 

reflect those communities within the community.   
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thriving local economy with jobs and revenue opportunities for local government and 

community members, strategic and conscientious development, and a livable community 

with marked improvements in infrastructure.   

The differences between the township and chapter government lie in scope.  The 

township was created to focus solely on Kayenta economic development issues with 

further specialization in areas of small business development and town planning.  If other 

communities within the jurisdiction of the Kayenta chapter are interested in similar 

initiatives, they must rely on the chapter for this expertise or perhaps create their own 

entity internally, similar to the strategy taken by architects of the township.   

The chapter’s jurisdiction and constituent base is unchanged.  Chapter leaders 

continue to contend with the needs of all communities within their area.  However, when 

it comes to economic development and growth management in the town limits of 

Kayenta, that responsibility is shared with township leaders.  Chapter leaders recognize 

the need for expertise in this area and acknowledge that township staff and Kayenta 

business leaders possess that experience. 

If you are a Navajo entrepreneur in Kayenta, you will likely turn to the township 

commission more often than the chapter for assistance with businesses licensing and 

technical assistance.  However, the chapter is not an obsolete governmental body for 

entrepreneurs; after all, it is the chapter that maintains overarching authority in the region 

as their decision-making is geared toward macro-level community concerns. 

The changes in the dynamics of local governance at Kayenta introduce powerful 

and interesting opportunities for civic participation.  The township came about because 
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Kayenta citizens became involved in government and put forth the commitment, ideas 

and ownership to tailor governance that has the best chance of being effective in the local 

community.  The township model was not imposed on Kayenta by Navajo administration 

or the federal government; the impetus was local.  Business leaders demanded change 

and a streamlining of the process one must navigate to open a business.  The decision-

making paradigm has been altered with emphasis on local expression.  That buy-in may 

potentially make all the difference in long-term impact. 

 

What was the problem in local government? 

With the Kayenta chapter as hub for local governance, the largest and most 

populous community is the town of Kayenta.  Though geographically connected, Kayenta 

proper is vastly different from neighboring communities that include: Black Mesa, 

Oljato, Chilchinbeto, Shonto and Jeddito.  Population, resources and citizen ideologies 

about growth, development and governance vary.  Black Mesa, for example, is largely 

rural and home to families who are deeply rooted in tradition.  Culture and adherence to 

traditional beliefs and practices often define the temperament of a community and 

determine local attitudes on development and management of natural resources.  

Historically, “traditional” and “progressive” have marked opposite ends of the spectrum 

regarding the way people think about community issues as a function of cultural or 

tradition.  In this paradigm Black Mesa represents traditional thinking and inclinations. 

Black Mesa community is home to one of the largest coal-mining operations in 

the country, leased by the Navajo Nation in 1964 and owned by Peabody Coal.  Peabody 
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Energy asserts that it “injected $3 billion dollars in economic benefits for tribal 

communities.  Native Americans comprised more than 90% of Kayenta Mine’s 425-

person workforce.”  Although the appeal of high-paying jobs and tribal revenues made 

the coal-operation a welcome endeavor in the early years, the demand for coal peaked 

and Navajo reserves dwindled resulting in a downward turn by the 1990s.  Large layoffs 

and bitter labor disputes ensued.  The Navajo Nation executive leadership, council and 

Division of Economic Development were criticized for failing to negotiate better prices 

and contract agreements with Peabody Coal.  Despite the initial economic prosperity 

brought by the mining operation and the creation of Navajo jobs, many families still lived 

paycheck to paycheck.  Mining did not address economic hardship for the long-term and 

although individual families did benefit, this operation was not enough to chart a new 

course for community growth and economic vitality in this area.  Housing, roads, 

plumbing and electricity were still unavailable to many Black Mesa households. 

Environmental impact became an increasing concern as the years of mining 

activity proved detrimental to air and water quality.  Contamination of underground water 

tables became primary concern for Black Mesa residents as precious water was used to 

slurry coal.  Coal mining requires an immense quantity of water and Navajo accepted that 

in early negotiations as part of the extraction process.  Over time, the depletion of 

underground water reserves could permanently alter the livability of this tract of Navajo 

land and damage potential for future development.   

For the arid southwest water is a valuable commodity and its use has become 

increasingly litigious as more tribes assert century-old rights to water, much to the 
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dismay of non-Indian, non-reservation water users
50

.   Given the clarity of hindsight, 

Navajo decision-makers may make future natural resource development decisions 

differently given the environmental impact revealed through Black Mesa.  For Navajo 

and Hopi, resource extraction has come to be equated with exploitation.  Progress and 

economic growth did not come without a price for members of these communities
51

. 

Given the development experience at Black Mesa it is no surprise they may have 

vastly different ideas pertaining to economic development than residents of Kayenta.  

When an Indian community has had a negative experience with any kind of development, 

residual reluctance to embark on subsequent ventures is not uncommon.  There is 

trepidation of repeating mistakes and desire to avoid ruinous outcomes that could harm 

the community
52

.  The Black Mesa coal-mining experience can result in a reluctance to 

embark on lofty development projects and the adaptation of a conservative attitude 

toward growth.  At Kayenta the emphasis is business development and tourism; it is not 

coal.  Business creation will not deplete regional water tables for future generations of 

Navajos or leave an environmental footprint the magnitude of coal-mining.  These 

neighboring communities differ in experience, opportunity and motivation. 

Setting a development agenda requires that the chapter shoulder responsibility for 

the assessment and responsible stewardship of resources, and long-range planning.  For 
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 San Juan River settlement at Navajo. 
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 The 1985 documentary Broken Rainbow (Victoria Mudd, Director) examines PL93-531 and the forced 

Relocation of Navajo people from Hopi land.  The 2009 film, Power Paths (Bo Boudart) documents social, 

economic and environmental impact of mining and discusses Indigenous perspectives on enewable and 

alternative energy.  See also Ecocide of Native America: Environmental Destruction of Indian Lands and 

People (1995) by Donald A. Grande and Bruce E. Johansen. 
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 Uranium mining at Navajo in the 1960s resulted in environmental degradation and high rates of illness 

and death among tribal miners.  In 2005 the Navajo Nation Council passed the Navajo Natural Resource 

Protection Act that bars future uranium development without further Navajo governmental approval. 
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many tribes, development is a “bad word” associated with instances where tribes and 

their resources are taken advantage of and business dealings are marred with scandalous 

deals and questionable politicking.  Today, tribal councils, business boards, and 

development commissions are learning to be competitive, aggressive and demanding 

when brokering business deals, particularly with off-reservation corporations and 

investors.  Navajo chapters must protect local interest in this business environment.  They 

are expected to navigate these entrepreneurial waters on behalf of their local communities 

by formulating and implementing development plans that match the needs and 

expectations of local residents, and correspond with the macro-level development 

initiatives promoted by the Navajo Nation Council and President. 

Resources available to Kayenta include market opportunity, tourism, and a 

tenacious group of Navajo entrepreneurs.  Unlike Black Mesa, Kayenta has a major 

highway running through the community that regularly brings tourists with money to 

spend on food, gas and souvenirs.  Kayenta residents are happy to participate in the free 

market and capitalize on the tourist dollar.  There exists community tolerance for traffic 

and high volume of off-reservation patrons.  Few see the visitors as intruders; rather, they 

are customers who will fill hotel rooms, fly into the town airport, and buy jewelry from 

Navajo vendors.  Residents embrace their community as commerce center.   

The human resource that is the Navajo entrepreneurs is a powerful force in 

Kayenta and critical to the success of a township model.  These business owners have 

genuine interest in building a vibrant business community, even if that means re-

imagining and restructuring local government to facilitate that.  They mobilized action 
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toward prioritizing small business development and assumed ownership and participation 

in government to ensure implementation of business-focused decision making.  This 

group has readily taken on tasks of rezoning neighborhoods and rethinking future growth, 

endeavors that have not been easy given the initial step of securing resident buy-in for 

such change.  Factors of zoning and managed growth weigh heavily on the success of 

enterprise and community improvement; township members have had to articulate the 

merits of this development strategy to their neighbors and convince the community that 

this is a viable plan and direction. 

What Kayenta lacked in natural resources, it made up for in human capital and 

determination to realize and maximize opportunities at their doorstep.  Enhancing 

commerce and creating an environment where Navajo owned business can thrive is a 

locally-defined strategy for community empowerment.  Given the history, local culture of 

commerce, proclivities of local entrepreneurs and market opportunity, the township 

model makes sense for this community.  It places Kayenta residents in the “driver’s seat” 

of development, a cornerstone of nation-building.  It is locally-generated, locally-defined 

and tailored to local opportunities.  Not every community at Navajo has similar market 

opportunity or spirit of entrepreneurialism that is found at Kayenta.  

As the township has evolved a distinctive culture of Kayenta has emerged.  It is 

characterized by innovative entrepreneurialism and a style of community building that 

celebrates Indian commerce.  That leaning toward enterprise is appropriate for Kayenta.  

Navajos in that community value culture, tradition, land and other resources just as Black 

Mesa residents do, but they have chosen a development path that reflects the 
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opportunities and preferences of families in their area.  Each community should be 

empowered to make such determinations for themselves, especially with cultural 

considerations being so personal, political and often controversial.  This is true self-

governance and a grassroots approach to nation-building.  This approach to decision-

making enables the local community to own its decisions, rendering them meaningful, 

legitimate and defendable. 

Township buy-in from Black Mesa, surrounding chapters and other communities 

within Kayenta chapter was unnecessary.  Within its home chapter, notions of township, 

municipal governance structure, and entrepreneurial support did not resonate with rural 

communities as they did with Kayenta town residents.  Rural areas have chapter 

government to provide leadership and services.  Township jurisdiction remains within 

city limits.  Rural communities would not have say in city planning, spending decisions 

or business of the township commission.  However, they would benefit from area growth 

with increased shopping opportunities, housing options, and amenities.  New roads, 

sidewalks, and safe intersections would improve public safety that could be enjoyed by 

all area residents.  

The township was also independent of buy-in from chapter leadership.  From the 

onset township commissioners and Kayenta business owners had clear-cut ideals for 

township autonomy.   The power and legitimacy of township government derives from 

the ability to be self-directing and self-governing.  These powers of local governance 

include authority to pass town ordinances, regulatory practices and establish protocol.  

Township leaders would have a direct and unique government to government relationship 
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with the Navajo Nation Council and executive officials in central government.  They 

would not require the chapter to mediate relations with Navajo administration.  They 

were intent to take on governance responsibility for their hometown.  The intention was 

not to side-step chapter government, rather to be seen and interacted with as a legitimate 

and distinct governmental entity. 

Municipal government at Kayenta meant the look and style of local governance 

would change.  Township leaders were determined to mold a political identity that was 

distinct and separate from the chapter.  It was acknowledged that township and chapter 

leaders should communicate and collaborate on common issues.  There was a premium 

placed on positive and constructive intergovernmental relations.  Shared concerns of land 

use planning, the environment and stable economies offered common ground.  Kayenta 

residents are also constituents of chapter government and could be invested in both 

bodies of authority.  Two governmental bodies jockeying for power is potentially 

disastrous for the community and poor public relations for the township.   

Chapter leaders recognized that citizen entrepreneurs understand a business-

oriented community best.  They know commerce, have an awareness of the economic 

history of the area and know how to enhance entrepreneurialism among would-be Navajo 

business owners.  Experts and ripe with experience, these individuals know firsthand the 

frustration with tribal and Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) licensing processes.  Many 

have been personally confounded by the bureaucratic red tape, and deterred by the time 

and money required to open an enterprise.  These community members know how to 

streamline small business development and make it accessible and sustainable.  If this is 
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the development style demanded by the community, these individuals are ideally 

equipped to determine appropriate styles of governance and leadership.   

The goal for this experiment in local empowerment was to successfully mold 

governance to fit the development culture of the community.  This endeavor requires a 

certain style of leadership.  Although chapter leaders do the best they can to provide 

responsible, fair and effective leadership for their communities, they cannot always 

address specialized needs.  Small business development for the town of Kayenta was 

indeed a specialized need.  Creation of a township allows commissioners to focus on 

business strategy and town development for a specific area.  Their efforts take this 

workload off the chapter agenda. 

Moreover, solutions often have the best chance of success and long-term impact if 

community members create them, believe in them and are willing to do the hard work to 

bring them to fruition.  Community leaders at Kayenta had a strategy to address the 

development hurdles in their neighborhood.  Visionary leaders such as Richard Mike 

were intent to do the work of governance.  The chapter did not create any roadblocks. 

 

Community-driven Solutions for Improving Local Government 

The Kayenta Township was the brainchild of a group of Navajo businessmen in 

the 1980s.  In 1985 Dr. Gerald Knowles developed a concept paper for the Kayenta 

Township Pilot Project.  That same year, the Kayenta Chapter adopted a resolution to 

support the township project and the Navajo Tribal Council approved the transfer of 

3,603 acres of trust land for the Kayenta Township site.  In the 1990s, Richard Mike, 
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Gary Nelson and other area entrepreneurs furthered this blueprint for the ground-breaking 

Navajo municipality.  Leaders in chapter government and the Navajo Tribal Council 

agreed that the bureaucratic red tape was suffocating entrepreneurialism across the 

reservation.  This was debilitating for Kayenta given its history and culture of commerce.  

A township approach was untried and unproven on the Navajo Nation.  Township leaders 

believed this project provided innovative and unparalleled opportunity to boost small 

business and produce a unique brand of local governance. (Mike 2004)  Navajo 

administrators were concerned with feasibility and long-term sustainability of the model.  

There was concern of service duplication.  The Navajo Nation had a Division of 

Economic Development and a Small Business office that assisted Navajo business 

owners.  

The Navajo Nation Council acknowledged the critical need for innovative and 

diversified strategy for economic development, thus their support for the project.  The 

township was a citizen-driven solution.  Local people took initiative and were not 

passively waiting for central government to solve their problems.  They sought ownership 

in devising tools to better neighborhood opportunity and economy.  If existing business 

services were insufficient this model deserved a chance.  If successful, the township was 

a potential model for other reservation communities with shared opportunities, interests, 

and goals. 

Township architects chose a municipal model for two reasons.  First, with 

targeted interest in business development, township commissioners could operate similar 

to city managers, planners, and city councils.  Kayenta could function as any other 
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municipality across the nation, rather than a community within a Navajo chapter.  It could 

create a meaningful and effective commerce environment in which Navajo-owned 

business could thrive. (Mike 2004)  In this model, the chapter is analogous to county 

government.  The township handles micro level issues specific to Kayenta while the 

chapter focuses on macro-level concerns of the larger area. 

Second, the leadership demands for a Navajo municipality differed from that of 

Navajo chapter.  In a township, community leaders were determined by proficiency and 

success in the world of business.  Leader characteristics, qualifications and motivations 

were unique to the tasks pertaining to the creation, support and reward of successful 

reservation entrepreneurialism. 

The mission and vision of the Kayenta Township are as follows: “the mission of 

the Kayenta Township through its history and cultural environment is to promote and 

strive for sustainable economic development and growth for our future generation (sic).”  

“It is the vision of Kayenta Township to prosper in achieving the community 

development objectives by creating a model community with autonomy for the citizens in 

term (sic) of amenities that will bring Health, Wellness, and Harmony to the community 

using our traditional teaching of Sihasin (Hope).”  These objectives have remained 

guiding principles for subsequent work of the township commissioners. 

 

Results of the Community-driven Solutions 

Township commissioner, Kayenta resident and Navajo entrepreneur Richard 

Mike asserted a marked turnaround in the community with the newfound municipal 
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government as catalyst.  Modern housing developments, more businesses, and better 

roads cannot be missed as a visitor drives through town.  Improvements in infrastructure 

demonstrate township planning at work.  Zoning ordinances and a tailored trajectory for 

land use foster an organized approach to growth.  The town is more attractive.  An 

inviting locale fosters community pride amongst residents, establishes the town as a 

decent place to live and raise a family, and appeals to passersby who are likely to stop 

and patronize local businesses. (Mike 2004) 

Road improvement is a notable development as reservation roads are notorious 

for being unsafe and in perpetual disrepair.  Hitch-hiking is common on the reservation.  

The Navajo Nation has a dubious distinction for a high number of pedestrian fatalities.  

Township revenues were used to widen roads, build sidewalks and crosswalks, and 

provide sufficient signage and street lighting.  Commissioner Mike proudly showcased a 

new intersection on the main roadway in Kayenta that had lights and turn signals to 

adequately handle traffic volume, designated turn lanes, and pedestrian walk signs that 

ensured safety and flow.  Rather than wait for the state of Arizona or the Navajo Nation 

to pay some attention to these traffic issues the township funded roadway enhancements 

directly for the purpose of community safety. 

The town dump was another point of pride for Commissioner Mike.  The 

community had a long history of illegal dumping as people would discard household 

trash, vehicles, furniture, appliances, and other unwanted items in area washes, canyons, 

and open space along roadsides.  Residents burned trash regularly in backyards and 
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allowed rubbish to pile up around their homes.  Prior to 2002 a central dumping site for 

community garbage did not exist.   

Tourists come to Navajoland to see sandstone canyons and miles of open desert, 

not litter-strewn fields and ravines.  Township leaders acknowledged that successful 

Monument Valley tourism was based on an expected experience in a pristine landscape.  

With the appeal of the area based on appearance, it was imperative that the natural beauty 

be maintained, not destroyed with garbage.  Tourism aside, township commissioners also 

wanted Kayenta residents to be proud of their home community and to respect their 

neighborhood by keeping it clean.  This shift challenged residents to think differently 

about notions of yard and neighborhood.  It encouraged personal responsibility and 

investment in community maintenance.  Both foundational principles resonate with the 

tenets of nation-building. 

Keeping yards free of trash and junk was part of that process.  This too required a 

change in mindset and habit as many families were accustomed to allowing junk to 

accumulate.  Commissioner Mike pointed out a man’s home with piles of inoperable cars, 

kitchen appliances and building material in the yard.  That man was mandated by the 

commission to clean up around his home or face serious penalties.  This regulatory effort 

was another initiative taken by the commission to clean up the town. 

Illegal dumping was addressed with the passage of township ordinances that 

imposed fines and penalties for anyone doing it.  Residents were urged to use the town 

dump and expected to pay fees to use the facility.  When residents complained the fees 

created economic hardship they were reminded by the commissioners that town services 



 207 

cost money and everyone needed to contribute.  The dump had to be staffed and 

maintained.  It was an amenity for the community.   

Township commissioners saw the personal investment of citizens as critical to the 

town-building effort. (Mike 2004)  Fostering citizen ownership and participation parallels 

the expectations of individuals in nation-building.  The process at Kayenta was very local 

and micro-level community building.  It was a grassroots or bottom-up exercise in 

Navajo nation-building.  Residents wanted to see results at Kayenta.  Township leaders 

needed the momentum of community buy-in for long-term success.  Garbage fees could 

have been a hurdle; however, Mr. Mike indicated that attitudes about the fees changed as 

residents realized the benefits and appreciated the cleanliness of the community.  

Residents admitted that successful outcomes depending on every family doing their part. 

Housing is another area of marked improvement.  Reservation housing largely 

consists of the traditional hogan, mobile homes, and privately constructed houses.  

Because of the trust status of reservation land, most Navajo families own homes that sit 

on lands leased from the government.  Tribal land can be used but never purchased.  The 

Navajo Nation allocates resources for water and electricity and provides basic 

infrastructure.  Most communities lack comprehensive planning and long-term land use 

designations; as a result, communities simply expand in an indiscriminate fashion.  The 

Navajo Nation leaves most local planning decisions and development strategy to chapter 

government.  Few chapters have the expertise to take on a comprehensive planning effort 

or resources to develop long-term land use plans. 
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The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and Indian Health Service (IHS) provide 

housing alternatives for those employed by the federal government.  Occupants of 

government housing have historically been non-Indian doctors, nurses, teachers, and 

principals.  Government neighborhoods are adjacent to facilities such as schools and 

hospitals, and are master planned communities, often complete with playgrounds, 

landscaping and layout atypical of most reservation areas.  In Fort Defiance, Leupp and 

Greasewood, government housing constitutes the nicer and more livable parts of the 

community. These homes are rented.  They are neither sold nor seen as long-term 

housing options for Navajo residents given the limited accessibility.   

Another government housing option is Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

homes.  They are ubiquitous across Indian reservations and easily identifiable by the 

telltale neighborhood clusters and cookie-cutter houses.  Critics of HUD housing 

complain that these neighborhoods fail to acknowledge traditional settlement patterns and 

impose western concepts of community life.  Residents interested in building a hogan, 

sweat lodge or sheep corral cannot do so in a HUD community.  Low income families are 

the primary beneficiaries of HUD housing.  Renters not owners, these residents often 

treat the homes as temporary and fail to care for them as homeowners would.  Although 

necessary, HUD settlements do little to foster a sense of community and are not viable 

options for the majority of would-be Navajo homeowners.   

There are a small number of parcels of fee simple land on the reservation that are 

open for purchase.  They are remnant from land held by non-Indian traders and others 

who managed to acquire land before or when reservation lines were established.  These 



 209 

pockets provide rare opportunity for Navajos to own their home and the land it sits on.  

Kerrigan Estates near Window Rock, Arizona is one such development.  It is a 230-home 

community contracted by the Navajo Division of Economic Development, with plans for 

86 apartments.  These plots hold particular appeal to those with means to finance the 

purchase and ability to pay back a home loan. 

Navajos interested in a home as long-term investment need better options.  

Township leaders saw the reservation-wide need for housing as opportunity and a 

valuable component of the overall development plan.  If the township could offer a 

variety of apartments, duplexes and one to three bedroom homes at various price points, 

they could access an untapped market.  Middle to high-end apartments and 

condominiums are rare across the reservation, yet there are families who can afford them.  

Navajo professionals, who earn decent wages and have considerable capital to invest in 

housing are often overlooked.  They were ready customers and viable investors in the 

community being built by the township.  They could afford larger and more expensive 

homes similar to those in communities of Flagstaff, Farmington, Gallup or Phoenix.  In 

addition, single people and low to moderate income families still had accessible options.  

There was something for everyone.  Housing had potential to attract non-Kayenta 

residents to relocate.  Investment in a home meant investment in community, which was 

ultimately good for the township.  Richard Mike admitted being “at a dreadful 

disadvantage without land ownership,” but remained optimistic about finding ways to 

better manage land.  “We can abolish church leases to free up that land for development.”  

