
 

 

  
In April 2016, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 

invited Native Americans and Aboriginal 

People to demonstrate and protest for 

clean, protected water. While mainstream 

media considers it the first major protest by 

the Native American community since 

Wounded Knee 1973, enrolled tribal 

members know all too well: it’s just another 

day to Washington DC. 
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Detoxing the Sacred:  

How Standing Rock highlighted the symptoms of decades of eco-abuse in Indian Country 

 

In April 2016, Phyllis Young of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe in Fort Yates, North 

Dakota organized a protest involving the global Native American, First Nations, and Aboriginal 

communities, regarding the emergency status of clean water being polluted by the Dakota Access 

Pipeline and its parent company Energy Transfer Partners.  At the height of the Protest in 

November 2016, thousands of “Water Protectors” were camped along the Cannonball River, a 

major tributary to the Missouri Water River System that spans the Mid-Western United States 

ultimately terminating in the Mississippi River Delta and the Gulf of Mexico.  People from all 

fifty states and several countries were represented in the cause of protecting our waters, 

including local advocacy journalists Albert Bender and Melanie Bender. While Mainstream 

Media considers it the first major protest by Native Americans since the time of the Wounded 

Knee Siege in 1973, American Indians and First Nation members know all too well: it’s just 

another hurdle to clear in the path of preservation.  

 Albert Bender, a member of the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma, is the founder of the 

American Indian Coalition, a Native American Community outreach program in the Nashville 

Metropolitan area.  He is also a contributing editor for the Tennessean newspaper, as well as 

News from Indian Country, and Indian Country Today – nationally distributed news sources.  
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He, along with his photo-journalist wife Melanie Bender, was approached in August 2016 to 

cover the Standing Rock Protest as advocate journalists. During an interview with the Benders 

many stories were relayed all of them noting an air of positivity and hope during their stay in 

August to September 2016.   They stated that many of the news outlets were portraying false 

news narratives. Some examples the Benders noted were that school children were in classes that 

were led by certified instructors who had travelled from the Pine Ridge Reservation in South 

Dakota. Also, not one person was going hungry as there were at least 5 fully functioning kitchens 

set up to serve meals across the camps (M. L. Bender).    Melanie L. Bender, a Mohave citizen of 

the Colorado River Indian Tribes of Arizona recalled their first day in North Dakota; “The 

newspaper arranged for rooms at the Prairie Knights Casino Resort - they flew us to North 

Dakota and got us to the hotel in Fort Yates from Bismarck, but it was on Albert and I to find 

rides. However, there was a solid flow of traffic to and from the Oceti Sakowin & Sacred Stone 

camps so hitchhiking was an option.”  Melanie also relayed that on the Benders’ first trip into 

Oceti Sakowin, they drove past a Native American pedestrian couple stopped on the side of the 

road by the North Dakota State Patrol. The Benders recalled that the officers were acting very 

hostile to the pedestrians they were questioning so they opted to leave with the rideshare before 

they were also detained (A. Bender).  

 Oftentimes, Native Americans find themselves at the hostile end of a state or federal 

government ruling.  Even the most recent numbers seem to point to the general lack of 

understanding of treaties between the federal government and the 567 federally recognized 

“sovereign tribal nations”.  By comparison, the situation is not much better in neighboring 

Canada where First Nations must contend with rulings against reserve trusts in the pursuit of 

mineral and water rights by the Commonwealth of Canada. An example used by researchers 
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often point to First Nations & Inuit people are often “left at the margins in policy development” 

and that while “0.2 percent of the total Canadian land base” belongs to First Nation Reserves, 

environmental wastes and toxins are a mounting concern (L. Bharadwaj Ph.D. 36).   Overall the 

governing systems of the northwestern hemisphere do not seem to be listening.  

 In the United States, environmental factors have played heavily into health concerns at 

the local level among tribal members. According to a recent compilation of numbers by the 

American Indian Cancer Foundation (from 1990 to 2009), cancer rates have steadily increased 

for American Indians and Alaska Natives.  In Energy production states (states where radioactive 

and petroleum products are a large part of the overall economy) Native American Women who 

live in the northern plains are at a 3.5 times higher risk of being diagnosed with Gallbladder 

Cancer and Native American Men who reside in the southwestern states are at 4.5 times higher 

risk of stomach cancer when contrasted with other ethnicities (American Indian Cancer 

Foundation). While traditional risk factors such as smoking, drinking, and obesity are also to be 

considered - it is interesting that the same types of diagnoses have steadily decreased in the 

Caucasian population in those same states.  How could this be? 

