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INTRODUCTION 

Indian gaming is an often debated and highly controversial public policy issue in Minnesota and 

nationwide.  Most people in the general public associate American Indians with casinos and 

believe that Indians are provided with more than enough to obtain the “American Dream.”  

However, this is far from the case. 

Historically American Indians have endured many difficulties, including high unemployment 

rates, low graduation rates, many health needs, and poor housing conditions, which resulted in a 

bleak outlook for the future.  The federal Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) was enacted in 

1988 in an attempt to help tribes become self-sufficient, govern themselves, and provide 

economic development on their reservations.  In writing IGRA, Congress specified categories for 

appropriate tribal expenditures of gaming revenues.  Casino revenue must be used in specific 

areas, which include funding tribal government operations, providing for the general welfare of 

the tribe, promoting tribal economic development, donating to charitable organizations, and 

funding local government agencies.  These requirements will be explored in greater detail to 

determine whether Minnesota’s tribes have fulfilled the requirements and intent of the Indian 

Gaming Regulatory Act.   

Within the federal restrictions of IGRA, tribal governments have the flexibility to decide how 

they will utilize the casino revenue to best fit the tribes’ needs.  Tribal governments have 

committed casino revenue to fund essential government services, including education, health 

care, police and fire protection, water and sewer services, elderly, and child care.  How tribal 

governments decide to distribute casino revenue to these government services is up to each 

individual tribe.  Their decision to appropriate the revenue is determined by each tribe’s needs. 
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In Minnesota and in other states, the closer a casino is a metropolitan area, the higher the profits 

are because a greater number of citizens visit those casinos.  However, most reservations, 

including nine of the eleven reservations in Minnesota, are in rural areas and do not generate 

large profits.  Due to the remote locations of many reservations, their needs are also greater.  

Casino revenue contributes to the rural reservations by giving them the financial means to build 

up their community infrastructure.  Reservations located close to urban areas benefit from the 

community infrastructure which is already available to them.  Regardless of the tribes’ location, 

the needs continue to be great for American Indians. 

One of the reservations in Minnesota, the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, has used casino revenue to 

build critical community infrastructure and provide for the needs of their tribal members through 

necessary programs and services.  Prior to IGRA, jobs were scarce, poverty rates were high, 

tribal members had extensive health care needs with limited access to health care services, and 

housing conditions were deplorable.  This paper will provide an in-depth look at a Minnesota 

reservation to see what conditions were like before casinos and what they are currently like.  A 

strong and stable government like the one at Mille Lacs is the driving force behind a sustainable 

reservation. 

Data reports relating to education, employment, health, and human services conditions were 

used.  Raw data from the Department of Education was also used to examine test scores of 

students at the Mille Lac Band’s Nay-Ah-Shing schools. 

This paper also intends to demonstrate how casino revenue must be distributed using the IGRA 

requirements and how tribes have attempted to meet the needs of their reservation by building 
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community infrastructure and developing programs and services to meet the needs of tribal 

members living on and off the reservation. 

HISTORY OF INDIAN GAMING 

In the United States 

Indian Gaming grew out of the desire of tribal and federal officials to address the dire conditions 

on reservations. By any standards, the conditions were grim. In 1989 at the beginning of Indian 

Gaming, the median family income on reservations was $13,489, compared to the national 

average of $34,213. On reservations, 47.3 percent of families lived in poverty compared to the 

national average of 11.5 percent. The alcoholism rate among Indians was 663 percent higher and 

the suicide rate was 95 percent higher than the national average.1 

In the late 1970’s as state-sponsored lotteries were proliferating, several tribes introduced tribal 

gaming enterprises in an effort to alleviate persistent poverty and welfare dependency among 

their members. In Florida, the Seminole Tribe opened the first high-stakes bingo hall in 1978 and 

a few years later the Cabazon Band of Mission Indians opened a similar facility near San Diego, 

California. When the states threatened to close these gaming operations, the tribes sued in U.S. 

Federal Court.  In 1987, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in California v. Cabazon Band of Mission 

Indians that once a state has legalized any form of gambling, Indian tribes within that state have 

the right to offer the same form of gambling without governmental restrictions. One year after 

the Cabazon decision, efforts by tribes to open and expand gaming operations resulted in the 

passage of Public Law 100-497, the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) of 1988.2   IGRA 
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was signed into law by President Ronald Reagan on October 17, 1988.  Under the federal law, 

tribal casino gaming may only be conducted on Indian lands.   

Federal law provides for three distinct types of gambling on Indian land and provides separate 

regulatory mechanisms for each: 

 Class I gambling – includes traditional Indian ceremonial games and is regulated 

exclusively by the tribes. 

 Class II gambling – consists of bingo, keno, pull-tabs, punchboards, and nonbanking 

card games.  Class II gambling is governed by a tribal ordinance that must meet federal 

guidelines and be approved by the National Indian Gaming Commission.  Class II gambling is 

regulated by tribes and the federal government. 

 Class III gambling – consists of common casino games such as roulette, craps, chemin 

de fer, baccarat, and banking card games such as blackjack.  The term also includes all 

mechanical or electronic gambling machines such as slot machines and video poker devices.  

Class III gambling is conducted under a compact that each tribe negotiates with the government 

of the state in which it is located.  Compacts can specify which party has civil and criminal 

jurisdiction over gambling enforcement.  The compacts can apply those state laws to class III 

gambling that each party believes necessary for regulation.  Class III gambling is regulated by 

tribes, the state, and the federal government.3 

IGRA prohibits states from taxing casinos, which means that states are unable to raise general 

revenue by imposing taxes on the casinos.  This allows tribal governments to essentially tax their 

own casinos and use the profits for tribal government operations, similar to state governments 

taxing state lotteries. 
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The federal law was not so much a policy change, but rather a formal recognition of the 

sovereign power of American Indians to conduct gambling without state interference.  Under 

IGRA, a state must allow the same form of gambling for Indians that the state allows for non-

Indians.  If a state allows blackjack, slot machines, and other class III games for any purpose for 

non-Indians, including social or charitable purposes, the state cannot refuse to negotiate a 

compact with an Indian tribe that requests it.  A state is required to negotiate in good faith with a 

tribe for a compact that meets the parties’ priorities.   

In Minnesota 

In Minnesota, the Legislature passed legislation that authorized the governor to negotiate Class 

III tribal-state compacts beginning in 1989.  Each of the eleven tribes in Minnesota negotiated 

two compacts for Class III games with the state; one compact for blackjack and another for slot 

machines, for a total of twenty-two compacts.  The compacts provide for inspection and approval 

of slot machines by the state Department of Public Safety, licensing of casino employees, and 

standards for employees (no prior felony convictions, etc.), machine payout percentages, and 

regulation of blackjack play.4 

Minnesota was one of the first states to negotiate Indian gaming compacts with tribes.  At the 

time that the compacts were negotiated, neither tribes nor the state of Minnesota had any 

experience with casino gaming, so the possibility that Indian casinos might someday generate 

large sums of money was not even considered.  The state’s goals were to limit the forms of 

gambling allowed on Indian land from the numerous types of games that were already being 

operated off-reservation.  For the state government, it was a distant consideration that the casinos 

might someday generate profits, compared to these more immediate goals.  As Representative 
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Becky Kelso, a member of the negotiating team said, “When we were negotiating in 1989, we 

were looking at very, very modest (gaming) businesses – hole-in-the-wall operations.  What 

Mystic Lake has now would never have occurred to us.”5 

The two compacts included provisions that have now been criticized by some lawmakers and 

residents of Minnesota, especially when the state has a budget deficit.  First, it has been argued 

that the negotiators should have insisted on the insertion of an expiration date for the compacts.  

Actually, having no expiration date helped Minnesota limit the type of gaming activities that 

tribes offer.  For example, tribal casinos cannot offer poker, roulette, and baccarat.  In addition, 

six other states do not have expiration dates but they can all be renegotiated with the tribes.  