(2004)  
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Taxation was a hallmark change at Kayenta.  In 1996 the Navajo Nation passed a 

resolution establishing the Kayenta Retail Sales Tax Project.  The local sales tax initially 

approved at 2.5% eventually rose to 5% with revenues earmarked for infrastructure and 

business development. (Mike 2004)  The retail sales tax enabled the Commission to tap a 

previously untapped—and significant—revenue source.  Between June 15, 1997 and 

December 31, 1998 the Kayenta sales tax raised $670,834.  This income is invested 

directly in local infrastructure projects and used to leverage external investment from the 

bond market, commercial banks and private investors. (Harvard Project on American 

Indian Economic Development 1999)  Local tax at Navajo can be precarious given the 

existing tax structure.  Per the Navajo Tax Commission, those taxes include: 4% sales tax 

on all retail sales on the Navajo Nation, this is similar to state gross receipts taxes; a fuel 

tax of .18 per gallon for gasoline and .25 per gallon for diesel; an 8% hotel tax; $1 per 

pack cigarette tax; and oil and gas severance taxes of 4%.  Sales tax at Kayenta was an 

innovative approach to revenue generation and economic development.  Internally 

generated revenue helped to curtail dependence on Window Rock for community 

development appropriations.  Those efforts were recognized by the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development (HPAIED) Honoring Nations program in 1999. 

A change in leasing practices was made priority as essential to further enhance 

business and community growth.  Richard Mike pushed for 99 year leases.  “The Navajo 

Nation currently does 25 year leases which force the entrepreneur to pay off the building 

and equipment in ten years.  We need a master lease.  We’re trying to build on things the 

tribe has already done.  We don’t need to completely reinvent the wheel.” (2004) 
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Zoning was yet another breakthrough facilitated by the township leaders.  Zoning 

efforts in general fail to be handled as meticulously as in off-reservation communities.  

At Kayenta, the town had simply grown over the years without a methodical plan and 

consideration for future growth.  The business district that included the stretch of major 

highway and the restaurants, gas stations and stores alongside was interspersed with 

private residences.  People simply parked mobile homes or built houses behind their 

businesses.  Many families had settled that way for three or more generations.  It was an 

accepted practice.  Commissioners realized immediately that the town needed to be re-

zoned as the first step in implementing a comprehensive plan for the new town layout. 

(Mike 2004) 

This new direction required resident buy-in.  Families who lived in homes 

adjacent to their businesses were asked to relocate.  A town ordinance established a 

central business district and disallowed residential property within that area.  Residents 

were encouraged to move to the new housing developments being constructed in an area 

of Kayenta that was newly rezoned specifically as residential. 

There were families who objected. (Price 2004)  Some failed to see the reasoning 

behind a business district and others argued that decades-long occupation should trigger a 

grandfather clause that would allow them to remain.  Richard Mike stated the 

commission did everything in its power to relocate families in a respectful manner.  They 

acknowledged growing pangs as part of the process and admitted that personal sacrifice 

would be required for the plan to work. (2004)  Despite initial opposition, the transition 

went smoothly. 
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Renewed emphasis on planning was not unique to the township.  The 1998 Local 

Governance Act (LGA) required Navajo chapters to devise individual land-use plans in 

order to become certified.  The LGA encouraged new methodologies and tools for 

community development with an inclination toward long-range planning as the goal.  

Most chapters failed to formally plan for the long term; patchwork growth was the result.  

Patchwork growth was not strategic and fostered reactive decision-making.  Chapter 

officials lacked expertise in the area and were uncertain where to turn for technical 

support.  The Navajo Nation earmarked LGA funds to contract with off-reservation 

planners and modelers who could map and assess community land and resources for local 

chapters. 

PaeChi was an Albuquerque-based engineering and planning firm
53

.  They were 

contracted by the Navajo Nation shortly after the 1998 LGA to assist communities with 

the technical aspects of planning.  This firm oversaw the development of land-use plans 

for a dozen Navajo chapters.  They visited the chapters, interviewed community leaders 

and members about growth, and facilitated conversations about development goals and 

priorities.  PaeChi technical staff surveyed the area and generated finely-detailed maps of 

chapter land using advanced GPS (global positioning system) technology.  PaeChi 

deliverables included comprehensive land-use plans, GPS maps, and recommendations 

for planned growth.  These materials were distributed to chapter leaders upon completion 

of the consultation and urged as tools for land related decision-making.  It was left to the 

chapter to determine what to do with the information.  Today, many Navajo chapters 
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have websites that showcase the GPS maps generated by PaeChi.  Few used the data to 

spark new conversations and approaches to community planning. They were not far 

enough down the development path for these tools to be useful. 

The community first had to recognize a need for planning and commit to new 

methods for managing community growth.  Only then would those technical tools be 

valued and practical.  Community input in the PaeChi process was minimal.  Critics 

assert that Navajo administration pushed to get the land-use plans and maps done to 

demonstrate benchmark achievement on the LGA certification process.  To the outsider, 

web-based maps and newly created land-use plans suggested development in action and 

historic change for LGA communities.  However, those tools were meaningless unless 

the local chapter engaged, believed in and used them.  Community participation was 

essential; otherwise, this was a top-down fix to a local issue. 

At Kayenta, business leaders wanted the planning and goal-setting to derive from 

within.  If tools such as those derived from the PaeChi consultation were developed, it 

was imperative that the community have input and work in tandem with township 

leaders.  Citizen ideas were highly valued.  Kayenta also possessed a great deal of in-

house technical expertise, vis-à-vis their own commissioners and entrepreneurs.  Locals 

knew the community best and were well qualified to ascertain community need and place 

Kayenta on a trajectory for success.  Outside experts could be brought in for technical 

support or project work, but the commissioners were not passive customers.  Town 

leaders oversaw all consultation and set the agenda upon advice of town residents who 

participated in local government. 
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Community reaction to the township initiative has been mostly positive.  The 

Kayenta sales tax was received with guarded caution as reservation residents are 

unaccustomed to paying sales tax on goods and services purchased on the reservation.  

There is a popular misnomer that Indians do not pay taxes.  All Native Americans, 

reservation Navajos included, pay federal income tax and we pay sales tax on all off 

reservation purchases.  The Navajo Nation imposes a fuel and hotel tax, paid by any 

Indian or non-Indian who purchases a tank of gas or accommodations in any area of the 

reservation.  Energy corporations pay tax for developing tribal natural resources.  

Taxation does exist on the reservation.  Until it impacts the individual consumer on a 

daily basis some are reluctant to pay. 

In 2003 the Navajo Nation Council approved a reservation-wide sales tax of 3%
54

.  

Initially, that too lacked overwhelming support but was passed by Navajo lawmakers 

who argued that proceeds could benefit further economic development and infrastructure 

improvement.  Kayenta township leaders argued the same and promoted the sales tax as 

vital for roads, street lights, sidewalks and the town dump.  Often citizens fail to see the 

link between taxes and the amenities in local communities that are sometimes taken for 

granted, yet funded by those tax revenues. 

In 2004 Kayenta community members complained that, after several years of 

paying the sales tax, there was little proof that revenues were improving the quality of life 

in Kayenta.  Residents said roads remained in disrepair and playgrounds and other 

community amenities had yet to be realized.  Julene Price, Navajo owner of a Kayenta 
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coffee shop expressed uncertainty about township benefits and wondered if non township 

resources were responsible for community improvement.  “We have better roads and 

garbage collection but I’m not sure if it is because of the township.  The new street lights 

and fire trucks were in the works all along.  Township commissioners spoke of a park but 

I have seen nothing.” (2004) 

Some residents doubted the management abilities of the leadership and questioned 

the longevity of the commission.  They wondered if a township was indeed the best 

strategy for improved local governance.  Julene Price thought “the initial enthusiasm of 

the commission leaders wore thin over time and they were not as visible in the 

community as in early days of the township.  However, they had good intentions to make 

a difference.” (2004) 

With intent to streamline protocols to launch Navajo-owned enterprise at its core, 

the township failed to impress Julene Price.  In 2004 she had lived in Kayenta for ten 

years and owned her coffee shop for five.  She has little interaction with the township 

initially as it was being established when she was already in process for her business 

license.  Township licensing actually doubled her work as she was required to apply for a 

business lease through both chapter government and the township.  “I found the regional 

business office of the Navajo Nation Small Business to be most helpful as I was filling 

out forms and getting my license.” (2004)  Fellow entrepreneurs even turned to the 

business development program at Northern Arizona University for help with business 

plans and development.  That assistance was not garnered from the township.  Price 

concedes that: 
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“Commissioners know (local) business owners well and their one-on-one 

dealings are a plus.  Their ideas are good, especially if they can help to 

decrease our rent.  It would be good to pay tax and rent locally so that 

revenues go to the township or the chapter, rather than the Navajo Nation.  

The commission has a better idea (compared to central administration) of 

sites in Kayenta suitable for leasing.  I don’t mind paying the tax if I see 

improvement.” (2004) 

Others complained that citizen voice was unheeded.  If true, that struck a tremendous 

blow to the township as citizen government was the life force of the initiative. 

Large-scale change is challenging.  It takes time.  Physical improvements and new 

paths in approach and thinking require sustained effort.  Often constituents wish to see 

immediate results.  Many residents agreed with Richard Mike that families had to be 

patient and focus on the long term betterment of the town.  Visionary leadership requires 

courage and faith. 

 

Intergovernmental Affairs 

In 1996 the Navajo Nation noted the success of the Kayenta Township.  Pleased 

with the measured outcomes and growth in local economy and entrepreneurialism, the 

Navajo Nation granted final approval via Navajo Nation Council resolution CJA-3-96.  

They ended the pilot project status and granted acknowledgement of Kayenta as an 

official township.  The town could be recognized by the state of Arizona on equal to 

other municipalities such as Flagstaff, Holbrook, and Winslow.  They could continue 
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with town authorities to pass ordinances, compete for public works funding available to 

towns through the federal government, and engage in government to government 

relations with other administrative bodies. 

This Navajo municipality created an uncharted relationship between the Navajo 

Nation and town government.  Lawrence Platero, Council Delegate from the community 

of Tohajiilee indicated “second thoughts about the township” in 2004. 

“The township has to be sure not to step on the toes of the Navajo 

Economic Development office.  They have goals in place as well.  The 

Secretary of the Interior and the Bureau of Indian Affairs do not recognize 

the township.  They don’t want to work with them.  That is a concern.” 

Platero has been involved with planning and development on behalf of the Navajo Nation 

through various committee projects and initiatives in his home area. 

Township status also urged a working relationship between the commission and 

the Kayenta chapter.  They have had to negotiate a political relationship that allows two 

fully operational local governments to co-exist in a small reservation community and 

serve a shared constituency.  In 2004 there was a measured degree of cooperation 

between the two entities.  Julene Price, the Navajo coffee shop owner thought, “the 

township and chapter should be one entity if business owners have to do the same process 

twice to get a business lease and license.  The same process twice is redundant, and that 

doesn’t include the red tape with the BIA.”  (2004)  Whereas Commissioner Mike felt the 

chapter and township “are two different governments with two different needs.  They 

don’t mix.  We are trying to grow the chapter to be similar to a county.”  (2004)   
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Richard Mike asserts the township as true self-governance on the local level.  

“We need to grow out of trust responsibility.” (2004)  He likened central Navajo 

administration to the federal government and Bureau of Indian affairs in terms of 

bureaucracy, slow process, and limited results.  “We are accountable for our own 

community.  Central government doesn’t like us working with the county.  That’s paper 

sovereignty.” (2004)  Commissioner Mike urges the community of Kayenta to be 

empowered as a local sovereign, chart its own course, and challenge political boundaries.  

“My businesses were robbed four times for more than $10,000.  The BIA police were 

called, nothing happened.”  He urged the local community to own its challenges and 

solve its own problems. 

Time will shed light on ways that the chapter and township actually work in 

tandem.  Lorena Zah-Bahe, a long time administrator in Navajo government, contended 

that “a township can make Navajo Nation government smaller, as city government is 

small government.  The township is more responsive to the people.”  (2004) 

 

The Future of the Kayenta Township 

 The longevity of the township remains to be seen.  Since its inception there has 

been a change in leadership within the commission, although many of the original 

architects of the township continue to be involved to some extent.  There has been talk of 

occasional internal disagreement and political maneuvering amongst commissioners, but 

such politics are endemic in any government. 
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 Stanley Yazzie, Vice-President of Shonto chapter pointed out that “Kayenta is 

more than gas stations.  (The larger community) includes people in isolated areas.  That 

money gets taken up by the township.  They need to come to an agreement with the 

chapter.” (2004)  Yazzie warned of potential conflict regarding jurisdiction and finances 

and urged the two governments to devise a plan. 

 Roy Dempsey, Council Delegate from the Oak Springs/Pine Springs 

communities, heralded the township for its forward thinking with taxation.  “When tax 

was incepted, taxation was not widespread on Navajo.  I think the township can outdo the 

chapter 10 to 1.  They are organized better because they don’t have the vast land to worry 

about.” (2004) 

 

Implications for other Navajo Local Communities 

 The township is not for everyone.  This model will not successfully match every 

community across the Navajo reservation.  A township community must be pro enterprise 

with interest in participating in a capitalist market.  Not all Indigenous communities are 

comfortable with capitalism
55

.  Residents must be willing to take on large-scale change in 

the reorganization and flexible with changing notions of “community.”  They should be 

open to taking a chance on new expressions of governance and leadership and ready to 

step up to help their community make it their own.  Citizen investors are the key to a 

thriving township.  An ambitious, energetic and committed band of entrepreneurs are 
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helpful in launching a business-driven municipality.  A substantial local market ripe with 

opportunity is a critical cornerstone of the endeavor.  Arbin Mitchell, staff in the Navajo 

Nation Office of the President, agreed that “a township community has to be a big 

community.”  He affirmed that population, land base and market matter. 

 Viable candidates for a municipal-type government are Shiprock, New Mexico, 

Chinle and Tuba City, Arizona or other areas with a bustling retail market and base of 

Navajo entrepreneurs interested in growing business.  Shiprock is very similar to 

Kayenta.  It is situated along a major highway that brings reservation residents and 

tourists on a daily basis to patronize local businesses.  The large flea market and high 

concentration of Shiprock Navajos who make and sell jewelry, food items, rugs and 

crafts, indicate a strong entrepreneurial spirit.  Not all artisans and cooks may be able to 

secure a brick and mortar business, but their flea market stand or door-to-door vending 

often make for substantial livelihood.  One local entrepreneur who has opened a 

successful business is Viviene Tallbull.  According to the Navajo Division of Economic 

Development Business Regulatory Department, Ms. Tallbull operates a certified Navajo-

owned business.  In 2003, she opened the first Navajo Ace Hardware store where she 

employs 85 people.  She also has a Subway franchise which employs 14. 

 Chinle, Arizona is near Canyon de Chelly which, like Monument Valley, draws 

tourists to this seemingly remote region.  In 2004, Chinle retail was quite limited.  The 

Tseyi Shopping Center served as the anchor for stores and restaurants.  According to the 

Arizona Department of Commerce, it is a 65,000 square foot shopping center that houses 

retail, medical and governmental offices.  The plaza included Basha’s grocery store, a 
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laundry, video rental store and other small businesses.  Chinle chapter officials say, 

“Tseyi shopping center has expanded three times since it opened in 1981 and has the 

largest sales volume of any of the Navajo Shopping Centers.”  Housing and Urban 

Development completed a study of the Tseyi development and ascertained “annual sales 

exceed $18 million per year with 3 of 15 acres remaining for future development.”  

(2006)  Labor force data compiled by the Arizona Department of Commerce shows that 

Chinle had a labor force of 1,626 and unemployment at 14.4% in 2000. (2009)  The 

overall population for Chinle per the 2000 US Census was 5,366.  There is a solid 

economic base at Chinle upon which locally-driven entrepreneurialism may thrive. 

Chinle tourists interested in Navajo crafts and jewelry could purchase from the 

Navajo Arts and Craft Enterprise or the local flea market.  There were a few motel and 

restaurant options but expansion is a viable investment.  Should local Navajo business 

owners decide to pursue a township for Chinle, indicators suggest they could chart a 

development course similar to Kayenta.  Chinle residents could certainly benefit from tax 

revenues, rezoning, and improvements in infrastructure, if these were indeed changes 

asked for by the people. 

 Smaller communities with ambitious business development plans may also be 

candidates for a township.  One example is Newlands, located south of Interstate 40, west 

of the Arizona-New Mexico state line.  Many Newlands Navajos originated from the 

joint-use area near the Hopi reservation.  When they were relocated away from the 

disputed lands, many of them established homes in Newlands.  This community is known 

for its progressive development agenda and assertive leadership.  In 2003 they planned a 
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truck plaza, hotel and convenience store along the interstate to offer direct competition 

with I-40 truck stops and towns that offer food, fuel and shopping.  That same plan 

included a casino operation, a bold proposition as Navajo citizens failed to support 

Navajo gaming in two referendum votes in 1994 and 1997
56

. (“Navajo Trail to Gaming” 

Arizona Republic, November 16, 2008)  While some local communities at Navajo choose 

to keep off-reservation traffic and non-members at bay, Newlands is one community 

intent on inviting them in.  This illustrates the importance of match in motivation and 

business activity with the culture and flavor of the local community. 

 

The Township as Vehicle for Self-Governance 

The value of the Kayenta Township as case study in local governance is that it 

underlines the importance of leadership and community participation.  Navajo leaders on 

levels of nation, community and town played important roles in township creation.  The 

Navajo Nation Council and central administration listened to appeals of Kayenta business 

people and gave the township strategy a chance.  Had central government been strictly 

authoritarian, it may have felt better served by limiting local empowerment, rather than 

encouraging and facilitating it.  

Township leaders were a group of gutsy and visionary people, they imagined 

something different for their community.  They told town residents that everyone would 

contribute.  They went to door to door, held meetings, and cultivated local ownership in 

the venture.  Successful nation-building requires leaders with creativity and fortitude to 
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forge new paths in governance, even if that means breaking with convention.  These civic 

leaders crafted a divergence from status quo institutions.   Never before had the Navajo 

chapter been challenged as sole source of local authority.   

Collaboration, compromise, and unified willingness to take a chance on an 

alternative strategy in local governance were keys to success at Kayenta.  Without those 

components, this “experiment” in devolution may have never been realized.  It required 

flexibility and foresight on the parts of all leaders.  Chapter officials gave up a degree of 

authority so the Township Commission could do its work.  Township Commissioners 

promised a bright future and positive change.  They had to devise a development strategy 

and craft local government that met rosy expectations.   

Families and individuals were also critical to the nation-building process.  

Without active buy-in from local citizens, a tribal nation-building effort is likely to fall 

short very quickly.  Business leaders in particular contributed a great deal.  Their 

expertise and devotion to community were invaluable in planning.  They labored 

alongside town commissioners on zoning and development.  Local leaders worked in 

tandem with community members and were unified by a belief in the promise of 

improved governance.  Shared assiduousness toward common goals bound the 

community.  Without that, the township may have faltered.  The “pilot project” could 

have failed.  When the “experiment” had been deemed successful and the township was 

formally recognized, the onus was then on the community to sustain success and 

viability. 
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The story of the Kayenta Township is one of a community yearning for good 

governance.  It is one of local people taking ownership and responsibility in that 

endeavor.  The people desired institutions that work and leaders that understand local 

interests and needs.  Julene Price, the coffee shop owner acknowledged that township 

leaders had a better grasp on local issues than decision-makers in Window Rock.  (2004)  

Richard Mike was proud of the governance style created at the township.  “We don’t get 

bogged down in reports (like the chapter does).  There are no freebie programs.  All 

meetings are in English.”  This style reflected a departure from meeting styles adopted by 

most chapters where business is conducted in both Navajo and English.  Often non-

speakers are marginalized from civic participation.  Staving off “freebie programs” 

underlines Mike’s call for empowered sovereignty and a break from the dependency 

fostered by heavy reliance on trust responsibility and government handouts. 

If the appeal of this type of initiative is strictly planning and rezoning, that type of 

community development can happen without a township.  Chapter residents can assert 

these projects as part of the local government agenda.  Rezoning may indeed better 

position public and private-sector business growth, if that is the development goal of the 

community.  Self-governance supports a local determination of such undertakings. 

Innovations in zoning, housing options and infrastructure improvement 

characterized locally conceived notions of development style and growth that made sense 

for the community of Kayenta.  The township reflected effort to put the self in self-

government.  Rather than wait for central government to recognize local authority, 

Kayenta asserted that authority in the name of self-empowerment.  This was governance 
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tailored specifically for Kayenta.  Pilot project support from the Navajo Nation Council 

indicated central governmental support for locally-generated ideologies and efforts 

toward community development.  The Navajo Nation has its own nation-building agenda; 

this is the story of a community that demonstrated that in order for the nation to be strong 

the community had to be stronger.  This is nation-building from the ground up. 
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CHAPTER VI: TOHAJIILEE SECESSION 

 

 In the 1990s grassroots organizers in the small Navajo community of Tohajiilee 

devised a radical strategy to address their long held frustration and discontentment with 

central government in Window Rock.  Tohajiilee had grown weary of big government, 

apathy from Navajo leaders, and a bureaucratic system that favored larger communities.  

Their strategy was secession.  This innovative thinking about local empowerment and 

community-building did not end there.  Organizers saw federal recognition as a separate 

and distinct group of Navajos as a way to sever ties with the Navajo Nation and exercise 

the freedom necessary for greater control over local decision making.  For them, this was 

an assertion of local autonomy and a means to secure the social, political and economic 

change so desired by the community.   

Secession and formal separation as a federally recognized and distinct community 

of Navajos sent a clear message that Tohajiilee citizens felt they did not need central 

government, nor did they want to be subject to the authority of the Navajo Nation.  

Willing to forego the political, economic and legal protection of the nation and to take on 

the daunting and expensive federal acknowledgement process, grassroots leaders felt this 

was the key to local self-determination.  An audacious move, this strategy further 

perpetuated the renegade reputation of this small northern New Mexico community.   

This chapter explores the unique history, political profile and opportunity for 

localized nation-building at Tohajiilee.  The Tohajiilee experience demonstrates the 
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challenges of big Indian government
57

 and the difficulty of meeting the diverse needs of a 

large constituency, particularly when little, local communities assert voice, intent and 

vision for their own brand of leadership and style of governance.  Rectifying that central-

local relationship in itself is an exercise in native nation-building.  This chapter is an 

examination of leadership for the people, by the people.  It is a story of the possibilities of 

locally-defined and empowered sovereignty.  The determination and courage that 

prompted this radical pursuit reveal what is possible when local citizens demand 

effectiveness and excellence in government, and are willing to put forth the effort to 

realize it.  If successful, secession could have implications for other satellite communities 

at Navajo or for other chapter communities who are similarly disengaged, marginalized 

or thwarted by the nation’s mammoth bureaucracy.  I will discuss that potential impact. 

