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Introduction 

Excited chatter fills the gaming hall with an air of celebration, determination, and hope. 
The year is 1984. The occasion is the opening of Ba’Ja Bingo on the Fort McDowell Yavapai 
Nation reservation— Arizona’s first casino. Against the backdrop of historical colonialist 
oppression and continued inequities, Arizona’s tribes adapted economic, legal, and political 
settler systems for their own benefit to create a new era of strengthened tribal sovereignty. Today, 
essentially all of Arizona’s twenty-two federally recognized tribes economically benefit from 
over twenty casinos operated across sixteen tribes.1  With an Aggregate Gross Gaming Revenue 
of $2,876,198,661 in the 2023 fiscal year alone, this annual economic boost has generated many 
benefits for Native and non-Native residents alike and has facilitated increased tribal autonomy.2 
However, these benefits are not without significant costs. 
 
Conceptual Framework 

To understand the conceptual framework of this paper, it is best to begin with an imagery 
exercise: Picture the desert after a monsoon. Focus your attention downward and watch as the 
sandy mixture of earthen clay guides pools of water into a stream. As droplets reach the stream, 
they are able to move quicker, more efficiently across the desert floor. Eventually, this stream 
develops white-capped rapids and becomes a raging river, growing faster each year and cutting 
deeper into the ground until a canyon forms, solidifying the river’s course within the red rock 
walls it created. Thus, the same action that facilitated an easier path for the water at one moment 
simultaneously made it more difficult for the water to determine a new course. 

Similarly, this paper will discuss Native Americans’ use of settler systems and how that 
strategy can simultaneously strengthen tribal sovereignty as well as these settler systems 
themselves in a paradoxical fashion. For the simplicity of this paper, this phenomenon shall be 
coined the “Canyon Model,” though it shares many concepts derived from various scholars’ 
work in the interdisciplinary field of settler colonialism. Firstly, the Canyon Model’s emphases 
on fluidity, long-term trends, and complex infrastructural relationships are meant to reflect the 
way in which Lorenzo Veracini claims that the end goal of settler colonialism is to “extinguish” 
itself by using a variety of strategies to supplant existing structures rather than simply maintain 
power imbalances.3  As such, resistance to this mechanism cannot be achieved through a singular 
event of revolting, requiring alternative strategies such as the adaptation of settler systems.   

Perhaps the most closely related term to the Canyon Model is Dr. Andrew Curley’s phrase 
“Carbon Sovereignty” which expresses the various socio-political factors tying reservations to 
resource extraction and how Native Nations may build their sovereignty through “Carbon 

 
1 “Tribal Land & Casinos,” Arizona Indian Gaming Association, accessed February 2025, 
https://www.azindiangaming.org/tribal-land-casinos/. 
2 Jackie Johnson, “FY2023 Annual Report of Tribal Contributions,” Arizona Department of Gaming, August 11, 
2023, https://gaming.az.gov/sites/default/files/TC%20Annual%20Report%20FY23-%208-11-23.pdf. To access the 
archive of gaming reports in Arizona, go to gaming.az.gov/resources and click on “Reports.” 
3 Lorenzo Veracini, “Introducing,” Settler Colonialism Studies 1, no. 1 (2011): 1-12, 
doi:10.1080/2201473X.2011.10648799. 
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Treatymaking” (i.e. negotiations within carbon-related industries).4  Yet whereas Dr. Curley’s 
terms focus more on the internal process of colonialism and nation building, the Canyon Model 
may be used to describe the overall trend that such actions fit within. 

In order to further illustrate the Canyon Model and apply this theory, this paper will 
identify how the stream formed and what historical contexts facilitated an initial desire to use 
settler systems by observing how settler encroachment greatly impacted the overall physical, 
cultural, and political health of two of Arizona’s tribes. Once a need to join the stream is 
established, this paper will describe how the canyon was carved by analyzing the ways that these 
tribes adopted Western legal, political, and economic structures (in the form of gaming rights, 
litigation battles, and the tribal entertainment industry) to reestablish autonomy within this new 
context. Lastly, it will explore the ways in which the casino-entertainment industry may pose an 
obstacle for water relations and culturally-sustaining environmental stewardship while 
perpetuating settler perceptions of water, thus situating the industry within the wider discussion 
of colonial relations and illustrating the late stages of the Canyon Model. 