Second, some have complained that the compacts failed to provide payments to the state.  While 

it is true that Minnesota’s tribes do not give the state a fixed annual dollar amount, the tribes 

contribute substantial monetary amounts to the state in terms of taxes, employment opportunities, 

substantial reductions in welfare and other public assistance payments, stimulation of local 

economies through economic development, retention of the residents’ own gambling dollars that 

would otherwise would be spent elsewhere, and new tourist dollars from outside the state. 

It is sometimes assumed that the compacts in some way guaranteed the tribes the exclusive right 

to operate blackjack and slot machines in Minnesota.  The reality is that the compacts do not 

guarantee any kind of exclusivity over these games.  The compacts do not govern any gambling 

off Indian land or prevent the legislature from legalizing any form of gambling elsewhere in the 

state.6  However, any state-authorized private gambling operation would directly compete with 

tribally-owned casinos and could interfere with the intent of IGRA to foster economic 

development on reservations and help American Indians become self-reliant.   



The following is a map that represents the location of Minnesota’s Indian tribes and their 

casinos.
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A general misconception exists that all casinos generate high profits.  Two reservations in the 

metropolitan area, Mystic Lake Casino and Treasure Island Resort & Casino, are prosperous due 

to their close proximity to the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, as well as having relatively low 

tribal membership numbers, which means that the tribe has more money per member to work 

with.  In general, the further a reservation is from the Twin Cities, the less casino revenue it 

generates and the more tribal members it has.   

After prize payouts, debt retirement, and operating expenses, tribes receive less than 10% of the 

gross wager of casino revenue.8   In addition, Congress specified that casino revenue only be 

used in very specific ways.  The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act requires that tribal gaming net 

revenues be used in these areas: 

1. To fund tribal government operations or programs 

2. To provide for the general welfare of the tribe and its members 

3. To promote tribal economic development 

4. To donate to charitable organizations 

5. To help fund operations of local government agencies providing services to tribes9      

These five objectives are the framework for my analysis in determining whether or not 

Minnesota’s American Indian tribes have fulfilled the requirements and intent of the Indian 

Gaming Regulatory Act.   
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FIVE REQUIREMENTS OF IGRA 

1.  Funding Tribal Government Operations Or Programs 

Before the arrival of European settlers, American Indians governed themselves, provided for 

their people, and negotiated treaties with other nations.  In fact, the U.S. Constitution recognizes 

Indian tribes as distinct sovereign governments.  For example, the federal government passed 

numerous congressional acts and executive orders recognizing the sovereignty of reservations.  

Moreover, the Supreme Court also ruled on a variety of court cases that reaffirmed the U.S. 

government’s special relationship with American Indian tribes.10 

However, during the treaty period in 1826 to 1871, tribal governments’ power was diminished as 

tribes were placed on confined reservation lands.  That power was further threatened by the 

General Allotment Act (Dawes Act) of 1887, which was intended to break up reservations and 

force American Indians to adopt the white Americans’ approach of farming or raising cattle on 

small units of land.  The Act’s emphasis on individual land ownership resulted in the federal 

government dealing with American Indians as individuals instead of as nations, tribes, or bands.  

Individual Indians were given small parcels of reservation land with the rest declared as open 

land for sale to non-Indians.  Proceeds from the sale of these surplus lands went to the federal 

government and was supposed to be used to fund Indian programs.    

Unfortunately, protection of tribal sovereignty did not re-emerge as the U.S. policy toward 

Indians until the Indian Self-Determination Act of 1975. The Act authorized federal government 

agencies to deal directly with tribal governments on a government-to-government basis. This 

enabled the tribes to have greater input into decisions regarding their welfare and more control 
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over the management of funds and services, such as education, health, and welfare programs.  

Sadly, tribes remained largely reliant on the federal government to administer services because of 

a lack of financial resources.  

It was not until the passage of IGRA that most tribal governments finally had a funding source to 

carry out the rights that their sovereign status allows them and to begin to address the many 

problems on their reservations.  Now that tribal governments can finally exercise their sovereign 

power, their right to act as a government entity is similar to that of state and federal governments.  

Another important thing that emerged under IGRA is that tribes have used casino revenue to 

build modern government centers that house their tribal government and staff. 

The eleven tribes in Minnesota are independent of each other.  They each have a tribal 

government headed by an elected Tribal Chair and a Tribal Council or other legislative body.  

They also have commissioners or department heads and staff to administer the programs and 

services that are needed on that particular reservation.  As more fully discussed below, tribal 

governments rely heavily on casino profits to fund a full array of governmental services.   

As sovereign governments, tribes have the power to pass and enforce laws, establish courts and 

appeal processes, enact tax and zoning laws, hire staff and administer programs, enter into 

contracts, form business corporations, hire legal counsel, negotiate with and lobby other levels of 

government, and grant housing and other leases on reservation lands. 

2.  Provide For The General Welfare Of The Tribe And Its Members 

Prior to IGRA, American Indians were dependent on the Federal Government for their every 

need.  During the treaty period, from 1826 to 1871, the Federal Government assured American 



12 

 

Indians that they would provide basic needs to them including education, health care, housing, 

and general welfare demands in exchange for land that European settlers wanted.  However, after 

American Indians signed treaties giving up their land and moving to lands that European settlers 

deemed undesirable, American Indians still did not receive the services and assistance that the 

Federal Government had promised.  Then in 1887 with the General Allotment Act, American 

Indians were again assured services this time to be paid from the sale of their lands.  However, 

when American Indians ran out of the money the government provided they were not given 

access to the general welfare services from the federal government.  After the arrival of European 

settlers, American Indians became one of the most economically depressed groups in the world.  

With less land, the American Indians’ resources became more and more limited.  

For almost two centuries, American Indians who live on and off reservations have lived below 

the basic standard of living afforded to white Americans.  The Indians who chose to leave the 

reservations were faced with prejudices when trying to land a job, getting a home loan, and 

sending their children to school.  Urban Indians remain the most disadvantaged of Minnesota’s 

minority populations.11 

By having the chance to establish tribal government operations, tribes can distribute casino 

revenue how they see best for their tribal members’ needs.  Two reservations are located within 

the metropolitan area, the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community (Mystic Lake Casino) and 

the Prairie Island Sioux Community (Treasure Island Resort & Casino).  Because of their close 

proximity to urban areas, they can use existing infrastructure.  Since these tribes did not have to 

build up their reservations, they are able to distribute monetary compensation to their small 

membership (each about a 100 members).  However, most tribal members will not and cannot 
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receive per-capita payments because either their tribes do not receive large enough casino profits 

or they do not meet tribal membership requirements (a person must have at least one-quarter 

American Indian blood level to receive per-capita payments).   

IGRA permits distribution of per-capita payments to tribal members from Indian gaming 

revenues that follow a plan to be submitted to and approved by the federal Bureau of Indian 

Affairs.  All per-capita payments are subject to federal income tax.  In addition, state income tax 

may be applicable. 

Tribal governments budget similar to the federal and state governments to allocate casino 

revenue to address needs on the reservation as well as to address the needs of individual tribal 

members.  Some reservations are able to add per-capita payments to their budget distribution to 

help address the welfare needs of their tribal members.  Below is a look at four programs areas 

that tribal governments budget for to address their tribal members’ needs: Education, 

Employment, Health Care, and Human Services. 

A.  EDUCATIONAL NEEDS OF AMERICAN INDIANS 

The memory of young American Indian children taken from their homes and forced to attend 

boarding schools left terrible scars on many American Indians.  Beginning in 1893, the federal 

government initiated a policy for American Indian children as young as five or six years old to be 

sent away to boarding schools in hopes to “civilize” them.  Students were held at the schools 

during their elementary years.  They were forbidden to speak their language or follow any of 

their native ways and they went for long periods of time without seeing their families.  This 

continued until the 1920’s when the Meriam Report documented the neglect and inadequate 
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funding at boarding schools.  The report also found that American Indian children were used for 

slave labor. 