 

Community Profile: History, Politics and Economy 

 Tohajiilee is located outside of the far eastern border of the Navajo Nation, in an 

area that is heavily checker-boarded with New Mexico state land, private land, and 

neighboring Indian reservations.  It is north of Interstate 40 and approximately twenty-six 

miles from Albuquerque, New Mexico, and fifty miles from Grants, New Mexico.  The 

area was originally known as Cañoncito.  To the Diné, the community is known as 

Tohajiilee.  The Laguna and Acoma pueblo communities are in close proximity to 

Tohajiilee and the Navajos who live there have historically shared amiable relations with 
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employees.  Each Division and Office includes a number of programs that serve the 110 local chapter 

communities and nearly 300,000 citizens of the Navajo Nation.  Navajo possesses “big” government. 
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these Indigenous communities as intermarriage and governmental partnerships are quite 

common.  Other neighbors include non-Indian landowners, most of whom are 

descendants of ranchers who settled at Cañoncito in the early twentieth century. 

From a government and institution standpoint, Tohajiilee is part of the Navajo 

Nation, a federally recognized tribe with a land base of 17 million acres (Tiller 2006) and 

a population of 298,000 citizens according to the 2000 US Census.  Tohajiilee has 

representation in the legislative branch of tribal government, their chapter is one of 110 

recognized bodies of local government across the reservation, and they are included in all 

interactions with state and federal government brokered by central Navajo officials.  

They are included in the Treaty of 1868 and subject to the Navajo Nation Code and 

common law.  The structure and organization of local government at Tohajiilee is not 

unlike that of counterpart chapters across the reservation. 

What distinguishes Tohajiilee from other Navajo chapters is the process by which 

this community holds land.  Their land was specifically set aside for the “Cañoncito Band 

of Navajo” (CBN) by the US Congress in 1954.  Tohajiilee Council Delegate Lawrence 

Platero emphasized, “We were recognized by the US Congress as a separate and distinct 

Band of Navajos in 1949.  We are CBN: Canoncito Band of Navajo.  As a result, we have 

separate trust land.”  This connotation and agreement exist outside of the process which 

established the Navajo reservation proper, which is the contiguous piece of trust land 

which traverses Arizona and New Mexico and is identified by most as Navajoland.  

Tohajiilee, like Alamo and Ramah, New Mexico, are considered satellite communities as 

they occupy non-contiguous land that is outside of the reservation boundaries. 
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For Indian people land is identity.  Place has significance
58

.  Stories in oral 

tradition often reference location, topography, wildlife, and nature that are specific to 

Indigenous homeland.  For Tohajiilee, place has cultural importance because of the 

history of how local families came to reside there.  This was the land that first welcomed 

Navajo survivors from their internment at Bosque Redondo in the 1860s.  Tohajiilee also 

has political meaning because of the unique and separate status which places them 

outside of the Navajo Nation.  Tohajiilee people embrace that separation and assert a 

style of governance that is distinct because of their particular story and situation. 

The history of Navajo Cañoncito is an integral part of their governance story.  It 

explains how their unique political profile evolved over time and provides context for 

understanding their relationship with central Navajo.  Their physical and ideological 

place outside of the Navajo Nation proper shapes the way local citizens think about 

nationhood, peoplehood, governance and the work of intergovernmental relations.  It also 

shapes the challenges before Tohajiilee leaders who must adeptly navigate political 

waters with central Navajo to advance the local agenda. 

According to community history, Tohajiilee Diné are descendants of the “Enemy 

Navajo,” a contingent of tribal relatives who lived on the periphery of Dinetah with 

questionable loyalties and a marked political agenda already established by the 1800s.  

Though related by blood, these Navajos were not to be trusted according to family stories 

shared by the Navajo community.  They were known allies and friends of the Ute, 
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Comanche and other warpath Indians who raided and pillaged Navajo homesteads, and 

stole slaves, food and equipment.  Navajos knew that their Tohajiilee relatives were often 

informants or collaborators on such raids, thus the suspiciousness and believed mal-intent 

of these people.  As American expansion ensued, Tohajiilee Navajos kept with their 

traitor tradition and worked for the United States military as guides, trackers and 

translators.  They helped squelch Indigenous rebellion by rounding up tribes and their 

leaders who were problematic for the federal government and who impeded American 

progress.  Tohajiilee Navajos participated in federal initiatives to combat “the Indian 

Problem.”  For that, there began a deeply rooted distrust that left an indelible mark on 

internal Navajo relations. 

For Tohajiilee to possess this distinctive style and predisposition for 

independence, the seed for locally defined self-determination was clearly planted well 

before the formalization of chapter government in 1927.  Their story illustrates the 

diversity encountered across Navajo communities in pre-contact times.  A large tribal 

group, the Navajo settled in tightly knit bands with local systems of leadership and 

governance.  Given the vast traditional territory of the Navajo, regional diversity in 

language, economy, and governance was not uncommon. 

By the 1800s the Navajo were well-established at Tohajiilee.  The second wave of 

permanent Navajo settlement at Tohajiilee occurred between 1864 and 1868 in the era of 

the Long Walk. (Link 1968)  This exodus of the Diné from their homeland to Bosque 

Redondo in northern New Mexico is otherwise known to the Navajo as the death march 

of their grandparents.  The United States, intent upon stopping Navajo raiding and 
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intertribal warfare that wreaked havoc with American settlement, communications and 

trade routes, enforced a removal policy to place the Diné on a reservation.  Kit Carson, 

the famous Indian Fighter was recruited to round up Navajos from their mountains and 

canyons and herd them east to the military encampment. (Denetdale, Iverson, Locke, 

Kluckhohn, and Underhill) Scorched earth policies ravaged Dinetah.  The slaughter of 

livestock and freedom fighters conveyed the federal determination to exterminate the 

source of the “Indian Problem” at Navajo.   

From 1864 the Navajo were imprisoned at Bosque Redondo until terms of peace 

could be negotiated and the federal government could determine the location and 

boundaries of the new reservation. (Link 1968)  An understaffed and underfunded 

outpost at Bosque Redondo meant living conditions were poor for both military and the 

Indian captives.  The very survival of the people depended on growing accustomed to 

foods that were previously foreign to the Navajo.  These included now-common staples 

such as flour and coffee
59

.   

There, in addition to new food items, the Navajo were introduced to innovative 

technologies in metal working and tool building.  Forced to work to maintain the outpost, 

Navajo men became skilled artisans at crafting bridles, bits and gear for military horses.  

Exposure to new materials and technique stayed with them after their internment and 

became incorporated into the jewelry making process and styles the Navajo are now 

known for.   
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 Coffee was a novelty to many Navajos at Bosque Redondo.  People ate the beans directly, not knowing 

how they were to be prepared.  Flour left people equally perplexed, yet it became the key ingredient for 

frybread—a staple synonymous with Indian cooking. 
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Though alkaline soils riddled attempts at agriculture at Bosque Redondo, Navajo 

farmers learned of seed types and farming approaches employed by their American 

captors.  The camp is also where Diné women were introduced to the flowing prairie 

skirts now iconic to Navajo dress.  They mimicked the skirts worn by the few women 

encountered on the frontier.  The Navajo take great pride in their ancestors’ ability to 

adapt, a critical skill for survival in colonial times.  They took tools and techniques of the 

Spanish, Americans and other Indians and made them their own.  Extrapolating what they 

could from Bosque Redondo was further evidence of that. 

In 1868 a treaty was officially negotiated with the Navajo and ratified by the US 

Congress.  The Diné were allowed to return home, fortunate that the prescribed 

reservation closely resembled what they considered Dinetah, land bordered by their four 

sacred mountains.  Not all tribes were as fortuitous
60

.  For the Navajo survivors, the trek 

of hundreds of miles back to their homeland was an arduous journey tempered by the joy 

of the return.  For some Navajos, the journey was difficult, if not impossible.  Individuals 

had been weakened by illness.  Many succumbed to tuberculosis and pneumonia.  

Families with small children, the elderly and disabled were limited in how far they could 

travel. (Link 1968, Wilkins 1987) 

The crossing of the Rio Grande River remains a poignant chapter in the story of 

the Navajo exodus.  The river serves as powerful reminder of the death and hardship of 

the journey.  As the people were marched eastward in 1864, women, children, the sick, 
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and elderly were swept away in droves by the swift current, their bodies already 

weakened by the miles of difficult journey and weeks of little or poor nourishment.  

Many simply could not swim.  Those who failed to cross were killed or left behind to die.  

Pregnant women were shot beside the road, unable to keep up with the group.  The loss 

of human life along this trek was monumental.  This river of death known as the Rio 

Grande runs 40 miles east of Tohajiilee. 

Upon the return to Dinetah, Diné oral tradition indicates some Navajos simply 

stopped when they reached Tohajiilee.  Freed from imprisonment at Bosque Redondo, 

and having survived a second river crossing, they simply remained at the first Navajo 

settlement they came to.  For fatigued and sickly Navajo families, settlement at Tohajiilee 

seemed a safe and viable option.  There, they were in proximity to Mt. Taylor, one of the 

four sacred mountains and reminder of home, place and sacred space.  They were close 

enough to maintain trade and familial ties with those who lived in the heart of the new 

reservation.  These were not all original descendants of the “Enemy Navajo” but as these 

Long Walk survivors set down roots, they too became a rich part of the history and 

identity of the Tohajiilee community. 

An alternate Long Walk story from Navajo oral tradition that explains Navajo 

settlement of Tohajiilee suggests it was stragglers who were left for death en route to 

Bosque Redondo, and escapees who also wound up in the area and established there.  

After all, Kit Carson and his military failed to round up and remove all Diné.  Like the 

Cherokee and Seminole who escaped capture in the 1830s and avoided the death march 

of their people, these Navajo hid out in canyons and remote locations until the battalions 
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were well on their way to Bosque Redondo. Though burned out orchards, ravaged homes 

and fragmented families remained, that life was preferred to the military incarceration 

their relatives were fated to. (Bighorse 39, Navajo Community College 12-90)  Navajo 

narrative says these survivors sought refuge in places like Tohajiilee.  These Navajos 

originated from other places but circumstance led them to these locations where they 

banded together for survival. 

To this day, the “Enemy Navajo” connotation colors Diné community relations.  

Tohajiilee’s relationship with other Navajo communities is often marred by residual 

resentment and distrust that is rooted in a common history.  Tohajiilee residents 

interviewed in 2004 said they felt excluded from anything happening in the greater 

Navajo reservation. (Greyeyes and Platero 2004)  They felt central government ignored 

their participation and made their needs low priority.  They perceived ambivalence from 

Navajo lawmakers and attributed the treatment to their history.  LaToya Greyeyes, 

Tohajiilee citizen said:  “Central government does not help out the way it is supposed to.  

They say Tohajiilee is not a priority.  We don’t need central government.”  “They don’t 

want us to be on our own, they’re trying to stop us.” (2004)  This dynamic set the stage 

for the desire to secede.  Tired of being excluded and politically powerless, grassroots 

leaders felt secession was a necessary catalyst for local empowerment and self-

determination. 

Though the political identity of Cañoncito was shaped by a combination of 

removal, relocation and 19
th

 century settlement of the frontier, today, it has much in 

common with other Navajo communities in terms of grassroots level economics, 
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opportunity and development.  In 2004, with approximately 1,649 residents Tohajiilee 

was embattled with employment and housing challenges not unlike those found in cohort 

communities all across the reservation
61

.   

HUD data illustrates the large percentage of Navajo households that included 

members of the extended family.
62

  Reservation housing includes a unique set of cultural 

and economic considerations.  All must be addressed by government: central or local.  

Should Tohajiilee successfully secede they would inherit these challenges and be 

expected to come up with expeditious and effective solutions.  

In 2004, the Tohajiilee workforce was predominantly employed by the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA), Indian Health Service (IHS), and Navajo tribal administration. 

Historically BIA and IHS operations have been reliable sources of steady, well-paying 

jobs.  The Tohajiilee school was one of few regional institutions still run by the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs in the early 2000s.  The longevity of that school was significant as the BIA 

had reduced the number and types of schools administered on Indian reservations since 

the 1980s through the passage of Public Law 638 (PL638).  That legislation allowed 

tribes to seize control of education, health care, and service provision which was 

historically overseen by the BIA.  Since then, the BIA boarding school began to be a relic 

of the past and Navajo institutions were no exception.  Though the reduction of federally 

run boarding schools was opportunity for educational self-determination for Indigenous 

nations, it also cut reservation jobs. 
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At the time of this study, Tohajiilee employment opportunities within Navajo 

government were limited to the chapter office, court house and social service centers.  

Each offered fewer than a dozen jobs, most were clerical support staff.  One position 

funded by the Navajo Nation Chapter Services office was a local liaison who served as 

conduit between the chapter and central administration.  These jobs provided full and 

part-time employment opportunities for local people, often with benefits.  Tohajiilee-

based jobs, though limited in number, were at a premium.  The added value of local jobs 

was the ability for people to work close to home with minimal investment of gas and 

travel time.   

Another alternative for Tohajiilee job seekers was the Navajo Agency and Bureau 

of Indian Affairs (BIA) offices in Crownpoint; however, those jobs included a one 

hundred mile commute.  There was a distinct commuter culture across the Navajo 

reservation characterized by workers with high tolerance and willingness to drive great 

distances for employment.  Window Rock, the center of Navajo administration drew 

hundreds of workers daily from Gallup, Tohatchi, Chinle, Kayenta and other distant 

locations.   

Navajos have left Dinetah for work since the early 1900s.  Diné men in particular, 

joined the military or took jobs with the railroad, agricultural industries, or factories.  

Such occupations took Navajos away from the reservation for lengthy periods of time but 

provided training and income, a practice that existed long before the Relocation policies 
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attempted to do the same via government programming in the 1950s
63

.  After decades of 

off-reservation employment families grew accustomed to breadwinners being away for 

the economic vitality of the family.  The commuter culture became engrained in the way 

people think about work and shaped the way Navajos build community. 

In modern times, though local jobs were preferred, Tohajiilee workers without 

such opportunities willingly traveled to Grants, Albuquerque and Santa Fe.  Some held 

employment with the Indian casinos along the interstate between Grants and Taos Pueblo 

or worked for Laguna and Acoma tribal administration.  Even if Tohajiilee commuters 

drove an hour or more for work, they retained the luxury of living with family in their 

home area.  For some, that ability to maintain connection to their cultural community was 

an important choice.  For others, reservation living was a necessity as it provided a cost 

effective alternative for families who could not afford rent or home purchase in off-

reservation cities and towns. 

When formal jobs were limited
64

 and unavailable, reservation residents 

supplemented income or provide for their families through participation in the informal 

market economy, by this I mean many residents worked out of their homes, produced 

jewelry or arts and crafts and traveled to nearby markets to sell their wares.  This type of 

entrepreneurialism at Tohajiilee was robust.  Proximity to the historic Route 66 and 

popular Indian markets in Santa Fe and Albuquerque provided ample opportunity.  Other 
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entrepreneurs prepared and sold food at roadside stands which are commonplace on the 

reservation.  Office workers in Tohajiilee have limited lunchtime options, a reality that 

rendered food stands popular and lucrative. 

 Though the number of Tohajiilee entrepreneurs with brick and mortar operations 

was limited in the early 2000s, anyone interested in starting a business or establishing a 

franchise (McDonald’s, Best Western hotel or Church’s Chicken) would have been 

required to abide by the leasing and licensing process established by the Navajo Division 

of Economic Development.  Window Rock administration controlled loan applications 

and all paperwork pertaining to land and official approvals.  Unlike the Township at 

Kayenta, local government at Tohajiilee had little authority over the protocol required to 

set up a Navajo-owned business and had not taken steps to assert greater authority in this 

arena. 

Interviews from 2004 suggested minimal interest amongst community members 

to start up local business at Tohajiilee.  Chapter officials placed entrepreneurialism as low 

priority when they spoke of community need and future development.  Growing small 

business is not for every community at Navajo.  Successful nation-building on the 

grassroots level means effectively assessing local need and opportunity, tailoring 

governmental priorities, and providing leadership that is appropriate and meaningful.  

Tohajiilee simply did not have the local cadre of entrepreneurs calling for community 

development that could enhance business growth as was found in Kayenta. 

As for chapter generated development, Tohajiilee had few projects in queue in 

2004.  A Navajo casino was approved for this community in 1996 though the enterprise 
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failed to come to fruition and the approval required an exception to Navajo policy that 

disallowed gaming on the Navajo reservation.  It was granted approval at a time when the 

majority of Navajo people resisted gaming and worried about impact on the social and 

moral fabric of Diné society.  Advocates diligently pushed to change that mindset with 

arguments that lauded the economic benefits.  Despite that, Diné voters halted tribal 

exploration of gaming through two referendum votes, and the nation’s leaders heeded 

voter sentiment.  That sentiment and action reversed in 2004 as constituent mindset 

shifted toward gaming approval. (“Navajo Trail to Gaming” Arizona Republic, November 

16, 2008)  Before that final referendum approval, many saw Tohajiilee gaming as the 

proverbial “canary in the mineshaft” as Navajos weighed the cultural, economic and 

political implications of Indian gaming.  Once approved, other chapters quickly 

expressed interest in the same.   

When the Tohajiilee casino was approved by the Navajo Nation Council it was 

envisioned as a joint partnership between the chapter and the nation.  Revenues were to 

be shared between central and local government.  The other 109 chapters would have 

benefited from resources that eventually filtered through central administration.  Gaming 

had potential to significantly alter the political and economic relationship between this 

historically marginalized satellite community and central Navajo.  It had implications for 

establishing innovative business relationships and rearranging power dynamics between 

central government and local chapters.  It presented opportunity to stimulate the local 

economy and facilitate unparalleled future growth for the entire region.  Precedent could 

have been set through this partnership. 
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By 2004, the Tohajiilee casino had yet to materialize.  Ground was broken, the 

ribbon was cut but the tribal casino was not built.  Tohajiilee Councilman Lawrence 

Platero said, “We are irritated about having to share revenue with the Navajo Nation.  

Gaming was approved by the locals, we submitted directly to the BIA.  We do our own 

homesite leases and business leases since change in Title 17 with compact, revenue 

sharing, signatures from Secretary, State and Regulatory office.  Who will be developer?  

Who will finance?  Who will make sure we have electricity and water out there?  We’re 

trying to select a developer and financier and work on the design.  It will be 6-8 months 

before the development happens.” (2004)  Platero spoke of the gaming facility as an 

ongoing possibility but the hurdles seemed to surmount with the passage of time. 

The 2004 vote forever altered the gaming landscape for small communities at 

Navajo.  Passage of the Local Governance Act (LGA) empowered chapter government to 

pursue a localized development agenda and many chapters saw gaming as the key to 

prosperity.  Leupp chapter, located forty miles east of Flagstaff in northern Arizona, 

devised a plan for a casino development made possible by a LGA allowances.  As LGA 

certified chapters are authorized and encouraged to take greater control of community 

development initiatives, they can tailor land-use, planning and project focus.  Leupp 

proposed a casino operation as cornerstone of their larger economic development plan.  

This strategy is in process.  If successful, other chapters are sure to follow suit.  This 

consideration could also fuel new interest in LGA certification. 

This development could have been catalyst for significant economic growth in the 

Tohajiilee region of the reservation and for the Navajo Nation as a whole.  However, 
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Tohajiilee no longer looked to gaming as the “silver bullet” that would place them on an 

expeditious route to economic success and stability.  

A Tohajiilee gaming operation would have encountered significant hurdles with 

the market.  By 2004 Interstate 40 was already inundated with Indian casinos.  Motorists 

were offered coffee shops, convenience stores, Indian bingo and slot machines from 

Grants to Albuquerque and north to Taos.  Tohajiilee would have been challenged to 

come up with a creative concept that could give them an edge or perhaps carve out a 

unique niche that would allow them to capitalize on that venture.  The Navajo Nation 

would have maintained a heavy hand in casino operations.  Navajo Nation Council 

Delegate, Roy Dempsey stated, “Tohajiilee wants to do casino but they must follow the 

Navajo Nation’s rules and business law.” (2004)  Leaders interviewed for this project did 

not seem to harbor regret or a sense of loss with that floundering venture.   

 One economic engine noticeably absent from the business landscape at Tohajiilee 

was the Navajo Nation Shopping Center.  The nation-held enterprise was a cornerstone of 

reservation business development with strip malls in major commerce centers:  Window 

Rock, Tuba City, Shiprock and Chinle.  The shopping centers frequently served as 

incubators for Navajo entrepreneurs and franchise operators.  Navajo Economic 

Development offered lease incentives and support to help Navajo-owned business thrive.  

These developments attracted national and regional chains that introduced retail such as 

Bashas’, Ace Hardware and McDonald’s.  These served as anchor tenants.   Tohajiilee 

was likely too small a commerce center to garner interest from Navajo Nation Shopping 
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Centers but this type of development could spark positive economic growth for the 

community and foster new opportunity for would-be Navajo entrepreneurs at Tohajiilee. 

With regard to small retail, there were few gas stations, convenience stores or 

restaurants in 2004.  Even service-based retail outlets such as laundromats, car washes 

and hair salons were non-existent yet standard for most reservation communities and 

ubiquitous across Navajo.  They were commonplace establishments in the tiniest of 

communities and remote areas; this was not the case at Tohajiilee.  Residents traveled to 

nearby towns for these amenities.  Tohajiilee local, LaToya Greyeyes said, “We go to 

Albuquerque to shop.  There is a gas station here but there are rumors that they put water 

in the gas.”  On top of having few locally owned and operated businesses, Greyeyes 

remarks indicated a business culture that failed to support local entrepreneurs.   

Casa Blanca, a small Laguna and Hispanic community along Interstate 40 served 

as a minor commerce center and benefited from Tohajiilee dollars.  It offered a gas 

station, two convenience stores, truck stop, and a laundry.  The Laguna Pueblo Dancing 

Eagle casino outside of Albuquerque provided dining, shopping, and gambling. 

