
An Indian Tribal View of the Back End of the Nuclear Fuel Cycle: 
Legal, Historical and Cultural Lessons 

 
Mervyn L. Tano, Esq. 

President 
International Institute for Indigenous Resource Management 

 
J. Herman Reuben 

Cultural Resources Specialist, Environmental Restoration and Waste Management 
Nez Perce Tribe 

 
Donna Powaukee 

Manager, Environmental Restoration and Waste Management 
Nez Perce Tribe 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Indian tribes including the Nez Perce Tribe, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian 
Reservation and the Yakama Indian Nation have entered into cooperative agreements with the 
U.S. Department of Energy to oversee the cleanup of the Hanford Reservation.  These and other 
tribes have come under severe criticism from some Indians and non-Indians for aiding and 
abetting the violation of Mother Earth by acquiescing in the contamination of lands by radioactive 
wastes.  This paper suggests that this view of the Indian relationship to nature and the 
environment  is too narrow and describes aspects of Indian religion that support tribal involvement 
in radioactive waste management and environmental restoration, and participation in radioactive 
waste management decision-making.  The purpose of this paper is not to suggest that Indian 
beliefs support the location of waste management facilities on Indian lands. 

 
The Relationship of Indian to Nature 
 
When Europeans arrived in the Western Hemisphere, they did not find an empty continent, a 
virgin land, and untouched landscape.  North America was already home to millions of Native 
Americans.  When whites first saw the eastern woodlands or the California coast they found 
numerous parklands created by Indian burning techniques.  These were not forests primeval, but 
habitats arranged by humans for the benefit of plants and animals necessary for human 
subsistence.  In climates which permitted horticulture whites discovered vast fields of crops: corn, 
beans, squash, and many other food products.  Indians developed different species of corn and 
engineered and constructed huge sophisticated irrigation projects, particularly in the Southwestern 
United States.  From the earliest times Indians had used fire, stone tools, and other implements to 
modify their environment in order to survive and to enjoy the world.   
 
American Indians loved nature and nature granted them the food, fuel, fiber and materials they 
needed to sustain life.  Their environmental religions promoted both dimensions of human-nature 
relations.  Their religions supported, apologized for, and justified subsistence activities.  Their 
religions asserted both a human separation from nature (because nature was the Indians’ 
economic source of life) and a human participation in nature (because nature was the Indians’ 
spiritual source of life).  Their religions recognized the lack of full human harmony with nature 
and sought to overcome it.  The buffalo story told by many tribes and the Nez Perce name-giving 
story are illustrative. 



 
The Buffalo Story 
 
Once, a long time ago, the humans were accustomed to killing and eating members of the Buffalo 
Nation.  They did this all the time and took no thought about it.  So the Buffalo Nation held a big 
Council and after much debate and discussion, the Buffalo Chief announced that the Buffalo 
Nation will no longer allow ourselves to be used by the human beings for food, clothing and all the 
things they require to live as humans because they do not appreciate our generosity.  The people 
were soon starving and their moccasins were worn and their clothes were wearing out and they 
had no robes to keep them warm in the winter.  The story goes on to describe how the daughter 
of the Chief of the People was captured by the Buffalo Chief, how the Chief of the People was 
killed by the Buffalo Chief in a failed attempt to rescue his daughter and how Magpie helped 
restore the Chief of the People to life.  The Buffalo Chief complained that for years the Buffalo 
Nation shared their bodies with the People for meat, robes and homes and never did the People 
once mourn the death of the Buffalo or smoke or pray for their return. 
 
The Chief of the People recognized the wrong that the People had committed against the Buffalo 
Nation and agreed that they would sing and dance after killing the Buffalo so that the Buffalo 
could return and live again.  They did so and for a long time there was plenty for all.  
 
The Nez Perce Name-Giving Story 
 
One day when Coyote was camped among his animal friends, he was called to the mountain by 
the Creator.  “Coyote come here” the voice called . So Coyote went to the mountain to hear what 
the Creator had to say.  “I want you to call all of the animals together tomorrow morning”.  “The 
two legged animal is soon to be here and I want to give them names or rename them so that they 
can be recognized”.   
 
All of this was happening when all that existed on this earth were the animals, birds, and fish.  
They had lived together since the great Creator put together Mother Earth.  So Coyote went to all 
animal camps and told them to be at the mountain at sun up so that they might receive the names 
of their choice.  Coyote was so excited.  Excited because perhaps he would be able to change his 
name to something more desirable.  Coyote was a name recognized in the animal world as one 
being sly, crafty,  sometimes dishonorable.  He wanted to be something else, more respected, 
more powerful and strong, like the grizzly bear, eagle, or the salmon. 
 