After that, American Indian children were allowed to attend public schools.  However, the legacy 

of the forced educational experience has been detrimental to American Indians’ learning process.  

Much of the trouble Indians have with current public education stems from the fact that it is still 

designed to teach white culture.  Parents fear that schools will rob their children of their heritage.  

Although many of the overtly coercive aspects of education have been eliminated, many Indians 

believe that American education has not lost its basic assimilative objectives.12 

American Indians also face misunderstandings that non-Indians have regarding some American 

Indian issues: there is opposition to treaty rights to hunt and fish, negative reaction to the nuclear 

waste site at Prairie Island, and resentful feelings about the success of Indian casinos.  These 

misconceptions are often held by non-Indian parents and passed on to their children.  This results 

in absenteeism, dropouts, negative self-image, low achievement levels, and ultimately academic 

failure in American Indian students.  The educational needs are great for American Indian 

students and tribes have set out to address these needs.  Casino revenue has paid for many 

educational programs for American Indian students to help them succeed in their education 

careers, but it is unrealistic for some individuals to think that these problems will be solved 

overnight.   

Casino revenue has allowed for Head Start programs and Early Education programs to be offered 

on many reservations.  It has also contributed to the expansion of basic education departments 
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and programs.  Many after-school programs have been established for K – 12 students using 

casino revenue. 

Schools on reservations teach tribal languages, traditions, and customs, as well as offering all 

other courses that meet the requirements established by the Minnesota Department of Education.  

The construction of schools is often related to federal funding issues.  Due to long delays in 

funding, only four K – 12 tribal schools have been built: Ojibwe School at Fond du Lac 

Reservation, the Circle of Life School at White Earth Reservation, Bug-O-Nay-Ge-Shig at Leech 

Lake Reservation, and Nah-Ah-Shing at Mille Lacs Reservation.   

The 2006 State of Students of Color & American Indian Students report that uses data from the 

Minnesota Department of Education suggests that American Indian students’ test scores in 

reading and math for 3rd grade has improved over time.  The following is a look at how American 

Indian students in Minnesota are scoring on their MCA (Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment) 

achievement tests: 

3rd grade Minnesota comprehensive assessment reading test scores during 1999 – 2005 

 Year   Test Scores 

 1999   1325 

 2002   1400 

 2005   1450 

3rd grade Minnesota comprehensive assessment math test scores during 1999 – 2005 

 Year   Test Scores 

 1999   1340 

 2002   1380 

 2005   147013 
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The 2009 State of Students of Color & American Indian Students report that uses data from the 

Minnesota Department of Education shows that American Indian students’ proficiency levels are 

somewhat low, but are consistent with the proficiency levels of other minority students.  The 

following information is not shown to suggest that American Indian students fare higher or lower 

than other minority students, but to point out that an achievement gap still exists between white 

students and students of color: 

READING 

2008 MCA Reading Results Grades 3, 7, & 10 

Percent of test takers at proficiency or above 

Ethnicity  3rd  7th  10th 

White   86%  71%  78% 

Asian   64%  54%  58% 

American Indian 66%  44%  48% 

Latino   53%  39%  42% 

African-American 55%  37%  36% 

English Language 42%  22%  23% 
Learners 
 

MATH 

2008 MCA Mathematics Results Grades 3, 8, & 11 

Percent of test takers at proficiency or above 

Ethnicity  3rd  8th  11th 

White   86%  63%  38% 

Asian   80%  62%  31% 

American Indian 63%  28%  11% 

Latino   65%  34%  14% 

African-American 55%  24%  8% 

English Language 59%  26%  3%14 
Learners 
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The State of Students of Color & American Indian Students reports that use data from the 

Minnesota Department of Education indicate that American Indian students’ graduation rates are 

increasing: 

• The 2006 report showed that graduation rates increased from 54% in 2000 to 63% in 

2004.15 

• The 2009 report showed that graduation rates increased from 37% in 2003 to 41% in 

2007.16 

Census data from Indians in Minnesota have different measures of graduation rates, but also 

show improvement from 55% in 1980 to 68% in 1990 and 75% in 2000.17,18 

Casino revenue has been utilized to fund five tribal colleges:  Fond du Lac Tribal and 

Community College, which is an accredited school that receives state funding, but offers Ojibwe 

language classes and an Anishinabe associate arts degree; Leech Lake Tribal College which 

offers a two-year degree with a mission to transmit the Anishinabe language and culture, as well 

as a four-year degree in early education; Mille Lacs Tribal College offers post-secondary classes 

in collaboration with Fond du Lac Community College and the University of Minnesota Duluth; 

Red Lake Nation College offers classes in computer technology, Anishinabe studies, writing, 

algebra, drumming, and moccasin-making; and White Earth Tribal and Community College 

teaches education, technology, Indian Studies, and other programs with an articulation agreement 

with Moorhead State University and Bemidji State University.  The Minnesota Office of Higher 

Education reports that there has been an increase in enrollment at each of these colleges.19  

The Minnesota Office of Higher Education report also documents an increase in the number of 

American Indians attending technical colleges, two-year institutions, and four-year institutions.  
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One reason for the increase in the number of American Indians pursuing higher education is that 

casino revenue has gone toward scholarships for the pursuit of undergraduate and graduate 

degrees.  Casino revenue has also gone to fund a Dakota language program at Southwest 

Minnesota State University.  

B. EMPLOYMENT NEEDS OF AMERICAN INDIANS 

American Indians have struggled to survive on reservation lands.  Unemployment has been 

especially severe.  Because of the geographical isolation of many reservations, poor 

transportation facilities, lack of skilled labor, and an absence of capital, very few industrial jobs 

appeared on the reservations.  Most reservations were not self-sustaining, and many American 

Indians employed there had only seasonal agricultural jobs.20 

The following chart shows that the unemployment rates for American Indians in Minnesota 

during the reporting years of 1983, 1990, and 2000 are disturbing.  Even though the 

unemployment rates improved from 1983 to 1990, nine of the eleven Minnesota tribes had 

unemployment rates that were much higher than the state average.   Although the unemployment 

rates improved from 1990 to 2000, ten of the eleven Minnesota tribes reported unemployment 

rates that were higher than the state average.  The unemployment rates on reservations in 

Minnesota for 1983, 1990, and 2000 were: 

    1983    1990   2000 

Bois Forte   64%   25.7%   7.9% 

Fond du Lac   41%   16.9%   8.8% 

Grand Portage   43%   23.6%   10.7% 

Leech Lake   70%   18.1%   10.7% 
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Lower Sioux   35%   8.0%   10.7% 

Mille Lacs   51%   2.8%   9.9% 

Prairie Island   77%   50.0%   1.6% 

Red Lake   63%   24.3%   23.7% 

Shakopee   23%   8.7%   7.6% 

Upper Sioux   39%   0.0%   13.3% 

White Earth   82%   12.6%   8.2% 

State Average              ---   5.0%                4.1%21,22 

Although unemployment rates are, in most cases, much higher than the state average, they have 

improved with the opening of casinos.  It is clear, based on the above percentages, that casinos 

and the subsequent opening of businesses because of the casinos has improved the employment 

status of American Indians residing in Minnesota.  The 1990 Census numbers are deceiving 

because some American Indians living on reservations did not have telephones or valid 

addresses, and the Census employees were not willing to visit the reservations in person to 

contact people who had not responded to the Census information.  Since the 2010 Census has not 

yet been conducted, current unemployment numbers are not included, but it is fairly safe to 

assume that the 2000 Census data is similar to what should be expected for unemployment rates 

in 2010.   

In sheer numbers employed, casinos have been successful beyond expectations.  The gaming 

industry has dramatically increased employment in the reservation areas of rural Minnesota.  

With the passage of IGRA, there has been tremendous growth in employment at the casino 

resorts and in government positions on those reservations. 