Despite the low number of brick and mortar business operations, there was 

opportunity for it at Tohajiilee.  The community may have lacked the major highway and 

accompanying tourist activity found at Kayenta, but they had access to a market that 

survived on the Santa Fe Indian Market, Albuquerque Balloon Fiesta, and Route 66.  

LaToya Greyeyes indicated, “Lots of people are silversmiths.  My grandparents sell in 

Gallup, Albuquerque, Utah, Salt Lake and Taos.” (2004)  Even without local business 

opportunity, entrepreneurs willingly traveled to regional markets to sell their wares. 
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A cornerstone for community development in an enclave like Tohajiilee is 

infrastructure.  Government is expected to provide roads, electricity, water, sewer, and 

other amenities necessary for adequate quality of life.  At the time of this study, housing 

was high priority as Tohajiilee residents had limited options in terms of home size, price 

and availability.   

Trust land status of the Navajo reservation diminished opportunities to own land 

at Dinetah.  Navajo citizens could lease land from central government through the 

allotment, homesite or grazing process, but that title would remain with the tribe as 

trustee of the federal government.  Banks were reluctant to finance homes constructed on 

trust land, in spite of 100 year leases allowed by the allotment process.  There were 

pockets of private land sprinkled across the interior of the reservation but none existed at 

Tohajiilee.  There was private land adjacent to Tohajiilee available for purchase but few 

Navajo families had the resources to become landowners. 

An alternative housing option that was beyond the reach of most Diné families 

was the purchase of an off-reservation home.  With an average per capita income of 

$13,000
65

 in 2000, mortgages and property tax were significant deterrents for would-be 

Navajo homeowners.  Most Tohajiilee residents lived in homes provided by the Navajo 

Housing Authority (NHA) and Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  These 

federally and tribally subsidized residences were single family homes targeted at low 

income families.  People could not own them and families who lived above the poverty 

line were excluded from the chance to occupy.  The BIA school offered a limited number 
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of rentals for teachers, administrators or other staff but these units were off limits to the 

public.  Remaining families lived in trailers, hogans or homes build on tribal land.  Those 

families may have purchased materials and owned the structures but could never own the 

land they occupied because of the trust land status. 

Housing opportunities, or lack thereof, matter at Tohajiilee because without an 

ample supply of homes, community growth will be limited.  Maintenance of existing 

homes and housing developments was also an issue in 2004.  The NHA housing area was 

in dire need of road repair and residence maintenance.  Abandoned homes with broken 

windows and smashed in doors became ideal locations for drug and gang activity.  The 

unkempt and unsafe appearance of the community could also be a deterrent for would-be 

investors in the community.   

If the Tohajiilee leadership intends to create an economic engine to attract 

residents, customers or business partners, it must improve existing infrastructure to help 

maximize such opportunities.  Even if attracting new investors and expanding the local 

economy is not the long-term goal for Tohajiilee, there remains the need to sustain the 

local economy so the community may endure. 

Housing, jobs and the creation of sustainable and locally appropriate development 

opportunities for the area will be the responsibility of Tohajiilee leaders should secession 

prove successful.  Whether or not federal acknowledgement is gained or LGA 

certification is secured, community need prevails.  This is the obligation of governance.  

Local empowerment comes with an expectation of providing key protection and 
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opportunity for the citizens.  Grassroots leaders will undoubtedly have a tremendous task 

before them. 

 

Local Government at Tohajiilee 

The center of local government at Tohajiilee is the chapter.  The chapter is to 

Navajo what counties are to states and districts are to central government in tribal areas 

such as Tohono O’odham and the Gila River Indian Community.  Chapter leadership 

comprises a group of elected officials who serve four-year terms and act as the main 

decision-making body for the community.  These leaders are voice and advocates for 

local Navajo citizens.  They assess, formulate and assert the local agenda within central 

administration and maintain the chapter-nation relationship that is shared with the Navajo 

Nation.  In 2004 the Tohajiilee chapter officials were:  Mark Begay (Vice-President) and 

LeeAnne Platero-Willie (Secretary/Treasurer).
66

   The office of Chapter President was 

vacant
67

. 

Not unlike the other 109 chapters across the reservation, Tohajiilee has carefully 

delineated powers and authorities as outlined by the Navajo Nation Code.  Up until the 

passage of the Local Governance Act (LGA) in 1998 all chapter level decisions were sent 

to Window Rock in the form of Chapter Resolutions that could not be acted upon until 

central government granted final approval.  The LGA offered greater breadth of local 

authority with opportunity to speed up process and policy implementation, should local 

chapters choose to pursue LGA certification.   
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 www.tohajiilee.nndes.org 
67

 At the time of my data collection (2004) there was no president in place. 
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Another key figure in local government at Tohajiilee is the council delegate.  In 

2004, Tohajiilee was represented by Councilman Lawrence Platero who served on the 88 

member Navajo Nation Council.  He was a long-time public servant who began his career 

as an educator.  Once into politics, he rose through the ranks of tribal leadership and 

chaired the powerful and prestigious Navajo Nation Economic Development Committee.  

Councilman Platero sat for an interview for this project in 2004.   

Another figure in local government who plays a pivotal role in the chapter-nation 

relationship is the liaison provided by Navajo Chapter Support Services.  These staff 

people are not elected officials or political appointees.  They do not advocate for the 

chapter in the manner of a council delegate or chapter president.  Intended to function 

external to the political arena, their role is administrative with emphasis on 

communication and coordination between central and local government.  Physically, they 

operate out of Window Rock and the chapter with the commute contingent upon their 

level of activity and involvement in central administration.   

This community liaison is “eyes and ears” for policymakers in Window Rock.  

Administrative arms within central government, such as the Office of Community 

Development and Education, rely on these field representatives to ascertain local need.  

In a bureaucratic system as large as Navajo and a service population in the hundreds of 

thousands, field representatives are most familiar with local politics and specialized needs 

of any given chapter.  Well informed and articulate in grassroots matters, they are 

intuitively qualified to help shape Navajo policy with maximum benefit and reward for 

chapter communities. 
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The community liaison is important to the chapter because they relay pertinent 

information from Window Rock necessary for local decision-making and planning.  

Council delegates and chapter presidents can sometimes be embroiled in the larger, 

macro-level policy discussions, whereas chapter liaisons focus on service provision and 

administration that is frequently critical for the day to day well-being of chapter citizens.  

Such matters include general financial assistance, housing, scholarships, and job training.  

Ideally, the liaison, delegate and chapter officials will work in tandem to expedite policy 

implementation and operations in chapter government.  Liaisons are not community 

leaders per se but are equally critical for effective and strategic administration of 

government services at the local level. 

At the time of this study, the issues before local leadership at Tohajiilee were the 

secession effort and the LGA.  The core group of individuals who advocated secession 

did not serve in chapter government, although they were acknowledged as a grassroots 

group who called for change in local governance.  Council Delegate Lawrence Platero 

claimed the federal recognition effort was not new and that the strategy had already been 

employed by chapter officials.  “We filed documents with the federal recognition process.  

The tribes apply in groups and we’re Group III.  The idea was born several years back by 

chapter officials.  The idea was because of lack of services, funding and the distance 

between Window Rock and our community.”  (2004) 

It was difficult to discern Platero’s take on the grassroots secession efforts; 

however, he applauded the heightened interest in government and the proactive 

community involvement.  He appeared hopeful in advancing the empowerment of all 
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facets of chapter government for the benefit of Tohajiilee and the other chapters across 

the reservation. 

 

Tohajiilee and the Potential Impact of the LGA  

Secession aside, the LGA provided another mechanism for local empowerment 

that the Tohajiilee community had yet to act on.  In 2004, only five chapters had been 

officially certified by the Navajo Nation Auditor General as bona fide LGA communities.  

At that time, Tohajiilee was not an LGA-certified chapter.  LGA certification can take up 

to three years, though several chapters have been in the pipeline longer.  Given the 

stringent criteria established by the Navajo Nation Auditor General’s office, chapters 

often faced difficulty preparing their policies, protocols and book-keeping for the scrutiny 

that rendered them worthy of formal LGA certification.  The promises of what can be 

achieved via LGA certification are immense but the chapters must conform to a standard 

business operating procedure and prove ability and accountability in critical areas.   

In Tohajiilee, as in chapters elsewhere, the local leaders remained reluctant to 

move forward on LGA certification.  Councilman Lawrence Platero acknowledged, “The 

LGA process is more difficult for us.  Other chapters have the ability to get certified 

much easier.  We need to review [certification] one more time and see where we need to 

be, to see if it is suitable.  It may take 4-5 years for [the Navajo Nation] to see that it’s not 

working.” (2004)  Not only did Platero question the LGA as an appropriate strategy for 

Tohajiilee, he also challenged the viability of the LGA as a whole and as vehicle for 

Navajo local empowerment. 
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Local officials had not pursued certification although talk in the community 

attested to the benefits of LGA-certification.  LaToya Greyeyes, a Tohajiilee community 

member, expressed frustration with the lack of emergency medical services in the 

immediate area and suggested that LGA certification might enable her chapter to procure 

those services directly, rather than relying and waiting on the Navajo Nation to provide.  

Greyeyes said, “I’ve lived in Tohajiilee for 23 years.  To me there is no support, no help 

[from central government in Window Rock].  We live so far [away].  We’ve been on our 

own but we’re doing good.  We’ve accomplished a lot compared to other communities.  

We’re building a better health center, we now have a clinic.  Before, we had to go to 

Albuquerque or ACL (Acoma-Canoncito-Laguna clinic).  There is also improvement on 

water and new houses.” (2004) 

Currently, anyone at Tohajiilee who needs a police officer or emergency 

technician must wait for one to be dispatched from Crownpoint, the closest source of any 

assistance provided by the Navajo Nation.  Ms. Greyeyes commented that quicker and 

more reliable service units are dispatched from Laguna and the State of New Mexico, 

indicative of how Tohajiilee gets overlooked with regard to critical services. (2004) 

Greyeyes’ assessment is confirmed by attorney Jim Zion, a non-Indian lawyer 

with extensive experience on the Navajo Nation.  He agreed, “They are very isolated [at 

Tohajiilee].  There are not enough services provided locally.  They need their own district 

prosecutor and social worker.  I heard complaints of folks having a hard time getting 

services outside of Crownpoint which is 100 miles away.”  (2004)  Zion’s work with 
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Navajo Courts underlined to him the importance of local law enforcement, courts, and 

services for victims of domestic violence. 

LGA certification may allow the Tohajiilee chapter to take a proactive stance in 

procuring the public safety demanded by their citizens.  LGA certified chapters are 

authorized to contract their own services.  They could seek the resources to provide their 

own police protection or even build a local fire station or hospital.  The LGA merely 

opens the door.  The hard work of finding or creating the resources and making expanded 

service provision happen, will be up to the local leadership.  Nation-building on the local 

level supports this kind of community empowerment as the reliance on the federal 

government or central Navajo is pared down or removed completely. 

Navigating the certification process was not a priority for Tohajiilee in 2004.  

Michelle Dotson served with the Navajo Nation Office of Government Development and 

noticed the reluctance of Tohajiilee to engage in the process.  She indicated: “They are 

not supportive of the LGA.  We ask their President (Secatero) for material [referencing 

the previous chapter President] and he does not submit.  We offered him opportunities for 

assistance but he has not offered any response.  They are one chapter not participating in 

the land-use project
68

.  [Council Delegate] Platero says they have their own already.” 

(2004)  Dotson referred to the tribally-funded opportunity for Navajo chapters to contract 

with off-reservation surveyors who could map and assess land and resources.  The land-

use assessment is a major tool for community planning.  LGA aspirations or not, every 
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 In an effort to jump start the LGA certification process, the Navajo Nation Council approved funds for 

off reservation contractors to survey and devise land-use plans for local chapters.  A formal land-use plan is 

required by the Five Step Management process for LGA certification. 
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chapter could benefit from having the tools they need to strategically plan for decades 

into the future. 

Dotson suggested that perhaps Tohajiilee saw locally empowered decision-

making as opportunity to get and manage contracts directly with the federal government.  

Councilman Platero proudly declared, “We have 1.2 million with contracting and tribal 

monies.” (2004)  Dotson said, “Perhaps they are overseeing some federal contract 

monies,” (2004) implying that there is some degree of self-governance at work, but they 

are not moving on LGA certification.  She did not equate contract ability to the degree or 

type of self-governance made possibly by LGA certification. 

Navajo local self-governance dictates that chapters have right to refuse the LGA.  

Council Delegate Roy Dempsey recalled that, “(Council Delegate, Lawrence) Platero 

says they can say no to the LGA.” (2004)  Dempsey also observed that “Tohajiilee has 

the accounting but LGA won’t certify.”  Tohajiilee had of the components of the Five 

Step Management Process in place in 2004 but needed to prove proficiency in the other 

four areas in order to be considered for certification.  Accounting happened to be one of 

the areas that chapters struggled with most; Tohajiilee had it in place but had no desire to 

pursue LGA channels.  

Attorney Jim Zion observed, “There is anger, cynicism, hopelessness and despair 

toward the LGA at Tohajiilee because of the hoops they need to jump through.”  He 

suggested the issue was not that the community saw secession as a better alternative, but 

that the rigmarole of the Five Step Management process was a deterrent. 
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What was the problem in local government?  

 The hardship that Tohajiilee faced in providing good governance for the 

community was that local leaders and citizens felt their hands were tied by central 

government.  Real or perceived, the local people saw the Navajo Nation as an 

impediment to empowered and effective community governance.  Councilman Lawrence 

Platero acknowledged that money strained relations with central Navajo.  “There is lots 

of confusion with the role of central government.  There are headaches about the amount 

of money to each chapter.  With small chapters there is not a lot of money.  Some get 

$25,000-30,000.  Demands for funding increase and some chapters spend more money 

and get into debt.” (2004)  Platero hinted at an unfair and ineffective system for 

appropriating resources to local areas. 

 Money further tainted the local-central relationship when it came to large-scale 

Navajo development that occurred on Tohajiilee territory.  Platero offered as an example: 

“P&M put a power line through here and the Navajo Nation received $900,000 for that 

right of way. We felt that those funds belonged to Tohajiilee.  Navajo Nation said no, that 

this is Navajo land.  We were recognized by the US Congress as a separate and distinct 

Band of Navajos in 1949.  We are CBN: Canoncito Band of Navajo.  As a result, we have 

separate trust land.  I’ve always had the impression that congressional law precedes tribal 

law.  Anything monetarily developed here should stay out here.  Any benefits granted by 

the federal government for CBN should stay local.  We went to court and they said it 

belongs to the community.” (2004)  Clearly, battles over jurisdiction and decision-

making regarding the allocation, management and benefits associated with local 
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development strained central-local relations at Tohajiilee.  Additional roadblocks 

included an inefficient bureaucratic process, poor communication, and lack of 

recognition. 

Under the existing structure and delineation of powers outlined by the Navajo 

Nation Code, chapter decisions must be reviewed and granted final approval by the 

Navajo Nation Council.  Chapter Resolutions passed by Tohajiilee officials were subject 

to the overriding power and authority of decision-makers in Window Rock.  A local 

initiative could be stalled or stopped altogether if central government decided so.  The 

process was slow.  Central government was regularly inundated with resolutions from 

one hundred and ten chapters on issues ranging from student scholarships and grazing 

permits to police patrols and juvenile delinquency.  The bureaucratic process took time.  

Though central government at Navajo is responsible for addressing the macro-level 

issues of the nation, it is the micro-level issues that matter to chapter communities and 

impact the day to day quality of life and safety of residents.  When the wheels of 

government move slowly in Window Rock, those who live in the chapter communities 

often feel it directly and profoundly. 

Communication and visibility are additional hurdles that create distance and 

disconnect between local and central government.  Tohajiilee is one hundred and forty-

five miles away from the nucleus of Navajo government.  Physical location can be a 

liability that places strain on any chapter’s relationship with central government.  This 

complaint has been voiced by dozens of other chapters that are beyond a fifty mile radius 

of Window Rock.  This factor places the onus of communication and visibility on those 
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who serve as liaison for local areas.  Chapter delegates, chapter officials, and community 

liaisons are key conduits for two-way information exchange.  Attention drawn to local 

issues is contingent upon advocacy asserted by community representatives.  If a council 

delegate from an outlying community fails to inform central and local government about 

policy concerns on both levels, the chapter community can lose out.  If the local agenda is 

not aggressively pushed forward in Window Rock or chapter interests strategically 

protected, it is to the detriment of the local community.  At the time of this study, 

Tohajiilee was without a chapter president, a critical position and opportunity for 

beneficial central-local relations. 

Over the years, the broken-down systems of communication were ingrained and 

accepted as status quo.  Tohajiilee Council Delegate Lawrence Platero remarked on the 

local-central relationship: “at chapter meetings there is discussion of our issues and not 

the nation’s.  They don’t have concern about our community so we’re not interested in 

what goes on nationwide.  We don’t feel part of the nation.  We run our own meetings 

and handle our own concerns locally.”  He further added, “some of those people haven’t 

set foot on the eastern part of the reservation.” (2004)  By that, he referred to council 

delegates from other agencies and administrators in central government who were 

criticized for being out of touch with issues outside of Window Rock or their home areas.  

His perspective underlined the challenge of governing a large land-based reservation 

constituency and the ill will that marks the undercurrent of internal political relations. 

Until the system of government is changed or a new process for central-local 

administration is formulated to help expedite the authorization and implementation 
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process, action will continue to be slow and untimely.  With some matters time can make 

or break deals and opportunities.  Community development projects and inter-

governmental agreements or partnerships are examples of such time-sensitive endeavors.  

Non-tribal governmental entities such as counties, cities, or states, may invite tribes to the 

table to discuss important resource, transportation, safety, or energy issues.  If the tribe is 

slow to act or a chapter must await approval from central government to state a position, 

chances to protect or assert local interest may pass, never to return.  Given the 

tenuousness of politics and regional economics, prospects often present themselves once 

and windows of opportunity are brief.  Chapters could be in improved and strategic 

positions to act quickly if their powers were increased to give them greater flexibility and 

local authority. 

 

What are the potential solutions? 

 The LGA is one option for securing streamlined decision-making, efficient 

administration, and political empowerment at the local level, but the chapter community 

has to desire LGA-style governance.  An LGA certified chapter is still beholden to the 

Navajo Nation.  The LGA held lackluster appeal for Tohajiilee at the time of this study.  

In addition, the certification process may be wrought with bureaucratic red tape and 

subject to politics.  With that in mind, the appeal of secession is understandable as it 

completely removes the over-arching authority of the Navajo Nation and places local 

leaders in the driver’s seat.  Breaking away from central Navajo could catapult local 

power, thereby granting Tohajiilee citizens that chance to realize and validate the 
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grassroots brand of self-determination and self-governance they seek.  With that power 

comes greater responsibility, a consideration that local leaders should be mindful of when 

proceeding. 

The bar on leadership performance will be raised.  Lawrence Platero suggested, 

“Leaders need to be educated so they can speak English when speaking with Senators and 

leaders in Washington, DC.  They need to understand the issues and be educated in 

politics.  They don’t have to be attorneys but should have a good background.”  (2004) 

That background entails keen understanding of Navajo history, the local take on the 

federal-Indian relationship and an ability to assert the local agenda. 

 An additional hurdle with LGA certification may be the difficulty in supplying the 

brain power, morale, and manpower to fuel two efforts for local empowerment.  

Sustaining such effort is no easy task.  Perhaps an LGA movement cannot co-exist 

alongside a secession effort because they are diametrically opposed.  Complete autonomy 

is the end goal of secession, while LGA certification serves to merely broaden local 

authority and grant greater flexibility and internal accountability for local issues.  In an 

LGA scenario the Navajo Nation still holds the power.  LGA chapters have measured 

autonomy.   

This measured autonomy granted by the LGA offers a degree of protection and 

oversight absent in a secession situation.  An LGA chapter can utilize central government 

resources to negotiate contracts, facilitate development, and assist with financial checks 

and balances.  As a certified chapter, large scale dealings with the federal government 

would still happen through the Navajo Nation Council and Executive Branch.  That facet 
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may hold appeal for local leaders who are intimidated by formal, federal process or prefer 

to leave external relations to someone else.  Conversely, autonomy by secession allows 

Tohajiilee the hope of fostering its own nation to nation relationship with the federal 

government and asserting its status as a separate and distinct band or tribe of Navajos, a 

bold assertion and a long shot according to some.   

 Given the options for securing social, political and economic empowerment, 

Tohajiilee community members need clarity in purpose.    The community needs a long-

term strategic plan and a discussion about goals and expectations.  They should probe 

options together, weigh outcomes, and develop a contingency plan to enable the effort to 

stay on course.  The identification of external partners, investors, or resources for 

information sharing may also prove valuable.  An organized effort could help to secure 

the outcomes they desire.   

By identifying individuals and granting them specific tasks to make the work of 

governmental reform happen, the emphasis may be on action rather than talk and wishful 

thinking.  In the nation-building model, every tribal citizen regardless of gender, age, title 

or attribute, is a nation-builder.  That moniker implies that individuals are expected to 

take part and assert ownership in building a community they can be proud of.  It turns the 

rhetoric of “Seventh Generation” thinking into action-based growth and planning.  At 

Tohajiilee, the responsibility and opportunity of fixing local governance lie with the 

citizenry. 

In 2004, supporters of the grassroots movement toward secession were numerous 

and visible in the community but they were not in the majority.  Proponents of LGA 
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certification were in the community but no one assumed the responsibility of organizing a 

chapter effort or urging chapter leadership to move in this direction
69

.  Chapter leaders 

studied the LGA legislation but were immobilized by the realization that much work 

would have to be done in order to successfully move through the certification process.  

Any significant movement toward sweeping reform in government would be stymied if 

local efforts were not focused in an organized fashion. 

 

What was the strategy that emerged in Tohajiilee for Local Empowerment? 

 In the late 1990s secession was proposed by a group of people at Tohajiilee who 

grew tired of the bureaucratic clog in Window Rock.  Weary of seeing their local leaders’ 

ideas ensnared in bureaucracy and energy drained by the system, they suggested 

secession as a means of securing the local empowerment needed by the community.  The 

organizers worked with Tohajiilee residents to garner interest in the initiative.  They 

explained how this solution might facilitate greater accountability and effectiveness in 

local government.  Before long, secession was a full-scale grassroots movement.  

Although chapter officials and the council delegate were not directly involved with 

rousing interest in the efforts they commended their community for having the courage to 

take action and ownership for the betterment of local self-governance. 