 Because tribal reservations are legally considered “states within a state”, often the 

regulations vary greatly and these oversights allow contractors to take liberties in how they 

dispose of byproducts and waste generated by production. Prime examples could be found in 

articles such as the Associated Press’ September 2016 article regarding the EPA shutting down 

17 wells in Oklahoma after a 5.6 magnitude earthquake (Associated Press).   Another problem on 

tribal lands in Oklahoma is groundwater contamination from Sequoyah Fuels Corporation’s 

Uranium conversion plant dating back to 1993 where Uranium and Thorium seeped into layers 

of dirt below the plant (Brugge). The estimated date for clean-up and closure is slated for 2020 
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(US NRC).  These are just two examples out of the multiple environmental hazard sites in many 

western states.  Because reservations are also trust lands, the Bureau of Land Management - 

operating under the United States Department of the Interior -  continues to exploit the non-

private ownership of mineral and water rights.  (Cannon) 

 What can be done by the Native American tribes?  There is not entirely an “easy 

solution”. Many tribes have what would be considered a “corrupt-ocracy” among their tribal 

councils, with a prime example being the Wounded Knee 1973 siege where the American Indian 

Movement barricaded themselves on the site of the Wounded Knee Massacre at the bequest of 

tribal elders at Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota in protest of then tribal chairman Dick 

Wilson (Britannica, Encyclopedia). The premise of the protest centered around the tribal 

chairman being “bought off” by the federal government to exploit the minerals of Pine Ridge for 

a kick-back, when tribal members did not vote to allow the federal government to seize assets 

from the members who lived at Pine Ridge without benefitting the Oglala Nation, things became 

violent.   More recently however, tribe have used their congressmen as life lines with 

Washington DC.  In the January 2017 edition of Biskinik, the monthly tribal newspaper for the 

Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, it was announced that the Department of Interior, along with the 

Choctaw & Chickasaw Nations, the State of Oklahoma, and Oklahoma City Water Trust had 

agreed to the Water Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation Act or the WIIN act, Public Law 

114-322 signed by President Barack Obama on December 16, 2016 (Hutto). Other ideas suggest 

that tribes buy their land outright such as the case of Qualla Boundary of the Eastern Cherokee 

Band of Indians in Swain & Jackson Counties, North Carolina (Hill).  Private ownership 

guarantees the legal standing of the tribes to use the land and mineral rights as they wish without 
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worry of exploitation by a third party, akin to owning our own homes in any given county or 

parish nationwide.  

 While it will be a long road to repair the environmental damage from careless corporate 

practices, the focus should be on future acquisition of land, mineral, and water rights. Legislation 

such as WIIN is a step in the correct direction to maintaining accessible water, however more 

must be done to ensure the ground we live on and air we breathe remains toxin free.  The protest 

at Standing Rock will hopefully serve as a catalyst to encourage cleaner and more responsible 

usage of the gifts the Earth shares with humanity. Phyllis Young stated it in her sentiment 

“Water is the first gift of life… We must fight for our survival depends on it” (“ Phyllis Young”). 

 

  



6 | C l a r k  

American Indian Cancer Foundation. "American Indian Cancer Burden: Cancer Facts for 

American Indian & Alaska Natives." Graphics. 2014. 

Associated Press. EPA shuts down 17 wells in Osage Nation after Oklahoma quake. Oklahoma 

City, 6 September 2016. 22 April 2017. <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/ap/article-

3776876/EPA-shuts-17-wells-Osage-Nation-Oklahoma-quake.html>. 

Bender, A. "Phyllis Young, Standing Rock Organizer Speaks Out." News from Indian Country 

September 2016: 2. Newspaper. 

Bender, Albert. American Indian Coalition Amy Clark. 15 April 2017. In person. 

Bender, Melanie Lewis. Photojournalist with Unicorn Riot Amy Clark. 15 April 2017. In person. 

Britannica, Encyclopedia. American Indian Movement. 2008. 

Brugge, D., et al. ""Weapons of Mass Destruction: The Sequoyah Corporation Fuels Release and 

the Church Rock Spill: Unpublicized Nuclear Releases in American Indian 

Communities."." Environmental Issues and Policy Index 97.9 (2007): 1595-600. 11 April 

2017. 

Cannon, Brian Q. "Review of The Nation's Largest Landlord: The Bureau of Land Management 

in the American West by James R. Skillen." The Journal of Interdisciplinary Histor 

(2010): 327-328. JSTOR. 

Hill, Michael. Qualla Boundary. 2006. 22 April 2017. <http://www.ncpedia.org/qualla-

boundary>. 

Hutto, Stacy. "Scoring a WIIN for SE Oklahoma Water." BISKINIK January 2017: 1. 

Newspaper. 

L. Bharadwaj Ph.D., Suzie Nilson, Ph.D. Ian Judd-Henrey M.Sc., Gene Oueliette, Laura 

Parenteau, Ceal Tournier, Chief Daryl Watson, Chief Darcy Bear, Chief Gilbert Ledoux, 

Chief Austin Bear. "Waste Disposal in First-Nations Commnnities: The Issnes and Steps 

Toward the Fnture." Journal of Environmental Health (2006): 35-37. 

US NRC. United States Nuclear Regulatory Comission - Sequoyah Fuels Corporation. 20 

October 2016. 22 April 2017. <https://www.nrc.gov/info-

finder/decommissioning/uranium/sequoyah-fuels-corporation-sfc-.html>. 

 

  

 

 