 
Geographic Context 

Whether for innate, cultural, or utilitarian qualities, Arizonans have always had some 
concept of water’s importance. Though this is inherent to all communities, desert life fosters a 
particular attachment to water. This relationship and concern for it has only become more 
prominent given increasing scarcity due to years of over drafting Arizona’s waterways, climate 
change, and drought, which has triggered water reductions throughout the Colorado River Basin. 
In fact, the Southwest as a whole has been suffering from the “most severe drought in centuries” 
since about 2000, contributing to drastic reservoir declines.5 

The second largest reservoir in the country, Lake Powell, experienced its lowest ever 
water level, filling to only 23% capacity, in 2023.6  To address this issue, the Central Arizona 
Project (CAP) reduced their deliveries by about 34% in accordance with the Drought 
Contingency Plan (DCP) guidelines for a Tier 2a shortage.7 Although 2023’s winter rains raised 
water levels enough to bring Arizona back to Tier 1 stipulations, there were still cuts required for 
2024 with agriculture and “other excess” being reduced by 100%, municipalities/industries by 
3%, and tribes by 6%.8  While these measures may be steps in the right direction, the road to 
restoring water health in the desert is a long process that requires proactive solutions and a 
reframing of water relations. Arizonans need to be able to critically analyze all aspects of water 

 
4 Andrew Curley, Carbon Sovereignty (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2023). 
5 Ian James, “As the Colorado River Shrinks, Federal Officials Consider Overhauling Glen Canyon Dam,” Los Angeles 
Times, February 18, 2023, https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2023-02-18/federal-officials-consider-
overhauling-glen-canyon-dam.  
6 James, “As the Colorado River Shrinks, Federal Officials Consider Overhauling Glen Canyon Dam.” 
7 Central Arizona Project, “Colorado River Shortage FAQs,” Arizona Department of Water Resources, November 
2022, https://library.cap-az.com/documents/departments/planning/colorado-river-programs/2022-11-colorado-river-
shortage-faq.pdf. 
8 Steve Nielsen & Kenneth Wong, “Arizona’s Water Crisis: Colorado River Restrictions Easing in 2024, but 
Negotiations Over Future Continues,” Fox10 Phoenix, January 1, 2024, 
https://www.fox10phoenix.com/news/arizonas-water-crisis-colorado-river-restrictions-easing-in-2024-but-negotiatio 
ns-over-future-continues; “Shortage Impacts,” Central Arizona Project, 2024, 
https://www.cap-az.com/water/cap-system/planning-and-processes/shortage-impacts/. This category of 
“Agriculture” only refers to districts that opted out of long-term contracts for cheaper CAP prices, not a 100% 
reduction of water for all agriculture. This trade-off was offered to preserve depleted groundwater supplies. Without 
CAP water, these agriculturalists will return to groundwater.  
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use, including the entertainment industry, in order to make informed plans, properly steward the 
land, and sustain the future. 

However, it is not enough to simply identify areas of high water use and demand 
immediate decreases amongst tribal communities. To do so would be disingenuous as they are 
neither the sole operators of the state’s entertainment industry, nor the highest water users. 
Rather, we also need to understand the economic implications of the casino-entertainment 
industry and what these sources of income mean for tribal communities on a cultural and 
political level so as not to continue the system of taking natural resources at the expense of 
Native welfare and autonomy. Similarly, we need to assess these relationships in terms of the 
Canyon Model to highlight its potential faults and encourage further evolution of this strategy to 
create decolonized systems that reject western dichotomies of environmental stewardship and 
economic success, in favor of a more equal, indigenous-influenced understanding of the two. 
Ideally, looking at the situation and solutions in this way can give Arizona a great level of 
resilience that will ultimately benefit all of her citizens, including Natives, non-Natives, and non-
humans, alike. 

Although many different tribes could have been used, this paper primarily focuses on 
two: the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community (SRPMIC) and the Fort McDowell 
Yavapai Nation (FMYN)— both of which are located in the northeast region of the Phoenix 
valley, near major suburban cities like Scottsdale, Tempe, and Mesa. This location is the most 
urban, populated area of the state, as well as one of the hottest. Because of this geography, local 
tribes’ experiences with settler encroachment, as well as economic cooperation (i.e. tribal land 
leases and joint Native-non-native businesses) is clearly evident. Additionally, the population 
density and subsequent high level of water demand combined with its hot climate makes the 
Valley region a prime locale to observe water relations.  