Tribal gaming and tribal governments employed 20,550 workers statewide in 2007 and 

maintained a $576 million payroll.  The tribes also purchased $539 million in goods and services 

and invested $329 million in capital projects.  It is estimated that $1.44 billion in direct tribal 

spending stimulated another $1.31 billion in economic activity statewide, supporting an 

additional 21,150 jobs and $774 million in household income.  Overall, tribal spending in 2007 

was responsible for $2.75 billion in economic activity statewide, supporting 41,700 jobs and 

$1.35 billion in household income.  This represents 1.1% of the state’s total economic output, 

1.5% of total employment, and 1.1% of all wages paid statewide.23  Rural Minnesota captured 

56% of the total economic output, 73% of total employment, and 65% of the household income 

generated by tribal spending activities.24 

The following chart shows that between 1985 and 2005, the Minnesota reservation workforce 

population rose three-fold, from 7,000 to 21,000, while the unemployment rate fell by half.  

             25 
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Indian gaming currently ranks as the eleventh largest employer in Minnesota, just behind Wells 

Fargo Corporation.  At the local level, tribal casinos are even more important.  Twelve of 

Minnesota’s seventeen tribal casinos are the largest employers in their communities; all but one 

is in the top two for their communities.26 

Small towns often fear change, so when the Grand Casino Hinckley was built in 1992, the 

citizens feared that the casino would harm the vitality of their community.  Meetings were held, 

speeches were made, editorials were written, and the casino was built regardless.  With the 

increased tourism generated by the casino, businesses closed up shop in downtown Hinckley and 

moved down the road to re-open near the Grand Casino entrance.  As one business owner, Bill 

Strusinski, said, “It’s all been good to us.  The economic engine, if you will, called Grand Casino 

Hinckley, has been generating lots of visitors for us, generating sales here…It made very good 

sense for us to locate where the action is.”27 

Unfortunately, tribes in Minnesota have been affected by the national economic recession.  

Tribes cut budgets and froze employee salaries in response to needing to trim down their budgets 

in areas due to casino profits not being as high as other years.  

C. HEALTH NEEDS OF AMERICAN INDIANS 

Diseases that were introduced either intentionally or unintentionally by white Americans affected 

American Indians because they did not have immunizations to the diseases.  While medical care 

was promised to American Indians with money that was given to them from land they sold, the 

promise was not fulfilled.  Entire reservations of American Indians were wiped out because of 

diseases and this would have continued had it not been for the Meriam Report of 1928.  The 
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report showed that there were many health and sanitary issues on reservations.  The issue became 

a public concern because European settlers feared their health was in jeopardy when American 

Indian reservations were in close proximity to the white populations. 

The federal government eventually stepped in to offer health services on reservations.           

They continued to be the major health provider on reservations, but services were limited.  In 

1976, the Indian Health Care Improvement Act was signed in order to upgrade facilities and      

improve health services on reservations.   

However, the following medical statistics show that disparities continue to exist between the 

health needs of American Indians and the white population: 

 Diseases                    White             Indian             White            Indian 
                                               (1996-2000)          (2003-2007)   
HIV/ AIDS   1.3  7.2  0.6  3.4   
Alzheimer’s Disease  4.4  4.1  21.5  15.9 
Cancer    113.3  163.6  171.5  220.0 
Cirrhosis   4.8  35.8  6.1  37.6 
CLRD    ---  ---  34.6  51.9   
Congenital Anomalies  4.2  6.7  3.6  4.1 
COPD    18.2  32.1  --- --- 
Diabetes   11.8  65.7  21.0  87.9 
Heart Disease   90.5  148.1  138.4  221.4 
Homicide   1.9  19.5  1.3  16.8 
Nephritis   4.2  15.2  12.0  28.3 
Perinatal Conditions  3.0  7.6  2.6  4.5 
Influenza-Pneumonia  7.8  15.6  12.5  29.9 
Septicemia Total  2.1  6.4  5.0  15.7 
SIDS    ---  ---  0.5  2.2 
Stroke    22.5  26.2  41.0  53.9   
Suicide    9.0  18.4  10.3  22.4 
Unintentional Injury  25.7  76.0  34.6  86.0 
 

Rates presented are per 100,000 population28 

Unfortunately, the health needs for American Indians are still vast.  The chart above is taken 

from two reports conducted by the Minnesota Department of Health in 2002 and 2009, which 
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shows how extreme the health needs are for American Indians when compared to the white 

population. Unfortunately, the health needs are still the greatest in: cancer, diabetes, heart 

disease, and suicide.  The 2002 Populations of Color Report indicates that diabetes was six times 

greater for American Indians than for the white populations and it improved to four times greater 

for American Indians than for the white population by the time the Populations of Color Report 

of 2009 was issued.      

Until recently, most Indian tribes had very limited access to health care. Although some federal 

programs were in place, they were limited in quality and scope despite the fact that the U.S. 

pledged in numerous treaties to provide for the health and welfare of American Indians. Gaming 

revenues are helping Indian people address health care issues at the community level. Tribes are 

building and renovating clinics on the reservation, developing partnerships with leading health 

care institutions, and even financing medical services for tribal members living in urban centers. 

Although the health needs of American Indians are extensive, each of the eleven tribes puts a 

large portion of their casino revenue towards improvements to their health care systems.  

Revenue has contributed to the construction of new clinics with state-of-the-art facilities and 

equipment.  It has also paid for the expansion of community health and chemical dependency 

services.  Revenue has been used to purchase emergency medical technician services and 

equipment.  Many reservations are able to cover health care costs for their members with the 

help of casino revenue.29 

A remarkable example of using casino revenue to improve the health needs of members is the 

Prairie Island Sioux Community.  They have expanded medical services to their members 
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through a unique partnership with the Mayo Clinic. The tribe’s health care clinic was established 

in 1992 and located in the Prairie Island Community Center. It is funded by the tribe and open 

five days a week to all American Indians, regardless of the tribal affiliation. The clinic is also 

open to Treasure Island Casino employees. Approximately 25 percent of those served by the 

clinic are non-tribal members.  

Further, by special arrangement, a Mayo doctor and nurse practitioner staff the clinic on a 

regularly- scheduled basis. The clinic offers a variety of services, including cholesterol screening 

and diabetes testing with its own A10 device. The tribe is also able to draw upon the expertise of 

Mayo specialists to address unusual health issues that are of particular concern to tribal 

members. Because the Mayo Clinic has an active research program, the arrangement presents a 

unique opportunity for scientific research and analysis of Indian health needs. 

The Red Lake Chippewa and Lower Sioux Community are also able to offer incentive programs 

to secure on-reservation physician service with the help of casino revenue.  

In addition, the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community sponsors a number of health care 

initiatives. Shakopee provides health, wellness, dental, vision, and hearing services to tribal 

members, employees, American Indians from other tribes who live in Scott County, and family 

members.  Shakopee has a Mobile Clinic which provides free mammograms to members and 

staff.  In addition, the vehicle travels across the state to also provide health and dental services to 

Indian communities.  Shakopee also sponsors a free annual health care conference for American 

Indians living with chronic illness. The conference addresses topics such as diseases, treatment, 

nutrition, exercise, smoking cessation, and a return to traditional spiritual values and lifestyles.  



Since these are critical topics, it is important that American Indians are able to attend the 

conference.  In order to do so, casino revenue from Mystic Lake pays for the conference so that 

those in attendance can attend free of charge. 

The following chart, taken from the 2009 Populations of Color Report, shows that infant 

mortality decreased over the reporting years for all races.  It shows that infant mortality 

decreased at a high percentage for American Indians, right behind the high percentage decrease 

for African Americans.   