So Coyote decided that he would stay up all night so that he could be first in line to choose the 
name that he wanted.  He went back to his tent, sat by his fire, preparing to stay up all night.  But 
near dawn Coyote fell asleep.   At dawn, all of the animals were lined up to receive their names 
while Coyote slept.  When Coyote finally awoke, he went to the mountain to receive his chosen 
name.  As he approached the Creator, he noticed that all of the other animals were not around and 
thinking that he was first he was very jovial.  He greeted the Creator and said that he wanted the 
name of grizzly bear, the most powerful to rule the forests.  “Too late!” answered the Creator, 
“that name has already been taken”,  “then I want the name of eagle to rule the skies”.  Again, 
“too late” cried the Creator.  “Then  give me the name of salmon”, he said in a low and meek 
tone.  The Creator then  told him that all of the names have been taken except for one and that is 
the name of Coyote.  No one wanted the name of Coyote and that shall be your name.  Coyote 
very dejected, went back down the mountain almost crying.  The Creator feeling sorry for 
Coyote, called him back.  Coyote ran back up the mountain, “yes, yes, what is it?” 
 



The Creator let Coyote know that the two legged animal was coming soon, that was the reason 
for the name giving.  “But, someone has to prepare all of the animals for the coming of the two 
legged animals and that it will be your job.  You will teach them to be alert, cunning, and evasive.  
They will provide for the subsistence, food, clothing and tools of the two legged animal.  But, the 
two legged animal must learn to respect the animals that provided this help.   You will have 
supernatural powers to accomplish this.  You will have magical powers to turn yourself into 
anything you want and if you are killed your brother, the fox will have powers to bring you back 
to life”.   
 
Coyote was very happy with this assignment,  he ran and told all of the animals who he was and 
his assignment.  And at least  for a short time he was respected for his assignment.  But he still 
reverted to his old ways to complete his job.  Today he still exists, still doing his job, a survivor 
among the two legged animal.  
 
The Role of Religion 
 
Indian environmental religions sought to overcome the tension between reverence and built toward 
nature; note however, the method of overcoming was apologetic in a double sense.  Indians 
apologized to the animals they killed; they begged their pardon.  At the same time, Indians 
manipulated animals; they thanked them in order that they might kill them in the future.  It was 
said of the Ojibwa culture hero: “While he called the birds, beasts, trees and flowers and all he 
saw around him his relatives and friends, yet he was always trying to outwit them and use them as 
servants, and would maneuver to get them to do his bidding.”  In the same way Indians both 
apologized to nature and created a body of apologist oral literature regarding their use of natural 
resources.  A large corpus of Indian beliefs tried to justify Indian use of the natural world, 
including the killing of animals.  Indians could cultivate and use corn, because the corn spirit had 
given the food as a gift. 
 
Mutual Responsibilities 
 
What is the mutual and reciprocal responsibilities between hunter and prey?  The relationship is of 
an essentially spiritual nature.  The interdependence of life finds expression in Chief Seattle’s 
wisdom: “When you spit on the earth you spit on yourself.  What one does to the web of life, one 
does to itself.”  The hunter seeks his prey.  The prey offers itself to the hunter.  The hunter’s first 
responsibility is to sing, dance and pray to become a worthy recipient of the sacrifice of the 
hunted.  His second responsibility is to sing, dance and pray the willing sacrifice back to life, 
fulfilling the spiritual obligation.  The third responsibility is to take as little as is required for 
physical and spiritual survival and to avoid wasting any part of the sacrifice.  Wasted sacrifice is 
sacrilege, the transformation of the sacred to the profane.  Therefore the failure of the hunt was 
not caused by mere misfortune or inferior stalking skills or by poor marksmanship, but was 
viewed as a sign of inadequate spiritual preparation by the hunter.  An animal would give itself up 
only to one who was spiritually prepared.  Thus the great care with which so many of the Indians 
utilized every portion of the carcass of a hunted animal was an expression not of economic thrift, 
but of courtesy and respect and an aspect of the religious relationship that exists between the 
hunter and the hunted. 
 