The Salt River and Fort McDowell Nations also feature elevated levels of political 
activism and extensive investment into entertainment enterprises. For example, the Fort 
McDowell Yavapai Nation has forced the government to change course on at least two occasions. 
This small, yet active tribe is also home to the first tribal casino in the state of Arizona and 
currently operates a successful chain of entertainment enterprises under the We-Ko-Pa name. 
Similarly, the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community was politically active with notable 
participation in tribal gaming litigation efforts. The Salt River Indian Community also has a 
massive entertainment industry highlighted by Casino Arizona, Talking Stick Resort & 
Casino, and jointly operated businesses all under the Talking Stick namesake.  
 
Historical Context 

Although both the SRPMIC and the FMYN had ancestral strongholds in central Arizona, 
many of their members have been displaced by settlers. The SRPMIC is comprised of two 
culturally and linguistically distinct tribes— the Akimel O’odham (Pima) & Xalychidom 
Piipaash (Maricopa).9  Both of which have geographically linked names, with Akimel O’odham 
meaning “river people” and Xalychidom Piipaash similarly translating to “upriver people,” 
emphasizing just how integral water is to their societies. 10 This strong connection to water is 
likely related to beliefs of ecosystemic relationships and their long agricultural traditions, dating 
all the way back to the O’odham’s prehistoric ancestors, the Huhugam, who were famous for 

 
9 “History & Culture,” Salt-River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community, https://www.srpmic-
nsn.gov/history_culture/#history. Last accessed February 2025.  
10 “History & Culture.” 
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their impressive canal systems that spanned hundreds of miles to support irrigation.11  
Nonetheless, this system was more or less mysteriously abandoned around 1450, which— 
according to the SRPMIC’s website— is arguably best explained by the notion that “a modest 
lifestyle is simply more sustainable in this harsh Sonoran Desert environment.”12 

Despite the Huhugam’s seeming disappearance from the central valley, their O’odham 
descendants and nearby Piipaash allies continued to cultivate the region through first contact 
with Euro-Americans, growing staples such as beans, corn, and squash, as well as cotton and 
tobacco (once introduced by colonists), along the Gila River.13  Seeing these people live close 
together and with similar agricultural practices, the US government grouped them into a singular 
Gila River Indian Community by executive order in 1859.14 Shortly after, the federal government 
temporarily expanded reservation farming by about 6,000 hectares to support soldiers’ rations, 
leading to more than 1,200 tons of additional winter wheat production from 1859 to 1870.15 

However, by the end of the American Civil War in the 1860s, with the additional 
influences of mineral discovery and general westward expansion, settlements in Arizona’s valley 
grew, as did the scale of water diversion systems, which prevented much of the water from 
reaching O’odham-Piipaash farms.16 The remaining water eventually dried up as the result of a 
nearly simultaneous secondary boom in agricultural settlements and a drought that occurred 
through the 1870s.17  With no ability to farm, some tribal members moved along the Salt River 
(which contained a considerably greater amount of water than the Gila at the time) to establish 
new communities.18 

This push factor, in addition to the lure of cheaper products and trades of agricultural land 
for protection from Apache Natives, led approximately 1,250 O’odham and Piipaash to migrate 
to the Salt River valley, closer to White settlements.19  Despite agreements, conflicts soon arose 
out of different cultural views of resource ownership, requiring the attention of regional military 
officials, who were mostly supportive of establishing a Salt River reservation to protect the peace 
as well as the Natives’ land.20  This suggestion was more or less heeded, causing President Taft 
to issue an executive order in 1910 that established a fairly sizable reservation on the Salt River. 
However, a 1911 executive order presented a truncated version of the reservation area in 
response to a Maricopa County resolution that included complaints by many Scottsdale residents 
whose homes would have been considered Native territory under the original boundary.21 

 
11 “History & Culture.” 
12 “History & Culture.” 
13 Stefani Kim, “McDonald’s or Mesquite: Struggles on the Salt River Pima Reservation,” City University of New 
York, December 31, 2014, 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=1032&context=gj_etds. 
14 Salt-River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community, “History & Culture.” 
15 Klaus Frantz, “The Salt River Indian Reservation: Land Use Conflicts and Aspects of Socioeconomic Change on 
the Outskirts of Metro-Phoenix, Arizona,” GeoJournal 77, no. 6 (2012): 780, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10708-010-
9375-5. 
16 Malcolm L. Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands: The Boundary of the Salt River Indian Community,” Journal of 
Historical Geography 17, no. 3 (1991): 242, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-7488(05)80001-5. 
17 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 242. 
18 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 244. 
19 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 244. 
20 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 245. 
21 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 249. 
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While the securing of a Salt River reservation was significant, indigenous settlement 
there was understood by the O’odham-Piipaash and military officials alike to be a temporary 
shift while water was restored to the Gila River. Water was always the key factor, even to the 
point of war, as at least one O’odham threatened.22 The movement of many families back to the 
Gila River in 1879 following the end of the drought further indicates this intention.23 
Unfortunately, Arizona’s governor at the time rejected an unofficial plan to restore water to the 
Gila and dissolve the Salt River reservation, choosing instead to allow upstream settlements to 
continue usurping water from both rivers.24  Thus, increased settlements, an even worse drought, 
and completion of the Roosevelt Dam in 1911 dried up the Salt River, further inhibiting 
indigenous agriculture by the early 1900s.25 