            30 

The percentage of infant mortality rates during the reporting years for each of the races listed 

above is:  African Americans infant mortality rate fell by 43%, American Indians infant mortality 

rate fell by 42.6%, Asians infant mortality rate fell by 30.6%, Hispanics infant mortality rate fell 

by 37%, and Whites infant mortality rate fell by 32.3% during the reporting years.  The 
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explanation for this decrease may be attributed to better health care access and improved prenatal 

health care. 

The 2009 Populations of Color Report also states that the percentage of early and adequate 

prenatal health care increased from 37% during 1989 – 1993 to 50% during 2003 – 2007.  

However, the report states that American Indian women are seven times more likely to receive 

inadequate care or no care during their pregnancies than White women.31 

The following chart, taken from the 2009 Populations of Color Report, shows that the life span 

of American Indians is improving, but they still live shorter lives when compared to other races. 

 32 

The chart above shows that American Indians lag far behind other races for life expectancy.  During the 

reporting years, the life expectancy for American Indians barely improved.  The percentages of potential 

life lost during the reporting years for each races is:  Whites improved their life expectancy by 11.1.%, 

African Americans improved their life expectancy by 27.4%, American Indians improved their life 
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expectancy by 0.5%, Asians improved their life expectancy by 11.7%, and Hispanics improved their life 

expectancy by 9.7%.  Although American Indians have better health care access, in part to casino revenue, 

it takes a long time before improved life expectancies will take effect.  You would not expect to see an 

immediate change in some diseases because they are lifelong, such as diabetes, which has the highest rate 

among American Indians than any other race.   

D. HUMAN SERVICE NEEDS OF AMERICAN INDIANS 

Ever since treaties forced American Indians onto reservations, they have had to rely on support 

from the federal government.  Services that should have been separately provided were paid for 

from the sale of tribal land.  During the time that the federal government was the primary 

provider, American Indians were discouraged from making their own decisions.  These 

experiences robbed many American Indians of the expectations that they could manage their own 

lives and helped to establish a pattern of dependency. 

In 1997, Minnesota passed welfare reform legislation – the Minnesota Family Investment 

Program (MFIP) – to comply with federal welfare reform, Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF).  Reports conducted by the Minnesota Department of Human Services show 

that the number of MFIP eligible-adult caseloads decreased from 4,167 in December 1997 to 

2,072 in December 2006.33,34 

More American Indians use Food Support than any other income assistance program.  In 

February 2003, 18,500 Indians were in the program, which is 6.3 percent of the total participants 

in the state.  Based on the estimated Indian population in 2000, almost one-third of Indians in the 

state were using Food Support.35 
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Poverty, poor housing, and substandard living conditions were used by states as indicators of 

parental neglect.  One out of every 5.4 American Indian children under 21 in Minnesota was 

either in a foster home or adoptive home in 1972.36  Minnesota was cited nationally as the 

example for the extent of the problem with the high numbers of American Indian children in out-

of-home placement when Congress passed the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) in 1978 to give 

tribes more control over what happens to American Indian children.  The number of American 

Indian children in out-of-home placements has improved dramatically since 1976, but a report 

conducted by the Minnesota Department of Human Services showed that during the reporting 

period of 2000 – 2007, the number increased from 10.2% to 12.3%.37  What this data does not 

show is that when income increases, the number of children in out-of-home placement should 

decrease.  Hopefully the next reporting period will show a large decrease in the number of 

American Indian children in out-of-home placement because Minnesota law implementing 

ICWA was strengthened during the 2007 Legislative Session to ensure that Minnesota courts 

follow ICWA requirements.  In addition, greater cooperation was asked for between the tribes, 

state, and counties for the out-of-home placement of American Indian children involved in tribal-

state court systems.  

3. Promote Tribal Economic Development 

Even though in the late1960’s, federal policy changed to give American Indian tribes greater 

economic self-determination, their business development attempts were relatively unsuccessful. 

In the 1970’s and 1980’s American Indians were systematically denied loans to begin businesses 

or invest in capital ventures.  With no financial assistance and limited resources, economic 

enterprises most often ended in failure.38 
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A major problem for American Indians developing successful businesses and enterprises is the 

lack of educated and qualified American Indian personnel to administer them.  People who are 

born and raised in a tribal community are often more committed to that community than people 

who are hired from the outside.  Realizing this, tribes have begun to dedicate significant sums of 

money for scholarships, grants, and loans to their tribal members so they can acquire the 

education and training needed to make effective employees, administrators, and business 

people.39 

With the increase of tourism and American Indians returning to reservations for work associated 

with the opening of casinos, the number of new businesses in counties with tribally-owned 

casinos has increased.  The types of businesses that have been built vary from convenience stores 

to manufacturing businesses.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The following chart shows that there has been a positive effect by an increase in the number of 

new start-up businesses opening in counties with a casino.   

                                                                                                                                                       40 

The major focus of tribal investments after the initial success of tribal casinos has been to expand 

resort, tourist, and conference center aspects of casino operations.  Most reservations now have 

major hotels and include day care centers, youth arcades, swimming pools, restaurants, and 

facilities for entertainment groups.  Three reservations have recently added marinas.  Casino 

revenue has helped many reservations turn their casinos into a resort destination. 

Most tribes operate service stations and convenience stores on the reservations.  The number of 

smaller businesses such as bakeries and pizza parlors are increasing.  A few tribes have built 

shopping malls to accommodate tourists and guests at the nearby casinos.   
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Boise Forte Band of Chippewa opened their Heritage Center in July 2001 with the help of casino 

revenue.  It is located on the Fortune Bay Resort & Casino grounds and the tribe is dedicated to 

telling the Bois Forte Ojibwe story.  The museum was awarded by the national Media 

Association for its use of interpretation.  They were also featured on the cover of the Iron Range 

Resources and Rehabilitation Board.  The Heritage Center is a northern Minnesota destination 

stop. 

Grand Portage Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians recently joined ventures with the 

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources and the Minnesota Department of Transportation to 

open a visitor center on their national state park grounds.  The money to build the visitor center 

came from state bonding money and casino revenue goes to pay the operating costs.  It is an 

important facility for people entering the United States from Canada. 

Lower Sioux Indian Community entered into a joint venture in April 2007 with Minneapolis-

based firm Jymrsa, Inc.  The new company, InvisiMED, Inc is 100% tribally owned.  Jymrsa is 

an environmental protection firm that specializes in infectious disease control, mold abatement, 

and industry leading energy efficient HVAC system.  The goal of InvisiMED will be to improve 

the hospitality and gaming industries while also providing cost efficient solutions to 

governmental entities on the local, state, and federal level.  The services may also be used in the 

health care, construction, hospitality, sports, and travel industries.41 

Several construction-related businesses in the state are owned and operated by tribes, including 

residential, commercial, and road construction companies on and off the reservation. 
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Small businesses are a positive way of building for the future, but American Indians lag far 

behind all other racial groups in becoming small business owners.  For American Indians, 

establishing a small business is a first-generation experience.  American Indians have the fewest 

minority firms in Minnesota.  The U.S. Census of minority-owned business identified 2,413 

businesses owned by American Indians in 2000, an increase from 333 in 1987, but this 2000 

figure is still only 0.12 percent of the state’s businesses.42 

With the help of casino revenue, many tribes are able to offer low-interest loans to their members 

to start up small businesses.  As the data suggests, however, few American Indians are taking part 

in these services.  Starting a business is a daunting experience itself and as a first-generation 

small business owner, the experience can be even more intimidating. 

4. Donate To Charitable Organizations 

It is often said that all things are sacred to American Indians: the sky, nature, and the earth.  

Traditionally, they tried to live in balance with nature and respect the earth.  They also believe 

that all things are interrelated and that life is a circle.  Before Europeans arrived, American 

Indians existed as hunters and gathers, surviving by taking what they needed from the earth and 

exchanging what they needed, whether it was food, weapons, or clothes through trade or barter. 

