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Tribal elders prefer that we do not begin our 
examination of MMIW with statistical data 

• As a Yakama tribal elder and family member of a sister that has gone 
missing she suggests that we begin with a statement that honors and 
respects the life of Missing and Murdered Indian People.

• Well thought out actions must be taken regarding our Missing and 
Murdered Indian People which is tied to the U.N. Declaration statement 
as outlined “that indigenous peoples have suffered from historic 
injustices as a result, inter alia, their colonization and dispossession of 
their lands, territories and resources…and recognizing and reaffirming 
that indigenous individuals are entitled without discrimination to all 
human rights recognized in international law, and that indigenous 
peoples possess collective rights which are indispensable for their 
existence, well-being and integral development as peoples”.









Many Indian reservations have state highways

Colville Indian Reservation, WA
Washington state routes 97 (US 97), 17, 21, 155
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Background Maps: 

Maps by CTUIR GIS 
Program





Murdered Missing Indigenous Women – 5,712

• The National Crime Information Center reports that, in 2016 there 
were 5,712 reports of missing American Indian and Alaskan Native 
women and girls. (NCIC 2018). Federal Bureau of Investigation.

• The US Dept. of Justice’s missing persons database, NamUs, only 
logged 116 cases.

• The Center for Disease Control and Prevention has reported that 
murder is the third-leading cause of death for Indigenous women.

• The rates of violence on some reservations can be up to 10 times 
higher than the national average. Urban Indian Health Institute, 
Seattle Indian Health Board (2016)



National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence 
Survey (NISVS)- NIPC, CDC, National Inst. Justice

• More than 4 in 5 American Indian and Alaska Native women (84.3 percent) have 
experienced violence in their lifetime. This includes –

• 56.1 percent who have experienced sexual violence.
• 55.5 percent who have experience physical violence by an intimate partner.
• 48.8 percent who have experienced stalking
• 66.4 percent who have experienced psychological aggression by intimate 

partner.
• The survey found one third of all American Indian women will be raped in their 

lifetimes. 
• The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) funded the analysis of death certificates 

found that, one some reservations, Native women are murdered at a rate more 
than ten times the national average. 









U.S. Attorney’s Office - Failure to prosecute

• During my time in the Spokane Tribal Attorney’s Office, I supervised the 
Tribal Prosecutor and we worked to hold perpetrators of rape, domestic 
violence, and child molestation accountable. We worked through law 
and order code changes that previously required proving “enticement” 
to get convictions on molestation. We worked with forensic interviewing 
specialist like Casey Family Partner services to have interviews hold up 
in court. 

• Nevertheless, we continued to get declination letters from the United 
States Attorney’s Office. We witnessed extreme cases of rape, sodomy 
and extreme violence that the U.S. Attorney’s Office declined to 
prosecute. Even one severe violent case in which a tribal member was 
sliced ear to ear under her throat requiring 72 stitches. 



Crimes on 
the Rez= JX

• When a cop arrives on the 
scene. They have to 
determine:

• 1) Fee or Trust
• 2) Who is perpetrator – are 

they tribal or non-tribal. If 
non-Indian then call Sheriff. 
NO JX

• 3) What is the crime? Is it a 
major crime = FBI, If it is a 
misdemeanor = Tribal JX



Major Crime
• Murder
• Rape 
• Arson

FBI
U.S. Attorney

• Feds
• Investigate 

and Prosecute

Misdemeanor 
or US Attorney

Declination

• Tribe 
Prosecutes



Research 
helps block 
the path of 
human 
trafficking

• With improvements in their awareness of 
human trafficking, transit agencies are 
working to make their systems more secure.

• Truck stops, rest areas, Bus stops,
• Truckers against trafficking – look for App
• Agencies are collaborating with law 

enforcement and special task forces to 
implement a anti-human trafficking action 
plan.

• State DOTs – can harness the potential of 
their employees and technology to fight 
trafficking, aid victims, and support critical 
decision making.



Urban Indian Health Institute, Tribal 
Epidemiology center began study

• No research had been done on rates of violence against native women 
living in urban areas.

• Approximately 71% of American Indian and Alaskan Native live in urban 
areas. The American Indian and Alaska Native population: 2010 U.S. 
Census Bureau. Other reports estimate 55% rural and small town.

• UIHI-The study sought to assess why obtaining data on violence is so 
difficult, how law enforcement agencies are tracking and responding to 
cases, and how media is reporting on them.

• Try to understand the institutional practices that allow them to 
disappear not once but 3 times – in life, the media, and in data.



Indigenous Mobility – Rez to City

• It is History and United States Government policies affect 
where tribal people live today.
• In the 1950s – Forced relocation from reservations to 
urban areas promoted by certain members of congress to prep  
for termination.
• Termination policies – This policy eliminated government 
recognition of tribes and sell tribal lands. After they took 
most all the could.
• Barriers to obtaining quality housing, education and 
employment on the reservation. Have to move to city. Poor geography. 