Secession was indeed a revolutionary notion.  Never before had a Navajo chapter 

severed itself legally, politically and institutionally from the nation proper, nor had one 
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 Pro-LGA chapters often used local government and community meetings as foundation for their 

certification effort.  In my home community of Oak Springs, local citizens formed an exploratory 

committee and went door-to-door educating people and garnering interest in the certification process. 
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gone to these lengths to attain political independence and autonomy.  Tohajiilee was 

solitary in this action that deemed central government a dead end and moved to create a 

separate branch of Navajo.   

Not knowing what the political fallout might be from the Navajo Nation or sister 

chapters, grassroots leaders in Tohajiilee focused on the local empowerment opportunity 

to fuel community buy-in for the secession strategy.  “Local Empowerment” was a 

rallying call historically synonymous with the LGA and made popular by presidential 

candidate Albert Hale in 1994 when LGA certification was a cornerstone of his 

campaign.  It resonated profoundly with Navajo voters and sparked renewed interest in 

tribal government and civic participation.  For this grassroots contingent at Tohajiilee, the 

language of “Local Empowerment” meant secession.  For them, this was the key for 

bringing about the magnitude of social, political and economic change they asserted. 

Secession and eventual federal recognition meant formal separation from a nation 

that failed to support the outlier community, and an opportunity to proactively seize the 

reins of grassroots-level nation-building.  Central Navajo would be replaced as 

figurehead of governmental authority at Tohajiilee and the band could act as Nation.  

Federal recognition would validate locally-generated institutions and ideologies.  

Tohajiilee self-governance could stand on its own without help from the Navajo Nation.  

Political legitimacy could come from within. 

Securing federal recognition is an enormous task.  Formal acknowledgement from 

the federal government allows tribal groups to engage in the unique nation-to-nation 

relationship with the federal government and places them on political levels equal to and 
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yet different from that of states.  Recognition also allows tribal citizen access to services 

or benefits in education, health care, housing, employment training, and other areas. 

Any tribe interested in federal recognition must adhere to the guidelines 

established by the Bureau of Indian Affairs Federal Acknowledgement process
70

.  

Criteria include: a documented history of the Indian community, genealogical records, 

proof of existence of established government, and language.  These tribes must prove the 

authenticity of their community through a historical record.  The process requires 

resources, time and diligence.  Every year, several tribal entities appeal to the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs for federal recognition.  Many are denied this all-important status for 

failure to generate the required proof of historical existence and continuance as an Indian 

nation.  Groups whose numbers have been decimated due to the historical perils of 

colonization or simply due to decades of inter-marriage and assimilation have difficulty 

proving that they are legitimate Indian nations
71

. 

Tribes who are already recognized by the federal government often oppose the 

generous inclusion of more tribes and support the stringent acknowledgement criteria.  A 

greater number of federally recognized tribes means resources must be allocated and 

shared among a greater number of communities.  Some tribes refuse to support “wanna 

be” tribes who seek Federal Acknowledgement. 
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 See the BIA website for more information, http://www.bia.gov/WhoWeAre/AS-IA/OFA/index.htm 
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 Legitimacy in the eyes of the federal government is contingent upon this formal recognition.  From the 

tribal perspective, legitimacy often has little to do with bureaucratic distinction or legal status; rather, it is 

about the presence and sustainability of culture, tradition, history and peoplehood.  The Pamunkey of 

Virginia and Lumbee of North Carolina are examples of state-recognized tribes that have failed to secure 

federal recognition. 

http://www.bia.gov/WhoWeAre/AS-IA/OFA/index.htm
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 In the 1990s groups with questionable motives for acquiring this status employed 

dubious tactics, and/or engaged in shameless politicking, to maneuver through the federal 

process.  In California, a number of tribes were criticized because their efforts to secure 

federal recognition were spearheaded and paid for by lawyers and venture capitalists who 

had vested interest in the gaming opportunities that would be open to these tribes once 

their federal recognition was granted. 

 Given the politics inherent in the federal recognition process, garnering the 

support necessary to get approval granted and being able to sustain the commitment to 

this strategy could be all-important for the community of Tohajiilee.  Although the local 

history is documented, the language is intact, and the culture is not nearly as fragmented 

as that of other candidates for recognition, bureaucrats in Washington, DC may wonder 

why separate recognition is necessary for this small group with historical ties to the 

second largest tribal nation in the United States
72

.  Congress may see secession as an 

example of an Indian Nation that cannot adequately self-govern.  Gatekeepers within the 

BIA may advise the Navajo Nation to address this rift between central and local 

government internally.  Bureau experts may also cite fiscal conservatism and 

responsibility as further reasoning for discouraging secession at Tohajiilee.  Nationwide 

tribes who oppose adding yet another tribe to the number in line for federal 

appropriations may consider Tohajiilee a threat. 
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 According to the US Census, the Navajo Nation is second to Cherokee with regard to overall population 

count.  However, Navajo is the largest land-based tribe with a reservation of 17 million acres (Tiller 2006). 
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Results 

 By 2004, grassroots secession efforts at Tohajiilee lost valuable momentum.  

Tohajiilee had not seceded and the federal recognition effort was halted.  The passion for 

the fight amongst grassroots members had abated.  Although secession-minded 

community organizers still believed in the merits of this strategy, forward action was 

absent.  The community made very little overall headway on this initiative. 

Reasons for diminished interest and enthusiasm around secession were threefold:  

the community realized the work and responsibility of federally recognized autonomy; 

maintaining and garnering additional public support was a challenge; and the Tohajiilee 

casino posed a potential drain on critical momentum from the secession effort.  When the 

Navajo Nation approved Tohajiilee gaming the prospect of jobs and revenue may have 

provided motivation to stay on as partner and subset of central Navajo government.  The 

collaborative recognized Tohajiilee as partner to the Navajo Nation Council and pertinent 

to the nation’s Economic Development plan.  Secessionists suggested this may have 

quelled political unrest for the short term and alleviated pressure to get something 

happening in the local economy.  Residents who supported the casino may have adopted 

a “wait and see” attitude with hopes that the benefits would address some of the problems 

with local government and economy. 

Community buy-in for the initiative was a struggle.  Inherently problematic for 

grassroots initiatives like this is the challenge of sustaining public interest and 

impassioned determination to meet benchmarks when progress is slow and un-

measurable.   If people cannot see change taking place they can lose interest.  
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Furthermore, great ideas are worthless if the community does not understand, believe in 

and substantiate the process and the expected outcome.  If those residents are unwilling to 

shoulder some of the responsibility of the workload to garner success, it is sure to fail.  

Democratic reorganization and empowerment do not come easy for any governmental 

entity and the citizens are key to any nation-building endeavor.   

Buy-in from local leadership was an additional building block absent from the 

secession strategy.  When an initiative is novel and radical, and is done without the 

support of existing institutions or principal leadership, the chances of success are 

challenged.  Absent was a clear-cut plan pertaining to the role of existing chapter officials 

and grassroots leaders in the federal recognition process and subsequent implementation 

of a new governing body after that formal acknowledgement was granted.   

Locals at Tohajiilee may have recognized the “be careful what you wish for” 

scenario.  A break from central government meant a severance of political and financial 

ties with the Navajo Nation.  As a separate Band of Navajos, the onus would be on local 

leadership to not only build the institutions that facilitate the goals of the movement, but 

to also maintain the level and types of services that were provided by the Navajo Nation. 

 The secessionists do not act independently.  They take with them the whole of the 

community, including those whose daily existence is dependent upon tribal and federal 

assistance programs.  With complaints of service provision and bureaucratic red tape 

aside, the nation was still making its best efforts to provide adequate social services, 

emergency services and education for Tohajiilee residents.  Although improvement was 

needed, did secession leaders understood the tremendous burden, breadth and 
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responsibility of providing day-to-day support that some community families need to 

keep food on the table and roofs over their heads?   

The most significant obstacle to secession is the loss of political clout that a local 

community might have benefited from through their alliance or inclusion with the larger 

Indian nation.  For most tribes in the United States, treaties signed more than one hundred 

years ago established formal relationships with the federal government and although 

tribal sovereignty continues to be attacked and often eroded in the courts and on the 

floors of state legislatures and in Congress, it still is the basis for tribal nationhood and 

protects certain rights and privileges guaranteed by age-old treaties.  The United States 

Congress stopped making treaties with Indian nations in 1871.  If Tohajiilee were to 

secede from the Navajo Nation successfully, that subsequent relationship with the federal 

government may be official and binding but would lack the legal and political weight of a 

tribal-federal relationship that is grounded in a formal treaty. 

An additional consideration is that the federal government is accustomed to 

dealing with leaders in Window Rock when addressing any Navajo issues.  If successful, 

session leaders would be expected to step up immediately and engage in a more 

sophisticated political culture and perform on a national landscape which may be new to 

individual leaders.  Gone would be the protection and cache of affiliation with the Navajo 

Nation.  Successful engagement in national politics would not be impossible for 

grassroots leaders at Tohajiilee, however, the expectations for their knowledge and 

performance would be raised significantly.  Leadership qualifications would change.  

Organization and strategic agenda-setting and decision-making would be paramount. 
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Implications for other Navajo Communities 

One might wonder why other satellite communities have not branched out or 

broken ties with central Navajo.  After all, communities such as Ramah and Alamo also 

lie on the periphery of the Navajo reservation and possess unique histories and local 

cultures.  Certainly, these chapter communities encounter similar geographical and 

political isolation but the rumblings to secede have not been as strong as in Tohajiilee.  

Perhaps those communities have simply been able to cultivate a working relationship 

with central government that satisfies local constituents.  Neither Alamo nor Ramah have 

the designation of being descendants of the “Enemy Navajo” which may turn out to be 

the striking difference at Tohajiilee.   

Lorena Zah-Bahe, a long-time administrator in Navajo government said, “Ramah 

is like a tribe within a nation.  They have a big budget and are more effective at meeting 

local needs.  New Mexico doesn’t exist in their minds!  They want a Home Rule Charter 

but there must be a referendum at the local level.” (2004)  She added, “Alamo is 

following Ramah.  They are huge with 638 contracting.  Neither come through the 

Navajo Nation to do lobbying.  Tohajiilee is different.  They have effective leadership 

there with the casino and projects.” (2004)  Her comments suggested that self-governance 

was already proven and functioning at a level that met community need.  Alamo and 

Ramah worked with the existing system to draw down federal benefits and to collaborate 

with the Navajo Nation as partner on community projects.  The Navajo Nation, confident 

that leaders in these two communities can take care of their own, effectively stepped 
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back.  Zah-Bahe implied that Tohajiilee had a long way to go in order to function at a 

breadth and depth similar to Alamo and Ramah. 

PL 638 contracting lies at the heart of the Self-Determination policy passed in the 

1970s.  Though fiscally rooted in the federal system and attached to federal oversight, it 

does allow tribes to assert ownership and direction with programming and spending in 

key areas.  Roy Dempsey, Navajo Nation Council Delegate, saw 638 contracting as a 

misguided pursuit and impetus for secession.  “They want to be separate because they 

don’t want to share resources.  It’s like a kid saying they don’t want to be part of the 

family.  I understand their intentions but they can address them better.  They want to go 

directly to the BIA.  They want to pull down 638 funds directly and not go through the 

nation.  I suppose it could be advantageous for Tohajiilee.  It would be sad to see them 

go.” (2004)  Both Dempsey and Zah-Bahe seemed to agree that Tohajiilee was not 

prepared to take on this level of responsibility.  He further added that if any chapter could 

break off successfully, “Ramah could be separate.” (2004) 

If either were to secede, Ramah would indeed be an ideal candidate.  Legally, this 

satellite community is recognized as a unique band of Navajos.  Central Navajo 

government has historically supported self-sufficiency and self-governance in the area.  

Since the 1950s Ramah has responsibly managed education contracts, public safety and 

housing.  Although federal appropriations for social services and grant projects still get 

funneled through central government in Window Rock, the legislative body has 

seemingly made a conscientious effort to curtail intrusive oversight and has allowed 

leaders at Ramah to run their own affairs.  This style of autonomy is similar to the local 
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empowerment envisioned for LGA-certified chapters, though Ramah has enjoyed this 

status and flexibility for decades thereby circumventing the need for the LGA as a vehicle 

for strengthening local government. 

Unlike Tohajiilee, Ramah did not pursue nor see gaming as an economic fix or 

opportunity.  The Tohajiilee casino was considered litigious by some because other 

chapters on the periphery of the nation proper were not given the same consideration for 

equal venture.  The Ramah chapter is also in that region but seemed to be unfazed by the 

Tohajiilee gaming venture.   

Albuquerque attorney Jim Zion had a slightly more optimistic though very 

realistic take on Tohajiilee.  He admitted, “they are very small and could have trouble 

competing.  Ramah competes successfully.  They [Ramah] do a great deal on their own; 

they run their Social Services, Behavioral Health and they have a large police force.” 

(2004) Like Zah-Bahe, Zion pointed out the importance providing services and 

infrastructure on the local level.  Whether funds derived from the Navajo Nation or 

through external 638 contracting, Ramah had proven their abilities to be locally-

governed.  Zion offered, “There are smart folks out at Tohajiilee.”  (2004)  The attorney 

with decades of experiences working with Navajo communities credited Tohajiilee 

community members for their resolve and wherewithal to get something going. 

 

Implications for other Indian Nations and The Navajo Nation 

Hypothetically, secession is an option for any community within a larger Indian 

nation, whether those are districts within the Tohono o’odham Nation, villages at Hopi, 
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or chapters at Navajo.  If Tohajiilee successfully secedes, is granted federal recognition 

and goes on to achieve political and economic success as a result of this move, other 

outlier chapters at Navajo may explore the viability of this strategy for themselves.  If the 

LGA fails to meet projected benchmarks and chapters continue to flounder with the 

certification process, some could consider secession.  The movement has potential for 

resounding impact along the northern and southeastern peripheries of the Navajo 

reservation where there is fragmented land and diversity in local culture, ideology, and 

political agenda.  If Navajo satellite communities secede successfully, the strategy could 

have implications for Indian Country, especially if that shift proved strategic for long-

term growth and development.   

 I believe secession and separate federal recognition would have to be time-proven 

strategies before a significant number of Navajo chapters follow suit.  Federal recognition 

would be a tremendous accomplishment in its own right, but Navajo citizens want to see 

what Tohajiilee does with that status.  How does Tohajiilee go about building new 

institutions and processes of government that are better than what currently exists?  At 

what cost does such monumental change come about?  Is this new government 

sustainability in the long term?  Other communities will want to know if secession 

effectively met local political goals and garnered improved self-governance.  They will 

want to see the benefits offered to the community and the nation-building opportunities 

this effort afforded.  Are the outcomes better than what is possible through LGA 

certification or simply maintaining status quo? 
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If central and local governments fail to work together, it impacts the overall 

vitality of the Navajo Nation.  If the whole of the Navajo Nation equals the sum of its 

parts, it does itself a disservice by not affording local government the opportunity to 

maximize its potential as a viable, respected and effective partner.  Central government 

needs local leaders to access, assess, and meet community-level need. 

 It is difficult to determine how much of a factor the historical ill-will comes to 

bear on current inter-governmental relations at Navajo (if at all).  Councilman Platero 

seems to shrug it off as being characteristic of the nature of politics between local areas 

and a burgeoning central government.  Although other satellite communities such as 

Alamo and Ramah do not have the “Enemy Navajo” distinction that is synonymous with 

Tohajiilee, they share similar challenges in political affairs and institutional efficiency.  

Tohajiilee is indeed a unique political entity.  Whether that derives from the “Enemy 

Navajo” distinction or not, the community seems less apt than other chapters to rely on 

central Navajo for the necessities of day-to-day life.  They seem incredulous of central 

government, disinterested and unwilling to trust that local interests are given fair 

consideration in the nation’s policymaking process.   

Local frustration and lack of representation, voice, and power are not unique to 

Tohajiilee.  Nor is the strain between central and local government in any community, 

Indian or non-Indian.  Rural areas in Arizona encounter similar aggravation with the 

state.  They too struggle for local voice and empowerment.  In state politics, rural areas 

often lack access to high-powered officials and the money to hire effective lobbyists.  

Their issues vary significantly from those in metropolitan areas.  On the Navajo 
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reservation, the concerns of families in more isolated areas vary from those who live in 

sizeable reservation towns such as Chinle and Kayenta and border areas.  Historically, in 

Arizona much of the political power lay in Maricopa County.  At Navajo, it rests in 

Window Rock. 

 What is revolutionary at Tohajiilee is community willingness to jumpstart 

innovative thinking and action in local governance.  Perhaps federal recognition was a 

long shot but the goal made people excited about government.  It sparked interest in civic 

participation.  Tohajiilee was fed up with central government.  Rather than merely 

complain, they decided to do something about it.  The effort was Navajo democracy and 

localized nation-building in action. 

 

The Future of Tohajiilee Community 

The future of the secession effort is unclear.  In 2004 the secession movement 

already lost momentum.  Perhaps the grassroots line of attack was overly focused on the 

federal recognition and once the community became familiar with the intricacies of the 

process, they became disinterested.  A less lofty goal may have garnered different results.  

Perhaps the movement was too closely tied to the energy and ideas of a small and select 

group of activists.  Once their enthusiasm subsided, so did that of their supporters.  

Perhaps the radical nature of this strategy was overwhelming, prompting community 

members to opt for the exploration of safer and more conservative measures to address 

their concerns. 
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The political future of Tohajiilee seemed murky according to Tohajiilee resident, 

LaToya Greyeyes.  She did not know the status of the casino venture or that of the LGA.  

Her response to federal recognition was:  “I don’t know if it happened.  I think we’re 

federally recognized but I’m not sure.” (2004)  The community had the historic CBN 

designation at that time but had not been officially acknowledged by the federal 

government as a separate and distinct branch of the Navajo Nation.   

As she contemplated the current state and future of local governance at Tohajiilee, 

Greyeyes said: “We need local leaders who will follow through on their promises.  If 

there is a new chapter president at Tohajiilee, I hope he keeps doing what has worked 

here.  People don’t see Jim Platero and Lawrence for what they’ve done.  I hope the 

community sees what has been accomplished.” (2004)  Regardless of the local 

empowerment strategy employed at Tohajiilee, leaders are essential.  The chapter 

president is a key position.  While the chapter is still part of the existing system, 

Tohajiilee should not pass up that opportunity for representation in Navajo government.  

Greyeyes acknowledged the often unrealized and unappreciated work done by leaders 

like Jim and Lawrence on behalf of the community.  With a thin pool of willing and 

invested leaders, the community has a steep road ahead. 

One benefit of the secession movement is the renewed interest in the work of 

local government.  Ms. Greyeyes worked as support staff at the Tohajiilee chapter and 

admitted she learned a great deal about local government through her job.  She thought 

the chapter officials did a good job with the resources they had.  She suggested, 

“Sometimes the people in the community do not know what the leaders are up against.  
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They want services and they ask for money but fail to engage with any long-term 

strategic thinking or planning.” (2004)  Her sentiment underlined the importance of 

citizen participation in the work of local governance.  She added, “We have conflict.  

Neighbors disagree.  Often there is a question over who owns land.”  These are issues 

that can certainly be resolved among the community members in a nation-building effort. 

 Tohajiilee still has untapped potential as an LGA-certified chapter, one 

recommendation is for local leaders to give this option full and additional consideration 

before deciding against it.  LGA certification does support and recognize a level of local 

autonomy.  Perhaps this measured independence is enough to buttress the proposed 

changes for local empowerment at Tohajiilee.  Upon re-examination of the goals of the 

grassroots efforts and the extrapolation of the components that were deemed essential for 

strengthening local government, the community may find that those objectives can still 

be realized through alternative channels.  To their surprise, some of those channels may 

be opportunities sanctioned by central Navajo and participation does not have to be 

looked at as a betrayal of the community’s original crusade.  Willingness and ability to 

adapt those aspirations to a new system may prove successful in the end for this free-

thinking community. 

 Secession is unlikely to be replicated in other communities and it appears to be a 

failed effort at Tohajiilee.  The community at Tohajiilee is small; regardless of their 

unique political and cultural identity, they should explore all other options carefully 

before giving up their association with the Navajo Nation.  If, after careful consideration, 

the community decides to move onward with secession they should establish 
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collaborative inter-governmental relationships with other satellite Navajo communities, 

neighboring tribes and other local governments so that the community has a network that 

may help nurture political stability until a firm foothold is in place. 
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CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION 

 

This study is a story of local empowerment on the Navajo Nation.  It deals with 

citizens’ determination that status quo governance of the 1980s and 1990s was 

unacceptable.  It reflects the grit and audacity of the Diné people to strive for something 

better than a bureaucratized centralized authority as the only form of recognized 

government for the Navajo people.  It harkens to traditional ideas of localized leadership 

by Navajoizing American forms of representative, civil service-based government with 

heavy oversight from a central authority in ways that better reflect the needs, political 

culture and economies of individual chapter houses and local communities.  Improvement 

in governance and leadership for the continued welfare, health, prosperity and balance of 

The People is an ideal that resonates in local communities all across the Navajo Nation.  

Devolution is the goal at Shonto, Kayenta and Tohajiilee.  While their strategies differ, in 

each of these communities the strategy attests to the desire for change, the willingness of 

citizens to take a proactive stance, and the importance of sustainability in a reform effort. 