Giving to others is ingrained in American Indian culture.  The corn the Pilgrims ate did not come 

from wild plants.  Just as chocolate and vanilla did not come in edible form for Cortez, corn was 

not waiting to be gathered in the wild and eaten by the English.  Indian science made these foods 

what they were before the Europeans arrived.  Just how many unrecorded gifts and donations the 

Native people of the Americas gave is extremely hard to know.43  
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Indian gaming has allowed tribes to continue traditional Indian customs of sharing.  Each tribe in 

Minnesota has shared its resources through contributions to organizations large and small, 

including Indian tribal grants and gifts, flood relief, local schools, cultural diversity programs 

and health care grants.  Despite their history of poverty, American Indian tribes have been 

generous in sharing casino revenue with non-Indians and Indians.  Tribes have given over $62 

million in donations, gifts and sponsorships to benefit local, state and national organizations, and 

other government jurisdictions.44 

For example, since 1994 the Prairie Island Indian Community has donated more than $15 million 

to many Indian and non-Indian causes.  Some of the donations to local governments have been:  

Prairie Island ice arena, City of Kenyon for a health clinic in conjunction with a new assisted 

living facility, Minnesota State University Mankato Anthropology Department, and City of 

Miesville Fire Department for a water tank truck.  The tribe also gave donations to some of the 

following charities and nonprofits: March of Dimes, Toys for Tots, Wishes and More, American 

Diabetes Association, Hurricane Katrina Relief Fund and the National Eagle Center in Wabasha, 

MN.  They support community charities, children and youth service organizations, area schools, 

wildlife conservation organizations and American Indian groups.45 

Grand Casino Mille Lacs and Grand Casino Hinckley have made millions of dollars in donations 

to law enforcement agencies, educational institutions, hospitals, food shelves, and other 

organizations and projects that serve the entire community, both Indian and non-Indian.46 

The Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community donated over $18 million to charitable causes in 

2006, over $26 million in 2007 and over $40 million in 2008.47 As a result of their charitable 
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giving, the Minnesota Council on Foundations lists the Shakopee tribe among the top 25 

contributors in the state.  This puts the tribe on par with 3M and surpasses the charitable giving 

of U.S. Bancorp, Excel Energy, St. Paul Travelers, Wells Fargo, the Minnesota Twins, the 

Minnesota Vikings, the Lutheran Community Foundation and the Catholic Community 

Foundation in the Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis.48  

Over the past eleven years, Shakopee has donated more than $132 million to charitable 

organizations and Indian tribes.  They have donated to help energy projects, mental health and 

chemical dependency programs, women’s shelters, food shelves, medical research, public 

television, and capital construction. They also donated to support alcohol and chemical-free 

graduation celebrations at 14 local high schools, and they donated funds for winter wear, school 

supplies, scholarships, and activities for students at several schools.  A $12.5 million donation 

was given to the University of Minnesota for the construction of the TCF Bank Stadium (a new 

Golden Gopher football stadium).  The gift funded the stadium’s west plaza, which has been 

designed to exhibit and celebrate the history and cultural contributions of all eleven Indian tribes 

in Minnesota. The plaza was dedicated on August 17, 2009.  The stadium gift is the largest 

private gift ever to Golden Gopher Athletics.  Shakopee also gave $2.5 million that will go into a 

matching endowment fund, creating a $5 million endowment to provide scholarships for 

students.49 
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5. Help Fund Operations Of Local Government Agencies Providing 

Services To Tribes 

Casino revenues benefit both state and local governments through the expansion of their tax 

base.  In 2000, tribal governments paid $15 million to local units of government, in fees and 

services related to their gaming operations. Most tribes pay for police, fire, ambulance and other 

emergency services provided by local governments under formal agreements or through 

voluntary contributions to support these services.  They also pay millions of dollars in property 

taxes.50 

The Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community upgraded their water filtration plant that 

provides safe drinking water for the surrounding community and signed an agreement with the 

City of Prior Lake for equipment sharing and water main interconnection, built the 

Mdewakanton Fire station which is professionally staffed twenty-four hours a day and provides 

protection to the City of Prior Lake, City of Savage and City of Shakopee. 

The Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe paid approximately $6.5 million to the local utilities for 

expanding their power capacity to accommodate the casinos’ electrical needs. Mille Lacs’s tribal 

police force does not have a station in Hinckley, so the tribe voluntarily pays $92,000 annually to 

the Pine County Sheriff’s Office to offset law enforcement and public safety costs.  Mille Lacs 

built a wastewater treatment plant that services the West Mille Lacs area for both Indians and 

non-Indians.        

Every tribe in Minnesota provides financial support for numerous programs designed to assist 

Indian people living off-reservation in communities around the state.  Many people are unaware, 
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that most of these programs serve all Indian people living in Minnesota even if their tribe is 

located on another state.  The services provided include health care, chemical dependency 

treatment and counseling, job training and work placement, and emergency assistance for a 

variety of purposes.  For instance, one important program provides emergency funding to help 

Indian families cover funeral and transportation expenses when a deceased relative living off the 

reservation must be returned to tribal lands for burial.  Collectively, Minnesota tribes contribute 

approximately $1.5 million per year to support these off-reservation programs.51 

It is a frequent myth that American Indian’s do not pay taxes. Most individual tribal members 

pay exactly the same taxes as everyone else, including federal and state income taxes, tax on any 

per-capita payments from Indian gaming, social security taxes, unemployment insurance, real 

estate and sales taxes, liquor and cigarette taxes, and gas and motor vehicle taxes. The only 

exception is a small percentage of tribal members who both live and work on a reservation who 

are exempt from paying state income tax only.   

Beginning in 1990, tribal gaming generated substantial revenue for state and local governments, 

such as: 

$2.8 billion in employee wages and benefits   

$1.9 billion in purchases from state vendors   

$1.9 billion in out-of-state visitor expenditures  

$810 million in state and federal payroll taxes 

$600 million in new construction    

$159 million in payments in lieu of taxes to local governments  

$150,000 annually to the state in lieu of taxes for casino enforcement and licensing52 
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MILLE LACS BAND OF OJIBWE 

A Closer Look at a Minnesota Reservation 

The Mille Lacs Reservation, established in 1855, is located on three non-contiguous Minnesota 

areas called: District 1, which has the largest population and is located on Mille Lacs Lake; 

District II located near the town of McGregor; and District III located east of Hinckley. 

The Mille Lacs Reservation was chosen as the case study because it has used its casino revenue 

to put back into the community for needed infrastructure, economic development, and programs 

and services to improve the lives of tribal members and non-Indians.  Through phone calls and 

in-person interviews, in-depth analysis of statistics, and first-hand visits to the reservation, I 

learned that progress has been made on the reservation because of access to Indian gaming 

revenue and a strong tribal government committed to improving the lives of its members.  Mille 

Lacs is a representation of how a tribe can incorporate some of the non-Indian ideas with the 

traditional American Indian way of life to benefit its members. 

The reservation has seen vast improvements after the enactment of IGRA and the opening of 

Grand Casino Mille Lacs and Grand Casino Hinckley in the early 1990's.  With the vision of 

previous tribal leaders and elders and their newly increased economic resources, the tribe has 

often been cited as a model of reservation life.  Casino revenue has gone towards building two 

tribal schools, two health care clinics, three assisted living facilities for Band Elders, four 

community centers, a museum, two powwow and celebration grounds, Government Center, a 

workforce education and development center, an urban office and workforce center in 

Minneapolis, in addition to the casino and hotel complex.  The Mille Lacs Reservation has seen 
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great improvement over the last 20 years, due in large part to the revenues generated from Grand 

Casino Mille Lacs and Grand Casino Hinckley.  The band became the first Indian tribe in the 

country to use casino revenues to back a tax-exempt bond issue, which raised more than $20 

million for water, wastewater facilities, and road construction.  