With no water and no source of income, the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian 
Community and many river-reliant tribes fell into severe poverty, reducing their people to often 
unhealthy federal rations and an overall weakened political and economic state. Despite legal 
successes such as the 1910 Kent Decree and 1935 Bartlett Dam Agreement that affirmed the 
SRPMIC’s right to river water, enforcement of these laws remained insufficient. For example, in 
1916, Congress instructed the Salt River Project (SRP) to provide water for 631 reservation 
allotments, but the Tribe never saw this water due to the US Reclamation Service’s claim that all 
of the water had already been allotted, despite the fact that they had not officially started 
operation.26 

It was not until the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community Water Rights 
Settlement Act of 1988 that water was effectively allocated in full accordance with the law. 
According to the Act, failure to uphold rights ensured by past legal cases “severely limited the 
Community's access to the water and financial resources necessary to develop its valuable 
agricultural lands and frustrated its efforts to reduce its dependence on Federal program funding 
and achieve meaningful self-determination and economic self-sufficiency.”27  This act was a 
major success that finally codified the SRPMIC’s access to water, supplied by the Salt River 
Project (SRP), Central Arizona Project (CAP), Roosevelt Irrigation & Water Conservation 
Districts, reservation aquifer, and a few other sources.28 

While the Yavapai— who tie their origins a bit more northeast to Sedona— were not 
historically agrarian like the O’odham and Piipaash were, they were also greatly impacted by 
settlers.29  Amidst the backdrop of the Apache Wars and increasing mining and ranching 
settlements, military posts like Fort McDowell were established as protection while camps were 
created to keep track of Native groups (mostly Yavapai who had been weakened by colonial 
diseases) that had surrendered, and coerce them to pick up farming rather than maintain a 

 
22 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 242. 
23 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 251. 
24 Comeaux, “Creating Indian Lands,” 253. 
25 Frantz, "The Salt River Indian Reservation,” 780. 
26 William H. Swan, “The Salt River Pima-Maricopa Settlement: An Overview,” University of Arizona Press, 
https://open.uapress.arizona.edu/read/indian-water-in-the-new-west/section/fd79c1c1-d802-403e-a696-fc863e7b5fa 
1#:~:text=Along%20with%20other%20Indian%20reservation,acre%2Dfeet%20per%20year). 
27 Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community Water Rights Settlement Act, Publ. L. No. 100-512, 102 Stat. 2549 
(1988), https://www.congress.gov/100/statute/STATUTE-102/STATUTE-102-Pg2549.pdf, Sec. 2 a6. 
28 Swan, “The Salt River Pima-Maricopa Settlement: An Overview.” 
29 Fort McDowell Museum & Culture Center, “People of the Red Mountain,” 1998, uploaded to YouTube July 27, 
2021. 
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traditionally hunter-gatherer lifestyle.30   People from these camps were later moved to the Verde 
Valley before being quickly relocated once the land was deemed too fertile given settlers’ dual 
desire to farm the land themselves and treat the Natives as defeated enemies.31  The ensuing 
journey to the San Carlos reservation in 1875, sometimes referred to as the Exodus Trail, was a 
sixteen day Southwest Trail of Tears, featuring physical sores, biting cold, hunger, and painful 
memories.32  The mission of converting the Yavapai into a farming community was continued at 
San Carlos on what one Apache figure described as a “concentration camp,” despite that area’s 
reputation for having soil that was too dry and insufficient for agriculture.33  Once allowed to 
leave San Carlos in the early 1900s, some of the Yavapai returned to their home along the Rio 
Verde.34  However, they, too, would suffer from insufficient water access, as well as generalized 
disruptions from a generation’s worth of distance from their homelands. 