Tribal Mobility – Patterns of Travel

• How do you interact with 
vulnerable communities?

• Traveling practiced routes of 
our parents, grandparents

• Tribal Mobility - Not random
• Traditionally we are expect to 

visit our elders.
• Current systems of travel are 

not keeping our women safe.



Safety of Indigenous Women & Mobility

Tribal people have unique mobility patterns. 
Indigenous women travel from Reservation to City 
and back to reservation for family and ceremony.
Tribal people are connected to other natives and 
travel to many different reservations. Hitchhiking.
Ivory – South Dakota – stranded in City of Spokane. 
She had been on Kalispel rez and boyfriend’s 
family dropped her off. 
Not allowed to buy a bus ticket. Mom was on the 
phone with a credit card. Cash systems. Tribal ID 
not State Id. 



Violence Against Women – Visibility matters

• ½ of all Indigenous women experience Domestic Violence
• Many DV perpetrators are non-native, We have no jurisdiction over non-

indians
• 67% of child abuse cases are thrown out by U.S. Attorneys Office. 
• We had one molestation case that we had forensic interview that 

molester was yanking on his private. US Attny Declined. Oxygen tank.
• These Indigenous women were victims of domestic violence, sexual 

assault, police brutality, Sex workers, victims of trafficking, some 
victims identified as pregnant, homeless, some under age 18. Killed by 
partners- family member, serial killer, drug dealer.

• 83% of perpetrators identified were male, half were non-native



Geography – Urban states/cities with highest 
# cases, 

• New Mexico – 78  - Cities like Albuquerque (37)
• Washington – 71 – Seattle (45), (my daughter lives in Seattle)
• Arizona – 54 – Tucson (31)
• Alaska – 52 – Anchorage (31)
• Montana – 41 – Billings (29)
• California – 40 – San Francisco (18)
• Nebraska – 33 – Omaha, Missing persons database, just removed
• *The Invisible – 153 Indigenous women, identified by UIHI that currently 

do not exist in law enforcement records.



MMIW Model 
Copyright 2019  
Margo Hill



Critical Issues of Tribal Jurisdiction

• Oliphant – No jurisdiction over Non-Indians
• Shortage of Tribal Law Enforcement
• Poor relationships with local counties – Spokane Tribe 4th July DV
• Complex Jurisdictional issues – PL 280, Yakama Retrocession
• Prejudice – Institutional Racism – No one even looks for us
• Major Crimes = Federal, FBI,  U.S. Attorneys Office often declines 

prosecution. 
• Wash State Patrol – told tribe their insurance won’t cover there activities 

on reservation
• WSP- stop doing investigation when they found out 4 fatalities were 

tribal members on Hwy 97



Media Coverage – Stereotyping

• More than 95% of cases were never covered by media
• Vast majority of MMIWG – was centered on reservation based violence.
• This minimizes this issue in urban spaces
• Bolsters the stereo type of American Indians as solely living on 

reservations and perpetuates the perception of tribal communities a 
violence-ridden environments. 

• Media use language that can be perceived as violent or victim- blaming 
in their coverage of MMIWG. 

• Drugs, alcohol, sex work, gang violence, victims criminal history, making 
excuses for the perpetrator.



Difficult to detect trafficking cases – Rural 

• Cases are primarily Internet 
based;

• Trafficker directly recruit the 
victims;

• Drugs are typically involved;
• Victims are promised a better life 

and a chance to earn money
• Pimps isolate victims and remove 

them from their family.
• Victims have history of 

victimization. (Priest blaming 
dad)



U.S. v. Cooley, 141 S.Ct. 1638 (U.S. June 1, 
2021)- US Supreme Court – (Mobility, MMIW)

• Non-Indian defendant was charged with possession with intent to distribute 
methamphetamine and possession of a firearm in furtherance of a drug trafficking 
crime, based on evidence discovered by tribal officer who had detained defendant 
on public highway that ran across reservation. 

• The Supreme Court, Justice Breyer, held that: 1 tribal police officer has authority 
to detain temporarily and to search non-Indians traveling on public rights-of-way 
running through a reservation for potential violations of state or federal law, and 

• 2 existence of federal cross-deputization statutes, which granted Indian tribes 
degree of authority to enforce federal law, did not show that Congress sought to 
deny tribes this authority. Vacated and remanded. Justice Alito filed a concurring 
opinion.



Alaska – How perp was caught - Charter 
fishing boat captain

• The crimes were discovered when 
a health care professional who 
had been trained by FBI on how 
to identify trafficking victims, 
noted that a group of adolescents 
has the same sexually transmitted 
disease.

• “Innocence Lost” task force to 
tackle sex trafficking. Developing 
and working cases, training and 
outreach.



Legislation at Federal, Tribal & State level

• Navajo Nation passes legislation to protect children from Human 
Trafficking.

• Violence Against Women Act (VAWA)- Need to be reauthorized
• TLOA – Obama signed Tribal Law and Order Act that expands the punitive 

abilities of tribal courts across the nation. Tribal courts have had limited 
in the scope of punishment they could hand down in criminal cases, 
giving them the impression of a lower, less serious court.