CASINO/EMPLOYMENT 

Longtime resident and former Mille Lacs Band Commissioner of Education and Commissioner 

of Natural Resources, Don Wedll, said that many previous attempts were made to employ tribal 

members living on the reservation.  In the past, there was wild rice farming, a small electronics 

assembly plant, small businesses, a bingo hall, but none of them were successful.  These failures 

were largely due to the political involvement in business decisions and the difficulties associated 

with business start-ups in rural areas, which led to the high unemployment rates.  It was not until 

the passage of IGRA and the opening of the casinos that hope was seen in the community.53 

Grand Casino Mille Lacs opened in 1991 and Grand Casino Hinckley opened in 1992.  The 

Grand Casinos employ over 3,000 people and are the largest employer in their respective 

counties.  More non-Indians than Indians are employed at the casinos and they enjoy good wages 

and employee benefits, given their rural locations.  The tribe has also paid over $80 million in 

taxes to the state and federal government on employee wages over the years. 

Casino revenue has made it possible for the tribe to offer low-interest loans to Band members 

who want to start their own business.  There are currently 34 Band-member owned businesses in 

operation that received assistance from the program. 
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Grand Casino Hinckley and Grand Casino Mille Lacs are two of the largest tourist attractions in 

the state of Minnesota.  Together they brought in over 5 million visitors in 2001.  More than 40 

local businesses have opened as a direct result of the increased demand and opportunities created 

by the two casinos. With the increase in tourists and Band members returning to the reservation 

for employment, new businesses have opened to meet the increased demands of the community.  

Besides the two Grand Casinos, the Band also owns restaurants, hotels, a golf course, an RV 

park, a grocery store, convenience stores, a movie theater, a manufacturing plant for wind turbine 

parts, and Woodlands National Bank that currently has six locations in Minnesota. 

All of these jobs were created without any direct financial assistance from the state government.  

Before the Grand Casinos opened, Mille Lacs reservation had one of the highest poverty rates in 

the country.  Through increased employment opportunities at the casinos, band-owned 

businesses, and small business ownership, the tribe went from a reported poverty rate of 81 

percent in 1990 to about 17 percent today.54 

GOVERNMENT 

Don Wedll said that after IGRA was signed, Mille Lacs tribal leaders met to discuss what to do if 

the casinos made money.  They knew that Mystic Lake Casino was already giving casino profits 

to its members in the form of per-capita payments.  Mille Lacs decided that they did not want to 

follow Mystic Lake’s example.  Instead, Mille Lacs decided to use its casino profits to build 

infrastructure, housing, a good school, a good clinic, and a good water tower.  They decided that 

they wanted to start by building a community.55 
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In an article by Stephen Cornell and Joseph Kalt, a correlation was found between indigenous 

norms of political legitimacy and the development of institutions of governance.  It is also a 

necessary condition for formal institutions of governance to be effective at establishing an 

economic system, and hence a necessary pre-condition for a community’s economic 

development.  The authors concluded that only with a cultural match, which means that a tribe’s 

preconstitutional government and the tribe’s current formal institution of power are the same, as 

well as having a separation of powers in checks and balances will economic development on a 

reservation prevail.56  The Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe’s form of government meets these criteria. 

A strong and stable government is one of the requirements for the success of a community.  Over 

4,100 tribal band members are represented by the elected Chief Executive, Secretary/Treasurer, a 

District I Representative, a District II Representative, and a District III Representative.  Each of 

these officials is elected by tribal band members every four years. 

The Mille Lacs Band’s tribal government is unique in that it is one of the few tribal governments 

in the country with a separation of powers form of government with a checks and balances 

similar to the federal government’s structure.  The Legislative Branch, or Band Assembly, enacts 

laws that regulate the Band’s affairs and appropriates money for Band programs and services.  

The Executive Branch led by the Chief Executive, implements Band laws and administers the 

programs and services.  The Judicial Branch, or Tribal Court, upholds the Band’s laws and 

ensures justice is served to all Band members. 

The newly built government center is where 540 full-time tribal government staff is employed.  

Reporting and regular audit checks are done by the federal government to ensure that casino 
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revenue is properly distributed to meet the five requirements of IGRA.  Profits are essentially 

taxed from the casinos at 100% and other band-owned businesses to fund programs and services.  

Mille Lacs was in a transitional period due to an election cycle during my visits, so information 

was limited to the following departments: Education, Health and Human Services, and Housing 

EDUCATION 

The separate lower and upper school buildings of the Nay-Ah-Shing schools opened their doors 

on September 24, 1993. They are the first American Indian schools to be built entirely from 

casino profits on an Indian reservation.    

Prior to IGRA, students in grades K-12 met for classes in the Band’s community center.  

Funerals and other community events were also held in the same building, distracting students 

from concentrating on their studies. This was an admittedly terrible learning situation, but 

without money, the tribal members did the best they could with what they had. 

To remedy the situation, the Band agreed to raise $15 million by issuing tax-exempt government 

bonds, $6.1 million of which was set aside for construction of the schools.  Proceeds from the 

casinos and other Band-owned businesses are being used to pay back the bonds.57 

The two schools receive Title I – ICEP (Individual Career Education Plan) money from the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs for operational costs calculated on a per-student basis. They also receive 

federal funding for those students requiring special needs, but as with other non-Indian schools, 

the federal special education funding does not cover the full cost of special education services. 
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The curriculum at the Band’s Head Start program, an Early Childhood Family Education 

program, and the K – 12 program meet Minnesota’s education standards. Students are tested in 

grade levels outlined by the Minnesota Department of Education’s requirement for all schools.  

Each year the Band’s schools meet the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  This is an extremely 

important accomplishment under the federal education “No Child Left Behind” guidelines 

because if a school does not meet the requirements the school will be placed on probation on a 

yearly basis. 

Students at Nay-Ah-Shing are required to take an Ojibwe language class. The Ojibwe language, 

which is in danger of being lost, due to a lack of fluent speakers, represents the history and 

culture of the Mille Lacs people and how they identify themselves.  The Nay-Ah-Shing schools 

are considered non-public because they offer these Ojibwe classes to their students.   

Below are charts that show the performance levels of the students for the MCA-II (Minnesota 

Comprehensive Assessment) tests that the Minnesota Department of Education administers.  The 

Minnesota Department of Education evaluates students performance levels based on the 

following criteria: Student Does Not Meet Expectations (Level D), Student Partially Meets 

Expectations (Level P), Student Meets Expectations (Level M), Student Exceeds Expectations 

(Level E).  I analyzed raw data from the Minnesota Department of Education for Math and 

Reading performance levels in 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009 academic years.  

  Level D  Level P  Level M  Level E 
Average 2009 Math  58 26 15 0.00
Average 2008 Math  76 22 2 0.00
Average 2007 Math  52.00 20.00 8.00 0.00
Average 2006 Math  79.00 11.00 10.00 0.00
Statewide Math  12.68 18.20 32.74 37.10
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  Level D  Level P  Level M  Level E 
Average 2009 Reading  46 26 21 6
Average 2008 Reading  59 16 25 0.00
Average 2007 Reading  32.00 30.00 18.00         1 
Average 2006 Reading  61.00 23.00 10.00 6.00
Statewide Reading  13.03 18.63 32.18 36.55

 

These test scores indicate that reading and math test results are improving, and that the reading 

scores are comparatively better than math scores. 

Mille Lacs Nay-Ah-Shing Lower School 

Silvia Norberg has been Assistant Principal at the Nay-Ah-Shing Lower School for 12 years. 

There are approximately 115 students in grades K – 4.  The school provides very small class 

sizes with between 9 – 12 students in each classroom. Each student receives education materials 

and textbooks along with meals during school times, which are all free of charge as a service 

provided by the school.  There are six computers in every classroom. 