In my home area of Oak Springs the buzz around local empowerment has not gone 

unnoticed.  From the perspective of a community member, my neighbors and I want 

governmental process to be quick and free of red tape.  We expect leadership to be 

responsible and forward thinking.  But unlike the communities in this study, we have yet 

to assert a solution for a change in self-governance. My community has taken a wait-and-

see approach; this too is a traditional Diné approach to change. 
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Having looked in detail at each of the three strategies – LGA certification at 

Shonto, township government at Kayenta, and secession at Tohajiilee – offered now is a 

comparison of these strategies on multiple dimensions:  the nature of the chosen political 

strategy, the source of that strategy, the process by which the strategy is pursued, the 

driving force behind it, its geographical scope, its anticipated powers of local 

government, the funding of the strategy, the leadership skills that it requires, the primary 

obstacles the strategy faces, and the outcome of the strategy to date.  Table 6.1 presents 

the comparison. 
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Table 6.1: Devolution and the Navajo Nation: Three Strategies for Local Empowerment 

 

 
Political 

Strategy 
Source Process 

Driving 

Force 
Scope 

Powers of 

Local 

Government 

Funding 
Leadership 

Requirements 
Obstacles Outcome 

Shonto 

Use LGA 

to 

redistribute 

authority 

within the 

current 

system 

Navajo 

Nation 

legislature 

Nation’s 

legislature 

provides 

opportunity; 

communities 

apply; 

Nation 

evaluates 

and certifies 

Nation-wide 

grassroots 

frustration 

with red tape 

and delays 

persuaded 

Nation’s 

legislature to 

offer LGA 

opportunity  

National 

Limited 

devolution of 

existing 

governmental 

powers: 

contracts, 

procurement, 

inter-

governmental, 

accounting, 

taxation 

Continued 

dependence 

on national 

and federal 

funds 

Knowledge of 

accounting, 

budgeting, land-

use planning, 

contracting, inter-

governmental 

relations 

Certification 

process is slow; 

chapters lack 

land-use 

planning and 

accounting 

capacities 

In process; 

limited but 

growing 

response; 

results as yet 

unknown 

Kayenta 

Create a 

new 

governing 

entity: a 

township 

Local 

community 

Community 

designs 

governing 

structure; 

Nation 

facilitates 

through 

legislation 

Initiative 

came from 

proactive, 

committed, 

educated 

business 

community 

seeking to 

take 

advantage of 

local 

opportunities 

Local 

Business-

related 

regulatory 

powers vested 

in new entity: 

taxation, 

zoning, site 

leasing, 

community 

development  

Eventually 

self-

sustaining 

via taxation 

and fees 

Knowledge of 

business 

accounting, 

finance, 

community 

development, 

planning, taxation, 

zoning, institution 

building 

Requires 

business 

expertise, market 

opportunity, 

support of central 

and chapter 

government 

Success so far; 

township is 

functioning; 

economy is 

growing 

Tohajiilee 

Secession; 

exit the 

current 

system 

Local 

community 

Community 

acts to end 

relationship 

to Navajo 

Nation via 

federal 

recognition 

as separate 

nation 

Geographical 

isolation and 

grassroots 

dissatisfaction 

with central 

government’s 

red tape and 

neglect led to 

radical 

strategy 

Local 

Within chapter 

boundaries, 

Tohajiilee 

displaces 

Navajo 

Nation, 

assuming its 

jurisdiction 

and powers 

Unclear; 

they hope 

the federal 

government 

steps in 

Knowledge of 

institution-

building and 

federal 

acknowledgement 

process 

Complex federal 

recognition 

process; 

recognition not 

guaranteed; no 

organizational 

staying power; 

funding unclear 

Failed; 

secession effort 

on hold 
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Political Strategy and Process 

 The main goal of communities who have used the LGA for local 

empowerment is to redistribute power, authority and influence from the current 

centralized system to local communities through the existing chapter house system. 

Unlike some systems of political decentralization, the LGA moves power from the 

largest unit of Navajo government—the central administration in Window Rock—to 

its smallest unit—the chapter house; this method of devolution bypasses mid-range 

BIA agency and regional entities—like grazing committees.  This dispersion is not 

complete; LGA chapters do not have complete autonomy.  The analogy is to a 

country and a state; certain powers are retained in central government, and there is 

ongoing oversight from the centralized political authority of its constituent units. 

 Under the LGA, powers of taxation, land-use planning, contracting, 

procurement, community development and inter-governmental relations are shared or 

decentralized. As a result, governmental processes on the local level are more 

expedient and responsive to local needs.  Requests can be expedited more efficiently.  

LGA addresses the rigmarole of the resolution process that in the past has tied the 

hands of local leaders.  Before LGA, local leaders had to postpone any action until 

their decisions—in the form of requests via the chapter resolution—were reviewed 

and given final approval by the nation, a paternalism that echoes the Navajo Nation 

government having to obtain the approval of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the 

Secretary of Interior for any action before the Self-Determination Act.   
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With the opportunity to make decisions locally, however, comes an increased 

responsibility to the community and its leaders to make the system work.  Self-

determination on a local level, as on a national level, only works with dedication, 

determination and involvement by the entire community.   

Ideally, no nation gives up its power and authority without ensuring that those 

who take control are prepared and able to assume the mantles of leadership.  Those in 

control must be fiscally and morally accountable and ethical in their actions and trust 

responsibilities, and should not overstep the bounds of their authority. The Navajo 

Nation’s attempt to ensure accountability and assure the welfare of their people 

during decentralization was to establish and oversee LGA certification through the 

Five Step Management Process.   

Effective decentralization demands proficiency and accountability in critical 

areas of bookkeeping, accounting, and asset management.  The LGA shed light on 

inefficiencies in these areas for many Navajo chapters.  The concern was that local 

leaders were unprepared to shoulder increased fiscal responsibility and the work of 

community development.  The administration established the Five Step Management 

System to ensure aptitude in accounting, personnel, procurement, property, and 

records management.  Each chapter must complete an auditing process overseen by 

the Office of the Auditor General (OAG).  LGA certification is granted only if the 

OGA deems the chapter fit to handle decentralized authority and has in place 

approved bureaucratic procedures. 
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 Central government maintains its position as supreme authority even when a 

chapter is LGA certified.  A certified chapter exercises broadened powers only on the 

local level.  The OGA mandates that chapters maintain the minimum standards in 

operations outlined by the Five Step Management System.  This was a legislative 

solution to the question of whether local communities were prepared to take the 

mantle of contemporary bureaucratic based government and continues to be a 

function of central authority.  Should a certified chapter fail to maintain minimum 

standards in operations, the OGA must determine how to handle the situation.  At 

present, a formal protocol for decertification does not exist. 

Shonto chapter was granted LGA certification in 1999.  Community leaders 

saw the decentralized authority as an opportunity to seize control of government 

powers and to directly engage in the development of their home community.  Once 

certified, the chapter moved to develop a Community-Based Land-Use Plan which 

was approved in 2005.  The plan reflected goals for improving housing, employment 

and recreational opportunities for Shonto citizens to ensure a better quality of life to 

encourage residents to stay in the community permanently and to maintain close ties 

among family and clan relations. 

 Kayenta’s strategy to become an autonomous government was to create an 

entirely new governing institution, one that exists outside of the chapter-council 

system and is separate from the LGA certification system.  Though separate, the 

municipal government is still capable of working alongside those local institutions: an 

LGA chapter or an uncertified chapter.  Given the shared jurisdiction that the Kayenta 
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Township has with Kayenta chapter and the Navajo Nation, this strategy requires a 

high degree of intergovernmental coordination and cooperation.  To date, it seems to 

be working. 

A tribal municipality had never been tried on the Navajo reservation.  The 

idea for a township came from the Kayenta business community.  Local leaders 

initiated and developed a feasible plan, convinced the Navajo Nation Council to give 

it a chance, and have done the work to maintain it.  Central authority facilitated this 

strategy, which requires continued council support, but the onus of maintenance and 

sustainability is placed on the local community and they have risen to the challenge. 

 The strategy at Tohajiilee was secession as a radical and last-ditch solution to 

isolation from the main reservation and frustration created by the apparent disinterest 

of and discrimination by central authority.  Tohajiilee experienced geographical and 

political distance from Window Rock.  Window Rock repeatedly ignored calls for 

service and Tohajiilee citizens had enough.  The intended goal was to break away 

from the Navajo Nation completely and create a separate Band of Navajo with a 

distinct government, economy, and political identity recognized by the federal 

government on par with the Navajo Nation as a federally recognized tribe.  A separate 

nation of Navajo, whose BIA agency would be more closely aligned to some 

Puebloan communities because of proximity, could take direct action to secure state 

and federal funds for government and services.  It would allow Tohajiilee leaders to 

streamline governmental process and improve service delivery for the community.  

The leaders of this movement were willing to shoulder all responsibility for ensuring 
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the type and quality of life desired by local citizens and to begin the multiyear and 

extremely expensive processes this entailed. 

Supporters for this secession strategy felt that a complete withdrawal from the 

existing system was the only answer to their dilemma and the only way to ensure 

local empowerment.  They were convinced that conditions would never improve with 

status quo Navajo government because of past behaviors and current attitudes among 

Navajo politicians and government bureaucrats.  Success for such an effort was 

dependent on buy-in and sustained effort from the people, as well as the acceptance 

of the Navajo Nation and its citizens, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ federal 

recognition process.  Though the radical nature of this strategy garnered attention, it 

lacked large-scale buy-in from Tohajiilee citizens and failed to earn the support of 

chapter government.  As a result, the strategy failed. 

 

Source and Scope 

The source of the LGA is the legislative authority of the Navajo Nation 

Council.  The Commission on Navajo Government Development, Community 

Development and the Navajo Auditor General regulate and shape LGA policy, 

regulations, guidelines and processes.  They are part of the general administration, the 

executive branch of the Nation. While the LGA is a decentralization strategy, it is 

created and managed by central authority; the chapters apply for, receive and 

implement certified powers of self-governance only upon approval from the nation.  

The Navajo Nation Council could disband the LGA by passing another law and 
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decertifying chapters, although one would expect a loud outcry from the community.  

The Council has authority to modify the act to make it more accessible.  It also has 

authority to revise the certification criteria if certified chapters fail to maintain 

standards over time; only time will tell as certified chapters test and assert their 

powers.  The legislation has proven to be dynamic with revisions made since 2000 

that more finely detail the specific requirements in each area of proficiency (see 

Appendix E).  Central government has the sole authority to make subsequent 

revisions. 

The scope of the LGA is national although implementation is local.  Any of 

the 110 chapters can pursue certification.  The community decides whether or not to 

pursue the LGA based on their needs and opportunities.  The breadth and impact of 

expanded power via the LGA is determined by local leadership with extensive citizen 

input and activity.  An LGA certified chapter will decide how, and to what extent, it 

will exercise newly devolved powers and authorities. It may choose to exercise some 

or all possible powers. 

The Kayenta Township is the epitome of a local solution to a local issue, one 

that few communities on the reservation would be able to support.  Its inventors did 

not set out to craft a local empowerment strategy that would benefit all communities 

on the Navajo Nation; they simply set out to create economic opportunity and a 

system to promote these opportunities in their own backyard.  Their sole focus was 

creating an environment where business growth could flourish within Kayenta town 

limits.  It was a response and solution to address the needs and enterprise culture of 
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one specific Navajo reservation town.  It is possible that towns like Shiprock, Tuba 

City, or Window Rock could take advantage of the model.  To date, few communities 

have expressed interest in it. 

Secession at Tohajiilee is also a local solution to a local dilemma of historic 

depth.  Grassroots leaders did not propose secession with the expectation that other 

communities would join them in breaking from the existing government by severing 

formal relations with the Navajo Nation.  The goal was not a large scale uprising or 

overthrow of Navajo government.  It was a radical approach that resonated with 

community organizers who felt they needed to propose a brash solution to draw 

attention to frustration with the Diné government. As noted, no other satellite Navajo 

community has considered this approach. The scope of secession is limited.  Though 

there are other satellite communities that endure similar challenges of disconnect 

from central administration and political disempowerment, not one has yet pursued a 

secession effort.  

 

Powers of Local Government 

 An LGA certified chapter can levy taxes and use tax revenues to pay for 

citizen services, determine future land-use on lands in their jurisdiction, contract with 

companies and individuals to supply services, and plan for community development 

and external economic projects with counties or off-reservation companies, and 

conduct intergovernmental work with limited oversight from central administration.  

Upon certification Shonto chapter moved to hold community meetings to set 
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priorities, devise focus groups and conduct surveys to gain perspective on a long-

range plan for development.  That information was used to shape the Shonto land-use 

plan which was approved in 2005 by the Navajo Tribal Council Transportation and 

Community Development Committee.  The plan sparked a community discussion 

about development that compelled the chapter to create an Economic Development 

Commission, Planning and Zoning Commission and Tourism Commission in 2008.  

To date, the chapter has yet to unveil specific projects and initiatives.  The plan is an 

essential building block for future growth at Shonto, the process made possible by the 

LGA. 

One power of an LGA chapter is the ability to determine governmental 

process and protocol.  It is an opportunity to examine and change the decision-making 

process, meeting protocol and staffing.  Local leaders may discard the organizational 

structure of chapter government and choose an alternative system.  Upon 

certification, Shonto moved to adopt a Community Governance Committee, which is 

a council body, and the Shonto Community Development Corporation.  Many LGA 

certified chapters are moving toward local councils that make decisions on behalf of 

the community, rather than holding monthly meetings with the community that 

require the twenty-five person quorum in order for business to be official.  In a 

community council scenario the citizens have opportunity for input via the General 

Assembly meetings that invite public commentary and engagement in local political 

process. 
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How robust local governance will be in an LGA scenario is largely up to the 

chapter.  Successful certification is merely a starting point.  The LGA is designed to 

streamline governance in general by granting more direct and robust authority to local 

officials but it places greater responsibility on the chapter community.  If a mistake it 

made, the chapter owns it. 

 In 2004, the Kayenta Township had the power to tax, zone, regulate, license 

and govern within the town limits of Kayenta.  Township leaders decided these 

powers were essential to help grow the type of community they envisioned and that 

vision was not appropriate to the entire chapter, a jurisdiction that includes areas such 

as Black Mesa.  That vision was unique for the town of Kayenta and the strategy 

devised for local expression of governance.  The chapter of Kayenta did not possess 

this wide range of governmental power
73

.  The rest of the chapter was unaffected by 

what was occurring in township boundaries, as was noted in Chapter Four. 

An LGA chapter may encompass a dozen or more local communities.  A 

township is limited to one community.  Kayenta is one of many communities that 

comprise the Kayenta chapter.  Compared to the breadth of authority held by a 

chapter that includes multiple constituents, the authority of a township is quite limited 

and often more focused on goals of a small and clearly delineated community.  The 

township within chapter boundaries shares jurisdiction with that chapter; the Kayenta 

Township is within the jurisdiction of Kayenta Chapter, but exercises some powers 
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 That changed in 2010 when the Kayenta chapter was certified as an LGA chapter.  LGA certification 

granted the Kayenta chapter powers and authorities that included taxation, zoning, regulation and self-

governance. 
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within township boundaries independently of the chapter.  Like counties and cities, 

each political unit has opportunity to collaborate or obstruct. 

For the township, the powers of governance, on the surface, appear very 

similar to those acquired through LGA certification.  The difference at Kayenta is that 

most, if not all, of those powers were created for the purpose of enhancing small 

business growth and the town economy. Tax revenues, long-term planning 

approaches and zoning ordinances were enacted specifically to facilitate strategic and 

carefully managed growth that supports Navajo-owned business. This arrangement is 

similar to areas outside the reservation where there are towns or cities within 

counties—like Tucson in Pima County.  The township is not a useful strategy for 

remote areas; it is a response to a situation where significant business opportunities 

exist but are being missed because too many decisions are being made somewhere 

else by persons with only limited interest in local economic growth and development. 

 At Tohajiilee the goal was to claim improved and expanded powers of 

government through federal recognition.  It was felt that autonomy would allow 

Tohajiilee citizens to take direct responsibility for all aspects of decision-making and 

community development.  This was extreme self-determination, not shared 

governance.  Secessionists argued that the satellite Navajo community was too 

different from the main reservation and its inhabitants, and their history too distinct, 

to warrant having what they considered to be a colonial status where they were 

governed by a government that gave them no standing and met none of their needs.  

Gone would be the authority of the Navajo Nation. Tohajiilee proposed to enjoy a 
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direct nation-to-nation relationship with the United States.  Exiting the current system 

would allow Tohajiilee to seize the governing powers they desired, rather than wait 

for the Navajo Nation to grant them.  To grassroots leaders, this act of sovereignty 

and self-determination was the route to governmental power and respect for their 

community as a people who felt they were different from those of the rest of the 

Navajo Nation. This is a type of fragmentation of nations that is currently being seen 

in Eastern Europe with mixed results. 

 

Driving Force: Frustration and Opportunity 

 The impetus for LGA certification at Shonto was local frustration with Navajo 

central government.  Tired of endless and seemingly increasing bureaucratic 

processes and the length of time it took to get business done, chapter leaders 

demanded reform.  The entire community felt hindered in their attempts to make their 

lives balanced and successful. The Navajo Nation provided the structure and process 

for expanded power through the LGA, but the chapter had to earn certification and 

shape local governance once those powers were delegated. 

 At Kayenta the driving force was a small group of citizen entrepreneurs who 

refused to see their success limited by status quo institutions.  They used a standard 

business school model that existed in the general American society but had never 

been tried on an Indian reservation. They then modified and Navajoized these 

models—an assertion of cultural match—and convinced the Navajo Nation that a 

municipal governing system could work at Kayenta.  The group of leaders possessed 
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strong business acumen; they were educated and committed to not only launching the 

township, but putting forth the effort to see it continue and withstand the tests that 

face any municipality in a rural, tourist locale. 

 At Tohajiilee, secession was driven by extreme grassroots disenchantment 

with the central government, based on historic events and feelings that had solidified 

over the last 150 years.  People were tired of being ignored by Window Rock and 

seemed to embrace secession as a last resort alternative to the current system.  But 

while many community members shared the frustration articulated by the grassroots 

leaders, few agreed with a definitive break.  Few were willing to shoulder the burden 

of getting the effort organized or commit to the multiple years of work that would be 

needed to effectuate it.  It was risky; there would be a long fight to win independence 

from Window Rock.  This strategy was presented as an either-or solution with no 

contingency plan.  Without a clear-cut objective, a plan to meet that objective, bench 

marks that would demonstrate progress, and a cadre of people to do the work, the 

secession effort lacked staying power. 

 

Funding 

 Because the LGA is a legislative initiative offered and overseen by the Navajo 

Nation, the central government continues to control the “purse strings.”  An LGA 

certified community can be more hands-on with contracting and partnerships but 

much of the money in the chapter budget still comes largely from tribal funds and 

federal appropriations that trickle down through the Navajo Nation’s central 
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government.  A certified chapter has the opportunity, through taxation and economic 

development, to generate revenues locally; however, the amounts and impact of this 

internally-generated revenue will vary by chapter. 

 Shonto leaders recognize that the local economy needs a boost.  With a 69% 

local unemployment rate and many residents driving to agency towns and other 

locations for employment, there are few jobs in the community.  With a population of 

2,722 residents, there is pressure for the chapter to provide services and to meet needs 

not addressed by the Navajo Nation (US Census, 2000).  As an early act of their LGA 

certified government, local leaders created the Shonto Community Development 

Corporation to focus on strategic growth initiatives that will promote a economically 

healthy and vibrant community.  Shonto has yet to unveil the development projects 

that may potentially provide both jobs and revenues to fund new governmental 

initiatives. 

 From a fiscal standpoint, the Kayenta Township has the potential to be self-

sustaining.  Once the Township was made official by the Navajo Nation, the Kayenta 

Township Commission immediately implemented a local sales tax and devised a 

financial strategy to ensure the long-term success of the model.  Poised to become an 

incubator for successful and sustainable small business, the community will reap the 

rewards of entrepreneurial success in the way of licensing fees and continued tax 

revenues, as long as tourism thrives in the general economy. 

 For Tohajiilee, funding is unclear for any new system of government that 

might result from secession.  Not only was the grassroots organization faced with the 
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high cost of navigating the federal acknowledgement process, but there needed to be a 

plan for how a newly autonomous, federal or state recognized Band of Navajo would 

pay for its government.  As a federally recognized tribe, the Tohajiilee Band could 

draw down federal appropriations for services and some functions of government, but 

considerable assets are required to launch such a lofty initiative.  They could 

potentially negotiate with the state of New Mexico for a casino but their location is 

not the best and it may well be that the market for gaming is saturated.  Again, these 

projects require significant start-up funds. 

 

Leadership Requirements 

The successful attainment of LGA certification requires chapter officials to 

possess a working knowledge of accounting, budgeting, land-use planning methods, 

contracting, and intergovernmental relations.  In short, it requires a mini-business and 

public administration degree.  Accounting is the most pronounced hurdle that 

chapters face when navigating the Five Step Management System.  In order to 

responsibly and effectively govern as a LGA community, local decision-makers must 

possess the skills and knowledge to perform tasks previously handled by central 

administration.  Since certification, Shonto leaders have had to learn and maintain 

their skills in the aforementioned areas and train any new members brought on to 

serve on the development board or community council. 

A township strategy similarly requires a core group of experienced and 

educated business leaders with essentially the same skills.  Officials must be 
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proficient in business accounting, finance, community development, planning, 

taxation, zoning (land use) and institution building.  At Kayenta many of the original 

commissioners owned businesses and had familiarity with business regulations and 

licensing.  Preferred skills mirror those required in an LGA scenario; however, they 

are specialized toward commerce in a township community; community development 

follows.  This model requires self-starters with entrepreneurial spirit, foresight, the 

ability to look at costs and benefits of any plan, courage for trying and testing the 

unconventional, comfort with risk-taking, and dogged determination.  Success at 

Kayenta is the result of undying commitment and perseverance of those on the 

ground level.   

 For secession to be successful, this strategy requires that those leading the 

charge possess knowledge of the federal acknowledgment process and are realistic 

about their expectations. Motivating community members to separate from the 

Navajo Nation might be the easy part of the task.  Securing federal recognition 

requires a meticulous documentation and case building process that demonstrates a 

history, uniqueness, and legitimacy as an Indian nation.  It is a long, costly and 

arduous process.  It generally takes years and hundreds of thousands of dollars to 

prepare the documentation and navigate the process.  One can be sure that the Navajo 

Nation would not supply the funds.  In addition the community would have to secure 

the acceptance and support of all other Indian nations with a stake in the outcome; 

these include the Pueblo communities, Apache and Navajo nations in New Mexico 

and likely Arizona.  This effort also requires time and money.   
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If federal acknowledgement is secured, the work has only begun for 

Tohajiilee.  Leaders will need the business and management skills necessary to create 

and run an Indian nation in contemporary America.  Creative entrepreneurial spirit 

and business acumen will prove to be valuable assets as Tohajiilee has few natural 

resources that can be developed.  It is located in a less than advantageous place which 

means leaders will have to be innovative in job creation and attracting investors.   

The ability to build an institution of government at Tohajiilee is a final 

requirement for the secession model.  In order to obtain and maintain the lower 

empowerment they craved, leaders and citizens must know how to create institutions, 

law, and services for their new nation.  They must be able to establish a viable 

construct of leadership.  They must know how to build a nation from the ground up.  

 

Obstacles 

Three significant obstacles stemming from the LGA are: a slow certification 

process; the lack of personnel to undertake established accounting procedures on the 

chapter level; and a lack of experience in land-use planning on the chapter level, as 

defined and required by the Five Step Management System.   