• Savanah’s Act – federal bill, required federal law enforcement to track 
and report data. (doesn’t include cities) The bill was blocked by one 
vote, Bob Goodlatte of Virginia opposed certain provisions.

• Challenges in accessing data – impede the ability of policy makers to 
make informed decisions to address this violence.



Vulnerability to Human Trafficking

• Runaway/Homeless youth: The vulnerability of potential victims, 
especially minors, to sex trafficking in southern Oregon and rural towns 
is increasing, with sex crimes involving prostituted children and “survival 
sex” incidents among runaway and homeless youth on the rise.

• Minors cannot consent to any sexual activity and are victims by legal 
definition.

• Those involved in trafficking of persons do so by controlling the basic 
necessities of life of their victims. Safe and secure housing is not only a 
way of protecting victims but cutting the link between abuser and 
abused 

• Awareness-raising - provide stickers with a national trafficking hotline 
telephone number in the renewal notices sent out to restaurants and 
bars throughout Oregon. 



Teenagers treated as criminals; “johns” 
offered johns school to avoid criminal record

• Teens over the age of 18 are most vulnerable, as they are legally 
considered adults and if they are arrested for prostitution, instead 
of receiving protection or assistance, they are treated as 
criminals, charged with sex crimes, and if convicted, face jail 
time and a criminal record. 

• In contrast, “johns” (customers) in Oregon have been given the 
option of attending a “johns’ school” for a small fee to avoid any 
criminal record or fines. 

• The traffickers or pimps are rarely prosecuted or convicted; 



Today U.S. Attorney’s are responding

• I have personally seen a change in U.S. Attorney’s Office responding to 
cases happening on Indian Reservations.

• 3 year old – assault with a skull fracture. The assailant fled to Canada 
but was finally arrested and extradited. We met with FBI and 2 Assistant 
US Attorneys. All hands on Deck.

• Recently a drug possession case at a tribal casino hotel. A patron facing 
10 years. 

• I believe because of MMIW initiatives, legislation, media on marches, the 
red hand painted on our face, we are making a significant change to how 
federal law enforcement authorities are dealing with our cases.



Solutions – Police, Attorneys, Tribal Admin

• We need collaborative efforts across jurisdictions – Tribal and State and 
County

• We need standardized protocol for responding to cases of MMIWG
• We need resources for Law Enforcement
• We need U.S. Attorneys to step up and prosecute (my niece)
• In Washington State Patrol 2 position, East and West side liaison
• Gaps – racism – react too slowly to disappearance, 
• Tribes need to create better polices to address sexual harassment and 

assault. 
• Protect young girls from social media – snap chat, trafficking,



Response

The ribbon skirt represents the 
sacredness of Indigenous women. 
Native women have their own 
stories of resilence and despite 
ribbons of trauma and violation 
stacked upon them. We chose to 
honor the sacredness of urban 
Indian women as well as women 
from the reservation. A majority of 
the murders, rapes, domestic 
violence assault cases never get 
prosecuted. Of the very few that 
go to court, nearly 30% are not 
found guilty.





Indigenous Women – Reclaiming our role 

• Indigenous women are reclaiming our role 
as leaders in our tribal communities and 
across the nation.
• Historically, American Indian women 
exercised a significant amount of 
sociopolitical power within tribal nations.
• Today, contemporary American Indian women 
are seeking to regain this prominence 
(Portman & Herring).
• The role of Indian women in tribal decision making was deeply eroded by 

European contact (Jaimes & Halsey).



Indigenous women in Congress

• Two Native American women elected to Congress. This is why it matters.
• Centuries ago, colonists demoted indigenous women from leadership 

roles. We’ve been fighting to get them back ever since.

• Two Native American women won seats in the House of Representatives. 
Deb Haaland, a Laguna Pueblo from New Mexico, and Sharice Davids, a 
member of the Ho-Chunk Nation from Kansas, will be the first Native 
American women to serve in Congress.

• For Native American women, this is also about asserting their ancestral 
right to leadership in a society that has overlooked and undermined the 
power of indigenous women.



Federal Judge Humetewa

Diane Humetewa - Hopi
Confirmed in 2014 as the 
first Native American 
woman and enrolled 
tribal member to serve as 
a federal judge, 
Humetewa is one of three 
Native Americans in 
history to serve in this 
position.



Historical Context – Colonialism

• Power relation between men and women in tribal communities in 
pre-colonial times was one of interdependence.

• Leadership from American Indian perspective is seen as a SHARED 
VISION AND RESPONSIBILITY.

• Today American Indian governance is filled not with romantic 
notions of male chiefs as wise, supreme, all-knowing grandfathers

• But with tribal councils or executive committees consisting of both 
male and female leaders who are holding positions of leadership.

• Tribes are exercising our sovereignty and working to improve the 
lives of our citizens.



Scientists, Attorneys