Students attend 180 days of school and are encouraged to participate in after-school extra-

curricular activities. Assistant Principal Norberg said that chess and video clubs are offered after 

school by volunteer teachers.  She notes that there has been a marked improvement in the 

students’ reading skills during her years of work at Nay-Ah-Shing. 58 

Mille Lacs Nay-Ah-Shing Upper School 

The Nay-Ah-Shing upper school reflects the American Indian tradition of honoring the circle of 

life through its architectural inclusion of an assembly circle in the entrance.  Circling the 

assembly area is an impressive 10 feet by 40 feet mosaic depicting American Indian outdoor life 
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and the Great Spirit.  Students created the mosaic who cherish the memory of their work and 

proudly show it off to community members and visitors. 

The principal, Mary Simon, has been at the school since 2001. Approximately 100 students 

attend the upper school in grades 5 – 12.  There are seven class periods, which include subjects 

such as math, science, English, and Ojibwe.  Students are expected to be fluent in Ojibwe by 

graduation and they are expected to give a part of their graduation speech in Ojibwe.  Students 

also make a quilt in art class and are asked to give it to someone who had a positive impact on 

their life. 

Principal Simon is working hard to contend with the problems of disruption, truancy, students 

with fetal alcohol syndrome, a high percentage of special education students, low academic 

achievers, and low parental involvement.59  She stated that a Youth Conservation Team 

consisting of police and probation officers, a community liaison, county social workers, and 

tribal Band members meet to help at-risk students.  The team meets once a month to discuss 

ways to address and improve situations for these students.  The principal wants to institute a 

Parent Action Committee to discuss negative and positive issues involving students.  Hopefully 

this will be an encouragement to students to show them that their parents care about their 

education.  Principal Simon instituted the program in the 2009 academic year.60 

HEALTH and HUMAN SERVICES 

Casino revenue was used to build three health care clinics on the reservation in District I, District 

II, and District III. The clinics have licensed doctors, nurses, and psychologists. Some of the 
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services offered include: diabetes counseling, dental services, optometry, audiology services, 

laboratory services, traditional healing, and a pharmacy.  

Casino money provides over half the operating budget for Mille Lacs’ clinics, enabling the 

clinics to expand their services. Former Mille Lacs Commissioner of Health, Sam Moose, says 

that when he speaks to Commissioners of Health at reservations without casinos, those clinics 

must face a matter of “Life or Limb” before administering health care services to their tribal 

members.61 

Circle of Health is a Mille Lacs Band universal health care program that pays for deductibles, 

co-pays, and insurance premiums for Mille Lacs Band members regardless of where they live in 

the country. Non-Indians living or working on the reservation are also given access to this 

program, but they need to pay their own co-pays. 

More than 3,500 non-Indians, Indians, and their families have health insurance through their 

employment on the reservation.  A nearby hospital has expanded partly due to the tribe offering 

health insurance benefits to employees who may not have previously had health insurance.  The 

tribe also offers urgent care services without a co-pay to all casino employees. 

Diabetes is a rampant problem among the country’s American Indian population, so reservations 

are finding their own ways to combat the disease. Mille Lacs recently received a grant through 

the Indian Health Services to fund a fitness room filled with new exercise equipment and to keep 

a trainer on staff.  The fitness coordinator, Jim Ingle, works with anyone who visits the fitness 

room, both non-Indians and Indians who either live or work on the reservation and in 
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surrounding areas.  The program coordinator also says that he can reduce people’s insulin use 

and in some cases eliminate their need for insulin through education, exercise, and a good diet.62 

HOUSING 

Currently, the Mille Lacs Housing Department operates nine housing programs including: a 

home loan program, a home renovation loan program, affordable rental units, transitional 

housing, maintenance services, elder homes, elder housing renovation services, handicap housing 

renovation services, and emergency rental assistance.  

Several financing programs are available for band members.  Home Loans are available to all 

Band members regardless of where they live, who want to purchase an existing home, refinance 

an existing home mortgage, or build a new home.  Home Renovation Loans are also given to all 

Band members regardless of where they live.  These fifteen year loans are given out for any 

improvements that increase the value of the home.  Emergency Housing Services Loans are also 

available to band members, if needed. 

More than 200 new homes have been built and many existing homes have been renovated since 

1991.  In September 2009, construction began on 18 new single-family homes in District III.  

The Band also manages or provides housing maintenance services to approximately 525 homes 

on or near the reservation.    

Single-family rental units are also available to Band members through a wait-list because the 

demand for affordable housing exceeds the current supply.  Former Commissioner of Housing, 

Peter Nayquonabe, said that there are 300 names on the waiting list in the three districts and the 
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Philips neighborhood of Minneapolis.  He said that it will take three years to catch up to meet the 

demands of those on the waiting list.63 

Foreclosures are extremely rare on the reservation. The Housing Board and Band members work 

together to negotiate a deal if houses are in jeopardy of being foreclosed upon.  The sense of 

achievement in home ownership and the security of adequate housing have increased the stability 

of the reservation.   

With such rapid growth and success on the Mille Lacs Reservation in the last 20 years, it is 

important that agencies and programs keep pace with the growing needs of Band members.  By 

continually investing in community infrastructure and economic development, the tribe will 

continue to strengthen the feeling of belonging and pride among tribal members.  The Mille Lacs 

Band of Ojibwe’s tribal government’s active participation and strong leadership will become 

even more important as the needs of their members continue to grow.   

CONCLUSION 

In the 20 years since the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act was signed, tribal governments have 

used casino revenue to benefit their tribal members, counties where the casinos are located, and 

the state of Minnesota.  However, few non-Indians know how the casino revenue is used and 

believe that the revenue goes directly into individual American Indians’ pockets.  Federal law 

organized a framework for net casino revenue to be used in five specific areas, which include 

funding tribal government operations, providing for the general welfare of the tribe, promoting 

tribal economic development, donating to charitable organizations, and funding local 

government agencies.   
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With the exploration of each provision required by IGRA, it becomes obvious that the mandates 

were not only met, but exceeded expectations.  A review of the available information supports 

the successful impact of the casinos on reservations throughout Minnesota.  After the signing of 

gaming compacts, the tribes began the difficult and costly challenge of bringing their 

communities back to life after more than a century of poverty and neglect.  Since then, 

Minnesota tribes have literally rebuilt their communities on their own. 

Casinos have also had a dramatic effect on other economic developments in Minnesota.  The 

success of casinos has increased construction in Minnesota, added to the state’s infrastructure, 

added educational facilities and programs, health care, employment opportunities, small business 

developments, housing, and social programs. 

The expanded ability of tribal governments to control political and economic decisions is making 

a difference in the lives of many individual Indians as well as non-Indians.  One reservation in 

particular, the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, uses its casino revenue to put back into community 

infrastructure and to help address the needs of its members through programs and services.  The 

reservation has experienced higher profits than some in the state due to its closer proximity to the 

metropolitan area, so they have done what they can to help not only tribal members but the 

overall community as well.  Their strong and stable government is a critical piece to sustaining 

the reservation.  

After analyzing available statewide data reports on education, employment, health care, and the 

human services needs of American Indians in Minnesota, it is clear test scores have improved, 

high school graduation rates have increased, scholarships have allowed for more students to 
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attend higher education institutions, unemployment rates have dropped, health care needs are 

being addressed, and fewer American Indians are on state-assisted and federally-assisted 

programs.  However, this does not mean to suggest that the job is done for more still needs to be 

done. 

For example, American Indian tribal leaders in Minnesota have identified areas in which vast 

unmet needs still must be addressed.   These are their top priorities for the future, ranked in order 

of anticipated costs: 

Housing – new and renovated   $120 million 

Educational programs and facilities   $96 million 

Government operations and facilities  $76 million 

Health care services     $70 million 

Public works and safety    $34 million 

Capital debt      $100 million 

Total       $496 million64 

With such extensive remaining unmet needs, reservations have a long way to go before 

Minnesota’s American Indian communities enjoy the same quality of life that most state 

residents take for granted.  Given where American Indians started prior to IGRA, they have come 

a long way in a relatively short period of time.  By learning what the needs of American Indians 

are and what still needs to be accomplished, all people can work together towards a common 

goal of improving people’s lives. 
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