Chapter leaders complain that the certification system is complicated and 

painstakingly slow.  In the first five years of implementation, only two chapters 

earned certification: Shonto and Nahata Dziil (Newlands).  By 2004, five chapters 

were LGA certified; new additions included Steamboat, Newcomb and To’Na Nees 

Dizi (Tuba City).  Chapter officials had difficulty demonstrating proficiency in the 
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skill sets required by the Five Step Management System, they needed time to get 

trained, and this process required an investment of several years.  At that juncture, 

those who crafted the LGA wondered if aggravation with the certification process 

would deter would-be LGA chapters and if waning interest would impede the large-

scale impact that was envisioned for the Navajo Nation through the LGA.  

Despite calls from chapters to make certification more accessible and 

obtainable within a reasonable length of time, the Auditor General stands by the 

standards demanded by the certification protocol.  He argues that assuring 

preparedness on the local level helps ensure that a chapter has the necessary tools and 

structure to self-govern effectively. The Five Step Management System regulates that.  

It also assures that the problems that plagued Navajo government during the 

MacDonald administration will not be repeated unintentionally or intentionally on the 

local level.  Certification will continue to take as long as it takes a chapter to prove its 

proficiency in public administration methods and protocols.  Assuring accountability 

and fostering integrity and efficiency in government is ultimately for the protection of 

the citizens and these are values that the Navajo people strive to protect. However, the 

steep learning curve needed for a chapter without trained personnel could be 

discouraging to many chapters.  Some will most likely give up when they do not 

receive certification or have to reapply. 

Certification has demonstrated that the biggest problem is a lack of qualified 

personnel and the absence of a system to train people quickly.  Chapter staffs are 

largely unequipped to take on the required accounting responsibilities.  This problem 
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is exacerbated because the Nation lacks a uniform accounting process.  Training 

personnel takes time and money.  Teachers must be hired and a location established 

for training.  Extended training at each chapter for months at a time is extremely 

costly and takes staff away from the work of day-to-day operations.  Compounding 

this problem is the fact that many chapter offices have old computers, slow internet 

(if they have connectivity at all), and outdated software. 

While the Navajo Auditor General has held that adequate accounting 

procedures were essential for LGA chapters and knew that reeducation and practice to 

ensure fiscal responsibility would take time, the fact that few chapters possessed 

recent and useful land-use plans was unexpected.  Many chapters had been through a 

strategic planning process that netted a long-range plan for government and a land-

use plan.  However, few used those plans for decision-making and the passage of time 

rendered them useless.  In the early stages of LGA implementation, the Navajo 

Nation contracted with off-reservation planning firms to work directly with chapter 

officials to map their communities, identify resources and chart change in the local 

area.  That process provided a tool for the chapter but it was up to the chapter to use 

it.  The process required community input and buy-in in order to provide a product 

that accurately reflected the land-use situation for that chapter.  The planners could 

create aerial photos and topography maps but the local leaders had to identify 

allotments, trust land, grazing areas and individually held homesites. 

 Potential obstacles that stem from a township strategy include: lack of 

business expertise and market opportunity, inadequate infrastructure, and failure to 
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garner support from the local chapter and central government.  Given the shared 

constituent base, jurisdiction and common issues, it is imperative that the chapter, 

township and nation foster a cooperative relationship.  Communication and 

consultation are critical. A township requires individuals who know how to plan, 

create policy and build a governing institution that supports local business and 

promotes the economic vitality that is appropriate for the area.  It also takes a 

community that values business and the development of a service economy, as well as 

one that is willing to tolerate or promote the influx of outsiders. A township also 

requires market opportunity.  It is best suited for communities interested in growing 

businesses and those located in an area with a ready market.  This is a viable strategy 

for communities such as Shiprock, Window Rock, Tuba City and Chinle. 

For Tohajiilee, one looming obstacle to independent, local control, is securing 

the funding needed to build a local-national government and to build the sustainable 

organizations, institutions and personnel structures to be successful.  An independent 

nation will need to find a way to provide basic services and run operations for the 

community.  It will need to devise strong and stable institutions that will serve as 

foundation for the nation they are setting forth to build.  It must groom individuals 

and a government that can deal with Washington DC and the Navajo Nation, even if 

on a different basis than before.  It will also need to ensure population growth and to 

provide adequate housing, transportation and infrastructure so that their children do 

not move off reservation to earn a living.   
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 Other obstacles for a secession strategy pertain to the federal recognition 

process.  It is a complex, cumbersome and expensive process and federal recognition 

is not guaranteed.  The community must build a convincing and indeed compelling 

case.  Most tribes hire experts to help with the documentation process.  The grassroots 

group at Tohajiilee will need to secure those resources. 

 

Outcome 

 The future of the LGA is uncertain for it is still a new initiative and 

certification has been much slower than the originators of the bill envisioned. Since 

2004 twenty-two additional chapters have been certified: San Juan, Tse’Daa’Kaan, 

Sheep Springs, Littlewater, Baahaali, Cornfields, Kayenta, Naschitti, Lupton, Tolikan 

(Sweetwater), Bodaway/Gap, Chinle, Dilkon, Greasewood Springs, Whiterock, Kin 

Da Li Chii, Toadlena/Two Grey Hills, Chilchinbeto, Leupp, Tsi’diito’ii (Birdsprings), 

Teesto, and Tiis Tsoh Sikaad (Burnham).  Results have yet to be revealed in terms of 

long-term, widespread success of this strategy.  Time will tell if the LGA provides the 

type of local empowerment intended through this measure.  The Office of the Auditor 

General continues to oversee the Five Step Management System and tracks certified 

chapters.  It will take years to see what individual chapters do with their newly 

devolved authorities. 

 Should all 110 chapters secure LGA certification and successfully exercise the 

full limit of decentralized power and authority, that dynamic could dramatically alter 

the form and function of central Navajo government.  Services, development projects 
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and contracts effectively handled and perhaps paid for by the chapter may curtail 

local reliance on central administration.  Strong and stable local government and a 

locally defined sovereignty agenda may require less oversight from the nation.  

Highly successful chapters may be emboldened to take the route of Tohajiilee and 

exit the system by seeking separate federal recognition, although it is doubtful that 

will be a popular next step.  Successful certified chapters will always remain under 

the regulatory eye of Window Rock and will always have a financial tie to the Navajo 

Nation.  Some chapters may enjoy the security of being a micro-nation within the 

nation. 

At Kayenta, the township government is successful so far.  The institution is 

working, the economy is growing even in a time of recession, and it has withstood the 

initial tests that include a turnover in leadership within the Township Commission 

and sustained support from the citizens.  Despite the initial reluctance to pay a local 

sales tax, the community is largely satisfied with the improvements they see around 

their town and the township enjoys citizen backing. 

At Tohajiilee, secession is on hold.  In 2004, the call for secession had gone 

silent.  Some may consider this a failed effort for local empowerment.  Conversely it 

can be seen as a success. What the movement did accomplish was to jumpstart 

innovative thinking about local empowerment and engage citizens in demanding 

better from their chapter and central governments.  Perhaps federal recognition was a 

long shot but the goal made people excited about government and the possibility of 
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something better for the community.  It sparked interest in civic participation.  The 

effort was Navajo democracy and localized nation-building in action. 

The failure of the secession strategy raises two questions.  First, why didn’t 

this strategy secure sufficient support from Tohajiilee citizens and chapter 

government?  Was it too radical?  Was it because the uncertainties of federal 

recognition and funding made it appear too risky and time-consuming?  Was it 

because a break with the Navajo Nation represented too big a change for citizens long 

accustomed to seeing themselves as part of that Nation, even if the Nation often 

seemed to ignore them?  Without additional research—probably including extensive 

interviews not with Tohajiilee leaders but with a broader set of Tohajiilee citizens—

we cannot know the answer.  Side conversations with Navajo citizens in 2004 

suggested that people saw the strategy as too radical.   

Second, would LGA certification have been a more productive route for 

Tohajiilee to take? This, too, is unanswerable. Chapters pursuing the LGA strategy 

may be empowering themselves, but they also accept a continuing, governmental role 

for Window Rock, something Tohajiilee leaders wanted to escape. As a result, 

Tohajiilee is back where it was before the secession effort; structurally, little has 

changed, although more citizens today appear to be engaged in rethinking 

government. The question now is: What next? The Navajo Nation will have to wait 

and see. 
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What do the case studies reveal about Navajo Local Empowerment? 

Lessons from the LGA 

The most striking lesson learned from this study of the LGA is that large-scale 

change requires an investment of time and much more time than the originators 

anticipated.  It requires patience and diligence from the nation as well as from local 

communities.  In Euro-American society, time limits to assess and determine 

programmatic success may occur on a one, three or five year basis.  That will not 

work in Navajo society. A larger time frame is needed.  It will likely take 20 years to 

balance the relationship between the central and local governments.  Clearly, LGA 

implementation is taking longer than people anticipated.  Chapters suffer 

inefficiencies in rudimentary yet critical areas of administration that must be 

addressed before a community can act as a certified chapter.  Accounting is a prime 

example.  Navajo must persist to stay the course, but Navajos have a long history of 

persistence and tenacity.  The seventeen chapters that were certified between 2010 

and 2011 demonstrate that momentum is building. 

A second lesson is that LGA certified chapters must acknowledge the 

responsibility of self-governance and be prepared for the job and all it entails.  The 

new authority can be liberating for chapters with a vision and a detailed plan to 

implement that vision, and those ready to hit the ground running once certified.  For a 

chapter that struggled to prove proficiencies to the Auditor General, there may be 

reluctance to carry the burden of responsible governance further for fear of doing 

something “wrong” or concern over continued bureaucratic oversight.  Some chapters 
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might be fearful of being decertified since it took them so long to become certified; 

that struggle may also be an indication that they do not trust Window Rock to let 

them take the lead.  Staff in the Community Development office spoke to me of 

officials from certified chapters who continued to bring their contracts to Window 

Rock for review and who requested consultant services from central authority on 

basic bookkeeping and budgeting.  This is evidence that they do not yet have what is 

considered a good comfort level with the procedures of contemporary American-style 

government that emphasizes accountability, transparency and following procedures 

over substance. Those chapters have yet to build the confidence and momentum they 

need to maximize the governmental empowerment facilitated by the LGA.  Hopefully 

that will come with time and with the unlearning of bureaucratic subservience, a style 

of government with an unfortunate long history in Indian nations. Stepping out from 

under the protection of the Navajo Nation may bring trepidation for some but doing 

so is an empowered act of self-governance.  

 

Lessons from Kayenta 

 A township will work only if a specific set of variables are in place and if the 

location is adequate for the type of economic development facilitated by this model.  

The community must have interest in promoting Navajo entrepreneurialism and 

growing the community in a way that focuses on maintaining and enhancing market 

opportunity.  It helps to have a ready cadre of Navajo business owners prepared to 

dedicate time and energy to the endeavor.  Township leaders must be able to do long-
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term strategic planning, business related policy formulation, and effective 

collaboration with chapter and nation government. 

Community readiness is another consideration.  Rezoning and rethinking 

about the way the community can manage growth in Kayenta required a shift in the 

mindset of local citizens.  When the township imposed a sales tax and created a 

business district that removed shopkeepers’ homes from behind their stores, local 

people were upset.  Township leaders had to earn the trust and buy-in of the residents.  

They challenged the people to dare to imagine a different type of community.  It 

required a leap of faith from the people.  Citizens had to make sacrifices to bring 

about change proposed by township leaders.  For the township to be successful 

Commission leaders had to make it happen and people had to see economic, social 

and cultural prosperity from the change. The model must match the style and 

tolerance of the community but it also had to be successful, and to demonstrate 

practical improvement in order to sustain support.  Initial sacrifice needs ultimate 

visible success. 

The Kayenta Township also reminds us of the importance of cultural match.  

The emphasis is on business, not agriculture, as has been the tradition that shaped the 

way many Navajos previously thought about community development and local 

economy.  But both today’s businesses in Kayenta and the long tradition of Navajo 

agriculture rely on entrepreneurial individuals or families who are determined to 

support themselves.  More than a century of sheep herders, horticulturalists, and 
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roadside jewelry sellers remind us that self-sufficiency and entrepreneurialism lie 

deep in Navajo culture.  Kayenta builds on those traditions.   

 The key to success at Kayenta has been and will remain leadership.  It 

requires leaders who can meld the principles of American business culture and 

business strategy with the traditional values that comprise the foundation of every 

Navajo community.  They must know how to strike a balance between Navajo 

tradition and a progressive development style.  That equilibrium is essential to sustain 

the support of the community; citizens have to see the “Navajo” in the strategy.  In 

addition, township leaders should be team-oriented optimists, coalition builders, and 

cheerleaders for their town.  Early commissioners were astute business owners who 

believed in the economic vitality of the town and in the spirit of entrepreneurialism 

among their Navajo neighbors.  Early township commissioners acknowledged that 

township success was not the result of the work of one charismatic leader; they knew 

the strategy required a team effort and buy-in from the community; they had to make 

their visions the vision and goals of the entire community in order to succeed. 

Since its creation, the township has seen a variety of commissioners assume 

leadership roles.  There appears to be an ongoing effort to groom the next wave of 

citizen leaders in the township system—a key to systemic change in any community.  

That effort helps to maintain the energy, tenacity and infusion of visionary thinking 

that a reservation municipality requires.  The lesson is, regardless of the local 

empowerment strategy pursued by the chapter, a community must have a succession 

of leaders in place to keep the momentum moving. 
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Lessons from Tohajiilee 

 The stalled secession effort at Tohajiilee demonstrates the importance of 

comprehensive and sustained community buy-in to any local empowerment or local 

governance effort.  It shows that people need to see results or some degree of success 

since interest will lag quickly.  Non-movement on the federal recognition front made 

it easy for citizens to revert attention to family and community life and to continue to 

look to the existing chapter government for leadership and services.  A stalled effort 

failed to sustain hope that anything other than status quo governance was possible for 

Tohajiilee. 

 Secession also requires committed leadership.  The strategy at Tohajiilee 

required individuals to champion the cause and to personally steer the community 

through the federal acknowledgement process.  To break away from a long-

established and powerful Indian nation and venture out independently is a 

monumental task.  A secession effort requires action, not mere words.  Leaders 

should be visionary, tenacious, resilient and, most importantly, capable of seeing the 

endeavor through to completion.  The acknowledgement process poses many barriers 

and obstacles, the Tohajiilee grassroots group needed leaders who were able to 

navigate that.  It required much more than simply complaining and wishing someone 

would do something. 

Unlike the initiatives in Kayenta, Tohajiilee secession required community 

organizers to secure the support of the chapter government before they could move 

forward.  A successful secession effort requires the entire community to agree to 
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separate.  They must agree to spend limited resources and money on the effort, and to 

de-prioritize other items that may be on the community agenda.  In 2004, chapter 

leaders and the council delegate appeared to be intent on staying the current course: 

being a regular chapter.  Secession organizers had opposition but had not 

acknowledged it or done anything about it.  As a result, there failed to be a single 

clear-cut plan with the necessary community support to make independence from the 

Navajo Nation a reality. Grassroots leaders needed to find allies and to work on those 

relationships that could be continuously advantageous to their effort.  They did not do 

this. 

  

Lessons from the Group of Case Studies 

All three case studies, while dealing with local governance in different ways, 

have at their core a commonality: all three are about local communities and their 

grassroots efforts to place themselves in the “driver’s seat” of self-governance.  The 

specifics of circumstance, politics and history are as diverse as the landscape and 

local expression of Diné in each of these areas.  Diversity matters at Navajo.  A one-

size-fits-all strategy for local empowerment will always meet limited success because 

chapter communities are politically, economically and culturally unique.  What works 

for one may not work for others.  Local empowerment models must be flexible and 

able to foster the reflexivity inherent in Navajo culture.  But the underlying drive for 

increased local autonomy has deep Navajo roots. After nearly a century of 

centralization and growth in Navajo government, local Navajo communities are 
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reasserting their right to govern themselves, either within or outside the reach of 

central government.  

Lessons learned at Navajo may have powerful implications for other large 

land based or pluralistic Indian nations that deal with a similar central-local rift, or 

where large-scale diversity on local levels renders effective governance a challenging 

task.   

Tohono O’odham and Hopi are two communities with potential interest in 

lessons learned from Navajo local empowerment.  Like Navajo, Tohono O’odham is 

situated on a large land base and operates with a centralized governing system that 

includes a diverse group of local districts.  The districts often demand greater 

autonomy and decision-making power.  Politics, proclivities and agenda may vary by 

individual district, yet all are part of the Tohono O’odham Nation.  Hopi has a strong 

and authoritative group of traditional leaders and local villages that often act 

autonomously, regardless of the existence of a centralized system of IRA-style 

government.  Under the Hopi constitution the Chairman, Vice-Chairman and Judicial 

Branch have limited power.  A unicameral system, the power at Hopi is vested in the 

Tribal Council which includes 14 representatives from local villages.  Although not 

all villages send representatives to the Tribal Council, the system is set up to 

recognize local authority.  At Hopi the central-local relationship is key to overall 

governmental success, efficiency and effectiveness. 

Another observation from this set of case studies is that good governance 

requires citizen participation.  The people must be invested and involved.  Kayenta 
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illustrates the power and potential of citizen participation.  Tohajiilee demonstrates 

what can happen when the people fail to back an initiative in a powerful manner.  If 

the people are fed up with bureaucratic red tape and ineptitude in leadership, there is 

opportunity to change it.  But real change requires assertive and proactive 

engagement.  Long-term change requires sustained effort and commitment from both 

citizens and their leaders. 

 

An Alternative: The “Do Nothing” Approach 

This research reveals that there is a fourth strategy at work on the Navajo 

Nation.  That strategy is non-action.  This is observed in communities that decide to 

stay the course with status quo governance.  These are communities that, complaints 

of existing governance and leadership aside, decide that government is not broken 

enough to require major overhaul or large-scale change.  I refer to this as the “do 

nothing” approach.  

In 2004, only 4.5% of the chapters across the Navajo Nation had secured LGA 

certification.  Seven years into LGA implementation, five chapters were certified and 

many communities were undecided or wholly uninterested in this brand of local 

empowerment.  Chapters saw neighboring communities flounder with the Five Step 

Management System and decided that certification was not worth the effort.  Chapter 

officials who admitted to facing a steep learning curve with the accounting 

requirements and business know-how needed to be a certified chapter likely 
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discouraged the attempt of others.  Some communities were comfortable operating 

under the protection of the Navajo Nation. 

Deciding to wait and see what happens is typical for Navajo communities.  As 

previously mentioned, time in Indian government often moves at a pace markedly 

different than that of our American counterparts.  Would-be LGA chapters may even 

hold out an additional five or ten years to see what certified chapters do with their 

newfound power and authority.  They may wait to see if the decentralization effort 

truly brings about meaningful economic, political and governmental change.  If 

evidence fails to materialize, uncertified chapters will likely stay the course of status 

quo governance. 

There was a great deal of excitement around the idea of local empowerment 

when Albert Hale ran for President in 1998.  Local empowerment and the LGA were 

cornerstones to his campaign.  Citizens reveled in the possibility of having greater say 

in government and the possibility of change.  The movement marked a new direction 

in Navajo governance.  What happened to that drive once the LGA was passed?  Did 

the responsibility of expanded self-governance overwhelm local leaders? 

“Wait and see” is also happening with the strategies of secession and the 

township.  Although Tohajiilee is not alone in the frustration and disconnect of being 

a satellite community, their discontentment was the loudest.  Other satellite 

communities on the fringes of the Navajo reservation in areas of south Utah and 

western New Mexico may be waiting to see how the secession movement works for 

Tohajiilee.  The lesson already evident to satellite communities is that a step as bold 
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and radical as secession requires focused commitment and follow-through, lest a 

failed attempt merely puts the community back where it started with potential bridges 

burned between central and local government, or makes the situation worse. 

Towns such as Shiprock and Window Rock may also be watching the 

township to see how the model works over the long term.  The benefits of tax 

revenues being used to build infrastructure and the practical support of Navajo-owned 

business are benchmarks that resonate with other communities in a positive way.  

Kayenta has shown that township government can function separately from the local 

chapter and with a degree of independence within the Navajo Nation.  That measured 

autonomy and opportunity may hold appeal for chapters although no one has 

followed suit. 

Most chapters have adopted the “do nothing” approach.  Despite the expressed 

interest in local empowerment, the majority of Navajo communities are keeping 

things the way they are.  Whether through inaction on initiatives like the LGA or 

simple satisfaction with status quo, this approach is quite popular.  As demonstrated 

by these case studies, reform and local empowerment require hard work, the 

dedication of community resources, and the personal investment of the core group of 

citizens who lead the charge. 

Will inaction be to the detriment of local communities?  Are Navajo citizens 

so accustomed to complaining about the Council and our elected officials that when 

given the authority and latitude to make decisions locally, they do not know what to 
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do with it?  Perhaps local empowerment is an instance of, “be careful what you wish 

for”—or at least be prepared for a long, hard haul. 

 

Building a Nation from the Bottom Up 

This dissertation explores local empowerment strategies at Shonto, Kayenta, 

and Tohajiilee.  Each has attempted to address the central-local rift.  Local leaders 

assessed local need and opportunity, and charted a plan to place the community on a 

trajectory for improved control over local matters.  The driving force in each 

community is the desire to develop a style and system of local governance that 

reflects the values and identity of the people who live there.  This is nation-building 

on the grassroots level. 

Remarkable in each case study is the ownership exerted by local citizens.  

Although the secession effort is the least successful, it still demonstrated an initiative 

created by local people that was envisioned to provide something better for future 

generations.  It was an innovative and revolutionary idea that a group of people 

brought to life.  It had potential for giving birth to new institutions, better governance 

and more responsible leadership. It simply failed to come to true fruition. 

The Navajo Nation is still in the midst of reform.  More than ever, this 

research is timely and relevant as the community struggles to get that elusive quality 

in governance. This work offers insights and tools for people currently doing the 

work of Navajo government.  It offers a dimension of the nation-building model that 



 310 

reflects Navajo cultural patterns and demonstrates the applicability of nation-building 

principles to local government.   