The hunted’s responsibility is to offer himself as a willing sacrifice to sustain the life of the hunter 
and his kind.  In so doing the one validates his true relationship with the other and so maintains 
the balance and harmony of creation.  The common good of the entire community of creation has 
primacy over individual self-interest. 



 
The Buffalo story reveals the responsibility of the hunter to his prey and the corresponding, 
mutually reciprocal responsibility of the prey to his hunter.  That story and the Nez Perce Name-
Giving story reveal the Indian social truth of mutually reciprocal responsibility that characterizes 
Indian social interaction--that one cannot exist without the other.  This mutuality of interests 
whereby one’s very existence is dependent on respect, honor and compassion for self and others 
(whether they be human or non-human or animate or inanimate) produces a very different model 
for human social imagination from which to fashion social structures and practices.  If a hunter 
and his prey are unified rather than polarized then creation itself represents a universal 
community.  The individual responsibility is to assure the continuity of life and by reference, the 
well being of the people.  This does not violate the right of any individual, but instead, places 
individual rights in balance with the responsibility for continuity of community life. 
 
The Implications for the Back End of the Fuel Cycle 
 
Historically, Indians did not exist in unending harmony with the source of their life, nature.  
Instead, they cared about and recognized the tensions in their relation with nature, and they tried 
to reckon with them, make them livable, without doing away with the question of an ethical 
response to the world.  Indians were uneasy about the apparent paradox of both being part of the 
world and also in using its resources.  Their religions revealed that uneasiness and sought to 
resolve its tensions, not by denying either the either the “economic” or participatory dimensions, 
but rather by affirming them simultaneously. 
 
The experience of Indian tribes with the front end of the fuel cycle, primarily mining and milling, 
illustrates that paradox.  Uranium mining had been at once profitable and devastating to Indian 
tribes.  The lands of the Navajo Nation and the Spokane Tribe are dotted with abandoned 
uranium mines that pose risks to human health and the environment.  Many of the Navajo and 
other miners who toiled in unventilated underground uranium mines are dead or dying of cancer.  
The experience of these tribes and those tribes that have had to endure the insults to their health 
and environment from the nuclear weapons complex led the Council of Energy Resource Tribes 
to promulgate a policy calling for the phase out of nuclear energy in the United States.  Yet the 
CERT policy acknowledges the mutual and reciprocal responsibilities of tribes to participate in the 
safe and environmentally sound management of radioactive wastes. 
 
Ultimately, Indian beliefs do not provide the answers regarding the back end of the fuel cycle, 
however, they do provide a framework for expanding the scope of the dialogue.  For example, we 
ask whether reprocessing should be viewed as a way of using all of the resource: as a way of 
avoiding further injury to the Earth; as a way of avoiding further uranium mining and the 
consequential destruction of the lands of indigenous peoples?  Does reprocessing prevent the 
sacrilegious waste of the resource? Is reprocessing a way of honoring the efforts of those workers 
whose health was destroyed by mining and milling uranium and fabricating the fuel?  Conversely, 
does the once through cycle dishonor their sacrifices. 
 
The Indian view of the Earth as Mother also leads to the question of whether the construction of 
deep repositories is wise?  Similarly, is the disposal of spent fuel in deep underground repositories 
with no prospect of retrieval tantamount to the entombment of something alive and useful?  More 
importantly, we ask why these decisions should be made without the participation and the point of 
view of those who have paid some of the highest costs for the United States’ entry into the 
nuclear era--the Indian tribes. 
 



It may be that the involvement of Indian tribes in waste management and environmental 
restoration is entirely consistent with their religious tenets.  Certainly, the Nez Perce Tribe would 
not undertake any activity nor endorse any action that would be inconsistent with its core beliefs.  
If tribes such as the Mescalero Apache Tribe are willing to assume the responsibility to assure the 
safety and security of spent nuclear fuel, it may be not only for the monetary benefits, but also to 
help protect the well being of the people and of future generations. Even if tribal involvement in 
radioactive waste management is construed by others to be contrary to their teachings and 
detrimental to their environment, ultimately it is for the individual tribe to decide, based upon their 
teachings, whether or not these actions comport with their views of their responsibility to Mother 
Earth.  For the Nez Perce Tribe, like the many of the Indians, the world does not consist of 
inanimate materials to be used and of animals to be butchered and eaten.  It is alive, and 
everything in it is alive and could help or harm people.  Such was a basic premise of Indian 
existence:  the world and everything in it is alive and powerful and personally significant.  The 
debate over the back end of the fuel cycle would do well to include these views. 
 