 

I come full circle to my home community of Oak Springs.  As a voter and a 

community member it is my belief that, of the three strategies presented, the LGA 

probably holds the greatest appeal for our area.  Despite the initial enthusiasm 

surrounding the possibility of LGA certification in 2000, the pursuit has stalled at 

Oak Springs.  Interest among community members waned over time.  The people 

who knocked on doors and distributed pamphlets have disappeared.  Perhaps as 

momentum for certification builds across Navajo, Oak Springs will join in.  We have 

no basis for secession and a township is a mismatch for the small, rural community.  

Response to the three strategies at the ground level in Oak Springs chapter 

underscores the lesson that local empowerment initiatives are not one-size-fits-all 

solutions.  
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER OFFICIALS AND COUNCIL 

DELEGATES 

 What is your role in local government? 

 How long have you been involved in local government?  Please tell me about 

your responsibilities and experiences. 

 What is the status of the LGA in your chapter?  If you are a delegate, what is 

the status of the LGA among your constituent chapters? 

 In your opinion, what are the challenges of the LGA certification process as 

evidenced by the experiences you observe on the local level? 

 In your opinion, what are the opportunities presented by the LGA? 

 Why do you think there are not more chapters LGA certified? 

 What do you think the long-term impact of the LGA will be in terms of local 

empowerment? 

 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

 How long have you lived in this community? 

 How would you describe the political atmosphere and economy of this area? 

 Are you involved in local government?  Describe the political atmosphere in 

local government. 

 How effective are your local officials (delegate, chapter officers, township 

commissioners) and by what measures do you assess “effectiveness?” 

 What do you know about the LGA, Kayenta Township and/or the Tohajiilee 

secession movement? 

 What is your opinion of the LGA as vehicle for local empowerment? 

 Do you think your chapter community should become LGA certified?  Why or 

why not? 

 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR COMMISSION ON NAVAJO GOVERNMENT 

DEVELOPMENT 

 What is your role with the Commission?  How long have you been involved 

and in what capacity? 

 What do you see as the challenges and opportunities of LGA certification? 

 In your opinion, how are chapters faring with the Five Step Management 

System?  At what point might chapters struggle and why? 

 What steps should a chapter take to prepare its staff for the certification 

process? 

 What does the Navajo Nation Council need to do to make the LGA more 

accessible to a greater number of chapters, if anything? 

 What do you think the long-term impact of the LGA will be in terms of local 

empowerment? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR KAYENTA BUSINESS OWNERS 

 How long have you owned a business in Kayenta?  Please tell me about the 

type of business you own and give me a sense of how successful your 

business is. 

 Please tell me about the steps you took to get your business established.  

Describe your experience with the licensing process required by the Navajo 

Nation. 

 In your opinion, is Navajo Economic Development doing a good job helping 

Navajo entrepreneurs to get their businesses going?  What could be done to 

improve the existing system or process? 

 What do you know about the Kayenta Township? 

 What is your opinion of the township? 

 Do you believe that the township government will help to speed up the 

licensing process and create improved opportunity for Navajo-owned business 

in Kayenta? 

 What is your opinion on the taxes and zoning initiatives created by the 

township commission? 

 Do you believe that the township initiatives will improve the quality of life for 

residents at Kayenta?  Why or why not? 

 What do you see as the long-term viability of township government?  What 

are the challenges and opportunities? 

 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR TOHAJIILEE RESIDENTS 

 How would you describe the Tohajiilee relationship with central government 

in Window Rock? 

 What would make your community’s relationship with Window Rock better? 

 What can you tell me about the secession movement in your community? 

 Do you believe that secession is a good idea for securing local empowerment 

for families in your area? 

 What do you see as the long-term viability of the secession strategy?  What 

are the potential pitfalls and opportunities? 

 If secession fails, what do you think the alternatives might be? 

 What are your thoughts on the LGA as a local empowerment tool? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR NAVAJO NATION AUDITOR GENERAL 

 What is the current status of the LGA? 

 What are LGA candidates doing well and where are they struggling with the 

certification process? 

 Does the Five Step Management System need to be amended? 

 What needs to be done to make the LGA more accessible to a greater number 

of chapters?  Whose job is it to create those opportunities? 

 What do you see as the long-term viability of the LGA as a local 

empowerment tool? 
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CHAPTER COMMUNITIES OF THE NAVAJO NATION 

 

Alamo    Iyanbito   Rock Point 

Aneth    Jeddito    Rock Springs 

Baca/Prewitt   Kaibeto   Rough Rock 

Becenti   Kayenta   Round Rock 

Beclabito   Kinlichee   San Juan 

Birdsprings   Klagetoh   Sanostee 

Black Mesa   Lake Valley   Sawmill 

Bodaway/Gap   Lechee    Sheepsprings 

Breadsprings   Leupp    Shiprock 

Burnham   Littlewater   Shonto 

Cameron   Low Mountain   Smith Lake 

Casamero Lake  Lukachukai   St. Michaels 

Chichiltah   Lupton    Standing Rock 

Chilchinbeto   Manuelito   Steamboat 

Chinle    Many Farms   Sweetwater 

Churchrock   Mariano Lake   Tachee/Blue Gap 

Coal Mine Canyon  Mexican Springs  Teecnospos 

Coppermine   Mexican Water  Teesto 

Cornfields   Nageezi   Thoreau 

Counselor   Nahata Dziil   Tohajiilee 

Cove    Nahodishgish   Tohatchi 

Coyote Canyon  Naschitti   Tolani Lake 

Crownpoint   Navajo Mountain  Tonalea 

Crystal    Nazlini    Torreon 

Dennehotso   Nenahnezad   Tsaile/Wheatfields 

Dilkon    Newcomb   Tsayatoh 

Forest Lake   Oak Springs   Tselani/Cottonwood 

Ft. Defiance   Ojo Encino   Tuba City 

Gadiiahi   Oljato    Twin Lakes 

Ganado   Pinedale   Two Grey Hills/Toadlena 

Greasewood Springs  Pinon    Upper Fruitland 

Hardrock   Pueblo Pintado  Whippoorwill 

Hogback   Ramah    White Cone 

Houck    Red Lake   White Horse Lake 

Huerfano   Red Mesa   Whiterock 

Indian Wells   Red Rock   Wide Ruins 

Inscription House  Red Valley 

 

Source: Navajo Nation Division of Community Development
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Source:  Navajo Nation Department of Emergency Management 



 330 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX E 

REVISED REQUIREMENTS FOR 

THE FIVE STEP MANAGEMENT 

SYSTEM 



 331 

 



 332 

 



 333 

 



 334 

 



 335 

 



 336 

 



 337 

 



 338 

 



 339 

 



 340 

 



 341 



 342 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX F 

LIST OF CERTIFIED CHAPTERS 

SEPTEMBER 2011 



 343 

  



 344 

 

 

REFERENCES 
 

 “5 LGA Chapters Receive Trust Funds.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 4 Oct. 2007:     

     A2 

 

“Gaii’ahi Chapter Land-Use Plan Certified.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 22 June 

     2006: A2 

 

“Navajo Trail to Gaming” Arizona Republic [Phoenix] 16 Nov 2008: B10 

 

Adams, William Y. “One More to the Fray: Further Reflections on Navajo Kinship    

     and Residence.” Journal of Anthropological Research 39 (1983): 393-414. 

 

Adams, William Y. and Lorraine T. Ruffing. “Shonto Revisited: Measures of Social  

     and Economic Change in  Navajo Community, 1955-1971.” American  

     Anthropologist 79 (1977): 58-83. 

 

Adekai, James.  Personal interview.  30 June 2004. 

“American Indian Health.” Arizona Public Health Association. 2009. Web. 15  

     January 2012. 

 

Arizona Department of Commerce.  Community Profile: Chinle, Navajo Nation.  

     2009. 

 

Arizona Department of Commerce.  Community Profile: Kayenta, Navajo Nation.   

     2009. 

 

Armstrong, Nancy M. Navajo Long Walk. Niwot: Roberts Rinehart Publishers, 1994. 

Austin, Ray. Navajo Courts and Navajo Common Law, a Tradition of Tribal Self- 

     Governance.  Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2009. 

 

Barrett, William P. “Average US Sales Tax hits Record High” Forbes 17 February  

     2011.  Print. 

 

Ben, Ronnie.  Personal interview.  28 June 2004. 

 

Bighorse, Tiana.  Bighorse the Warrior.  Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1994. 

 

Billy the Kid. MGM, 1941. Film. 

 



 345 

Bingham, Sam and Janet. Navajo Chapters. Tsaile: Navajo Community College Press,  

     1987.  

 

“Black Mesa United-History” Dzilijiin Bee’ Ahota Incorporated. 2011. Web. 17  

     March 2012 

 

Blackburn, Fred M. The Wetherills: Friends of Mesa Verde.  Durango: The Durango 

     Herald Small Press, 2006. 

 

Broken Rainbow. Dir. Victoria Mudd. 1985. Film. 

Brugge, David M. The Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute: An American Tragedy.  

     Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994. 

 

Chamberlain, Kathleen P. Under Sacred Ground: A History of Navajo Oil 1922-1982.  

     Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000. 

 

Claw, Ryan.  Personal interview.  2004. 

Cornell, Stephen and Joseph Kalt. “Two Approaches to Economic Development on 

     American Indian Reservations: One Works the Other Doesn’t” JOPNA No. 2005- 

     02 Native Nations Institute (2006) Web. 30 Oct. 2008. 

 

---. What Can Tribes Do? Strategies and Institutions in American Indian Economic  

     Development. Los Angeles: American Indian Studies Center, UCLA, 1992. 

 

Correll, J. Lee and Editha L. Watson.  Welcome to the Land of the Navajo.  Window 

     Rock: Navajo Tribe Museum and Research Department, 1974. 

 

Dempsey, Roy.  Personal interview.  26 July 2004. 

Denetdale, Jennifer. Reclaiming Diné History: The Legacy of Navajo Chief Manuelito  

     and Jaunita. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2007. 

 

de Soto, Hernando. The Mystery of Capital: Why Capitalism Triumphs in the West 

     and Fails Everywhere Else. New York: Basic Books, 2000. 

 

“Devolution.” Encyclopaedia Britannica Online. Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2012. 

     Web. 2 April 2012. 

 

Donovan, Bill. “Bogus Bonuses: 2 Tuba City Officials Removed for Scamming   

     Illegal Bonuses.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 24 Oct 2011: A1 

 



 346 

---. “LGA Officials Seek Solutions to Red Tape.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 21  

     Dec. 2006: A1, A4 

 

---. “MacDonald: Council Reduction Won’t Change a Thing.” Navajo Times    

     [Window Rock] 3 Dec 2009: A2 

 

---. “Shonto chapter Poised to Begin Business-Site Leasing.” Navajo Times [Window  

     Rock] 3 July 2008: A1, A3 

 

---. “Shonto Pioneers New System After Two Years of Debate.” Navajo Times 

     [Window Rock] 14 Dec. 2006: A10 

 

---. “Top Tuba City Officials Convicted of Corruption.” Navajo Times [Window  

     Rock] 5 December 2011 

 

Dotson, Michelle.  Personal interview.  26 July 2004. 

 

Downs, James F. The Navajo. Prospect Heights: Waveland Press, Inc., 1972. 

 

Encyclopedia Britannica 

 

Evers, Larry and Ofelia Zepeda, eds. Home Places: Contemporary Native American  

     Writing from Sun Tracks. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995. 

 

Fonseca, Felicia.  “Navajo Lawmakers Turn to Prayer Amid Corruption  

     Investigation.”  The Associated Press. cnsnews.com 29 October 2010.  

 

Francisconi, Michael Joseph.  Kinship, Capitalism and Change: The Informal  

     Economy of the Navajo 1868-1995, 1998. 

 

Frink, Maurice. Fort Defiance and the Navajos. Boulder: Pruett Press, 1968. 

 

Gamble, Ivan.  “The Navajo Nation Signals It’s Ready for More Reforms.” High  

     Country News [Paonia] Web. 8 January 2010. 

 

Gidley, Mick. Edward S. Curtis and the North American Indian. Cambridge  

     University Press, 2000. 

 

Gilbreath, Kent.  Red Capitalism: An Analysis of the Navajo Economy. Norman: 

     University of Oklahoma Press, 1973. 

 

Gillmor, Francis and Louisa Wade Wetherill. Traders to the Navajos: The Story of  

     The Wetherills of Kayenta. Kessinger Publishing, 2008. 

 



 347 

Grande, Donald A. and Bruce E. Johansen.  Ecocide of Native America:    

     Environmental Destruction of Indian Lands and People. 1995 

  

Greenberg, Annie. “LGA Stamp Still out of Reach for Most Chapters.” Navajo Times       

     [Window Rock] 1 Mar. 2007: A10 

 

Greyeyes, Latoya.  Personal interview.  7 July 2004. 

 

Grinde, Donald A. and Bruce E. Johansen.  Ecocide of Native America:  

     Environmental Destruction of Indian Lands and Peoples.  Santa Fe: Clear Light  

     Publishers, 1995. 

 

“Hale Speaks on Navajo Local Government.” Navajo Nation TV. You Tube, 2011. 

     Web. 29 November 2011. 

 

Hollow Horn, Sasheen. “Proposal Would Change Age-Old Grazing System.” Navajo  

     Times [Window Rock] 12 July 2001: A1 

 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  “Diné Cooperatives, Incorporated”  2009. 

Iverson, Peter. Diné: A History of the Navajos. Albuquerque: University of New  

     Mexico Press, 2002. 

 

---. The Navajo Nation. Westport: Greenwood Press, 1981. 

 

Iverson, Peter and Monty Roessel, eds. “For Our Navajo People” Diné Letters,  

     Speeches and Petitions, 1900-1960. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico  

     Press, 2002. 

 

Jorgensen, Miriam. Rebuilding Native Nations: Strategies for Governance and  

     Development. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2007. 

 

Kalt, Joseph P. et al. The State of the Native Nations. New York: Oxford University  

     Press, 2008. 

 

Kelly, Klara Bonsack. Navajo Sacred Places. Bloomington: Indian University Press, 

     1994. 

 

Kit Carson. United Artists, 1940. Film. 

 

Kluckhohn, Clyde and Dorothea Leighton. The Navajo. Revised, Lucy Wales and  

     Richard Kluckhohn. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992. 

 



 348 

Lee, Lloyd L. “The Future of Navajo Nationalism.” Wicazo Sa Review 22 (2007):  

     53-68. 

 

Link, Martin. Navajo: A Century of Progress 1868-1968. Window Rock: Navajo  

     Tribe, 1968. 

 

Locke, Raymond Friday. The Book of the Navajo. 5
th

 ed. Los Angeles: Mankind  

     Publishing, 1992. 

 

Lone Star Ranger. Fox, 1930. Film. 

 

MacDonald, Peter and Ted Schwarz. The Last Warrior: Peter MacDonald and the  

     Navajo Nation. New York: Orion Books, 1993. 

 

McCarty, T.L. and Stephen Wallace. Navajo Leadership and Government: A History.  

     Rough Rock: Rough Rock Demonstration School, 1983. 

 

McPherson, Robert S. Navajo Land, Navajo Culture: The Utah Experience in the 

     Twentieth Century.  Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001. 

 

Mike, Richard.  Personal interview.  28 September 2004. 

Miller, Shiyowin. The Wind Erase Your Footprints. Happy Camp: Naturegraph  

     Publishers, Inc., 2002. 

 

Mitchell, Arbin.  Personal interview.  26 July 2004. 

 

Navajo Business Opportunity Act, Title 5 Navajo Nation Code Chapter 2 

 

Navajo Government Development. Navajo Nation Government. 4
th

 ed. Window  

     Rock, 1999. 

 

Navajo Nation Chapters. Map. Navajo Nation Department of Emergency  

     Management. Web. 25 March 2012. 

 

Navajo Nation Division of Community Development.  “Chapter Communities of the  

     Navajo Nation.” Web. 13 January 2012. 

 

---. “Chapter Summit Empowers Navajo Chapters, Provides New Ideas”  September  

     13, 2011. 

 

---.“Lechee and Kaibeto Communities Achieve CLUP Certification” August 17,  

     2011. 

 



 349 

---. “New Home Constructed for Navajo Elder Through Community Effort” March 7,  

     2012. 

 

Navajo Nation Division of Economic Development, Business Regulatory  

     Department Directory. 

 

---. Comp. Trib Choudhary. Navajo Nation Data: US Census 2000.  

 

Navajo Nation Ethics in Government Law, 2 Navajo Nation Code Section 3741. 

 

Navajo Nation Local Governance Act, 26 Navajo Nation Code Section 1 (1998). 

 

Navajo Nation Office of the Auditor General. “Current List of LGA-Certified  

     Chapters.” 16 September 2011. 

 

---. “Navajo Nation Local Governance Act: Five Management System Policies and 

     Procedures.” Web. 3 October 2011. 

 

Navajo Nation Privacy and Access to Information Act, 2 Navajo Nation Code  

     Subchapter 4 

 

Navajo Preference in Employment Act (NPEA), Title 15 Navajo Nation Code  

     Chapter 7 

 

Niethammer, Carolyn. I’ll Go and Do More. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,  

     2001. 

 

Norell, Brenda “Navajo President Forced to Resign” High Country News March 2,  

     1998 

 

Pete, Julius.  Personal interview.  28 June 2004. 

 

Platero, Lawrence.  Personal interview.  27 July 2004. 

 

Power Paths. Dir. Bo Boudart. 2009. Film. 

 

Price, Julene.  Personal interview.  28 September 2004. 

 

Roessel, Ruth, ed. Navajo Livestock Reduction: A National Disgrace. Tsaile: Navajo  

     Community College Press, 1974. 

 

---. Navajo Stories of the Long Walk Period. Tsaile: Navajo Community  

     College Press, 1973. 

 



 350 

Schwarz, Maureen Trudelle. Molded in the Image of Changing Woman: Navajo  

     Views on the Human Body and Personhood. Tucson: University of Arizona Press,  

     1997. 

 

Shebala, Marley. “77 Delegates, VP Charged in Slush Fund Probe.” Navajo Times  

     [Window Rock] 28 Oct 2010: A2 

 

---. “Government Development Moving Forward.” Navajo Times [WindowRock] 1  

     Dec. 2011: A1 

 

---. “Sweetwater Gets OK for Land-Use Plan.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 14  

     Oct. 2004: A2 

 

---. “Trio Received Thousands in Council Aid.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 10  

     Sep 2009: A1 

 

Shepardson, Mary1963 Navajo Ways in Government: A Study in Political Process,  

     the Development of Navajo Tribal Government 

 

---. “The Status of Navajo Women.” American Indian Quarterly 6 (1982): 149-169. 

 

---. “Value Theory in the Prediction of Political Behavior: The Navajo Case.”  

     American Anthropologist 64 (1962): 742-750. 

 

Smith, Noel Lyn. “Local Governance; Shonto, Steamboat and Nahata Dziil Explore  

     Local Government Models.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 13 May 2004: A1 

 

Snell, Marilyn Berlin.  “Navajo Monster Slayers: A Tribe Struggles to Fight  

     Corruption.”  High Country News [Paonia] Web. 21 August 2011. 

 

Struven, Ellen M. “Views on the Navajo Reservation Becoming a Separate Political 

     State” Our Friends, the Navajos: Papers on Navajo Culture and Life, 1976. 

 

Sundberg, Lawrence D. Dinetah: An Early History of the Navajo People. Santa Fe: 

     Sunstone Press, 1995. 

 

Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act. 30 USC 1201-1328; 91 Stat. 445, 

     1977. 

 

The Vanishing American. Paramount, 1925. Film. 

 

Taylor, Jonathan. “Determinants of Development Success in the Native Nations of  

     the United States.” (2008) Native Nations Institute for Leadership, Management  

     and Policy, Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development. 



 351 

Thomas, D.H. The Southwestern Indian Detours.  Phoenix: Hunter Publishing, 1978. 

 

Thomas, Priscilla.  Personal interview.  28 June 2004. 

 

Tiller, Veronica E. Velarde. Tiller’s Guide to Indian Country: Economic Profiles of 

     American Indian Reservations. Albuquerque: Bow Arrow Publishing, 2006. 

 

Tohtsoni, Nathan J. “Blazing the Trail:  Shonto Remains the only Local Governance  

     Certified Chapter.” Navajo Times [Window Rock] 28 Sept. 2000: A1 

 

---. “Council Bets on Gambling, Tax to Jump-Start Nation’s Economy.” Navajo  

     Times [Window Rock] 1 Nov. 2001: A1 

 

---. “Technology Aids Chapters on Path to Local Governance.” Navajo Times  

     [Window Rock] 22 Nov. 2000: A1 

 

Underhill, Ruth. Here Come the Navajo! Washington: United States Indian Service,  

     1952. 

 

---. The Navajos. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1956. 

 

United States.  Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration,  

     Census Bureau.  The American Indian and Alaska Native Population: 2000.   

     Comp. Stella U. Ogunwole. 

 

Weigle, Marta.  “From Desert to Disney World:  The Santa Fe Railway and the  

     Harvey Company Display the Southwest” Journal of Anthropological Research,  

     1989. 

 

---. and Barbara Babcock.  The Great Southwest of the Fred Harvey Company and the  

     Santa Fe Railway. Phoenix: Heard Museum, 1996. 

 

Wilkins, David E. Diné Bibeehaz’aanii: A Handbook of Navajo Government. Tsaile:  

     Navajo Community College Press, 1987. 

 

---. “Governance Within the Navajo Nation: Have Democratic Traditions Taken  

     Hold?”  Wicazo Sa Review 17 (2002): 91-129. 

 

---. The Navajo Political Experience The Navajo Political Experience. Tsaile: Diné   

     College Press, 1999. 

 

Williams, Aubrey W., Jr. Navajo Political Process. Washington: Smithsonian  

     Institution Press, 1970. 

 



 352 

Witherspoon, Gary. Language and Art in the Navajo Universe. Ann Arbor:  

     University of Michigan Press, 1977. 

 

Yazzie, Ethelou, ed. Navajo History. Many Farms: Navajo Community College Press,  

     1971. 

 

Yazzie, Stanley.  Personal interview.  28 June 2004. 

Young, Robert. A Political History of the Navajo Tribe. Tsaile: Navajo Community  

     College Press, 1978.  

 

---. “The Rise of the Navajo Tribe” 1972 article 

 

Zah-Bahe, Lorena.  Personal interview.  14 September 2004. 

Zion, Jim.  Personal interview.  24 July 2004. 

Zolbrod, Paul G. Diné Bahane: The Navajo Creation Story. Albuquerque: University  

     of New Mexico Press, 1984. 

 

 

 

 

 