The Fort McDowell Indian Community Water Rights Settlement Act borrows from the 
Salt River Water Rights Act, verbatim, to express how a lack of proper water allocations 
hindered access and execution of sovereignty.35  Of course, this agreement would come after a 
long and impressive battle. With the authorization of the Central Arizona Project (CAP) came 
new and revived proposals for numerous dams, including the Orme Dam, which would have 
flooded over 120 ancestral sites and the Fort McDowell Yavapai’s cemetery.36  In response, the 
Tribe began sending leaders to lobby policy makers, collaborating with nearby officials and 
environmental agencies, and even organizing a protest march from the reservation to the Phoenix 
capitol in 1981, executing one of the few successful attempts to resist damming. Though the 
threat of CAP flooding was subdued, the legal battle for adequate access to this and other water 
systems continued until the water rights settlement was finally reached in 1990. 

The significance of these historical case studies is threefold. Firstly, they describe how 
settler-induced disruptions ultimately lead to loss of livelihoods and extensive poverty which 
further encouraged federal dependency and decreased sovereignty. From this, a need to find 
alternative means of promoting community welfare is established, explaining why these tribes 
may have felt inclined to adopt settler systems. Secondly, efforts to confirm water rights via 
compacts indicate early adaptation of American legal and political systems, grounding the notion 
that the two tribes have a history of utilizing western institutions for the benefit of their 
communities and giving credence to the idea that tribal casinos and other enterprises similarly 
fall within this strategy. Thirdly, the illustration of water usurpation and subsequent battle for 
reclamation serves to honor the struggle that undergirds current activities and informs future 
decisions. 

 

 
30 Fort McDowell Museum & Culture Center, “People of the Red Mountain.” 
31 Fort McDowell Museum & Culture Center, “People of the Red Mountain.” 
32 Annette McGivney, “The Exodus Trail,” Arizona Highways, https://www.arizonahighways.com/article/exodus-
trail. 
33 McGivney, “The Exodus Trail.” 
34 Fort McDowell Museum & Culture Center, “People of the Red Mountain,” 1998; McGivney, 
“The Exodus Trail.” Currently, the Yavapai are divided among 3 Arizona reservations with the 
Fort McDowell tribe primarily occupied by the Southeastern band, or Kewevkapaya. 
35 Fort McDowell Indian Community Water Rights Settlement Act, No. 101-778, H.R.5063 (1990), 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/101st-congress/house-bill/5063/text. 
36 Ron K. Schilling, “Indians and Eagles: The Struggle over Orme Dam,” Journal of Arizona History, Vol. 41, No. 
(Spring 2000), 57-82, 60. 
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History of Tribal Gaming in Arizona 
To overcome these negative impacts, many indigenous communities continued their 

adaption of settler systems, adopting the economic institution of gambling houses and the wider 
hospitality/ entertainment industry. During the 1980s, multiple tribes throughout the nation were 
inspired by the economic success of Las Vegas and began opening small-scale casinos. Likewise, 
the Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation opened Ba’Ja Bingo— the first gambling house in the state 
of Arizona— in 1984.37  In the same fashion that these facilities gained revenue, they also 
accumulated attention from state authorities citing the threat of organized crime, resulting in the 
1987 supreme court case California v. Cabazon Band of Mission Indians.38  In a 6-3 victory, the 
majority opinion found that the Organized Crime Control Act of 1970 did not apply to the 
regulation of tribal gaming and that Native Nations’ right to sovereign economic development 
supersedes state’s laws about gambling when these laws are civil rather than criminal in nature.39 

Shortly after this decision, the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) was passed in 1988 
to secure Tribes’ ability to develop casinos on reservations and dictate requirements for this 
process. Within this outline was the stipulation that certain types of gaming machines like slots, 
categorized as Class III, required a compact between each tribe and their prospective state’s 
governor.40  Confident in their ability to negotiate a compact, the Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation 
ordered a shipment of Class III machines and boosted their revenues. However, instead of 
signing the compact, Arizona’s governor, Symington Fife, issued an FBI raid on five tribal 
casinos throughout the state. Rather than let their machines be taken away, members of the Fort 
McDowell Yavapai Nation united, using humans, personal trucks, and the local sand & gravel 
company’s equipment, to blockade the FBI agents and create a standoff.41 After a “cooling off” 
period and continued public pressure, including another march to the capitol, Gov. Fife was 
forced to enter a compact agreement.42  Although this agreement was relatively restrictive, it was 
a watershed moment for tribal gaming nonetheless. By the end of 1994, sixteen tribes in Arizona 
had attained compacts.43  

The Salt River Pima Maricopa-Indian Community, however, was not one of these tribes. 
By the time they sought a compact, Gov. Fife refused to cooperate yet again. Although he 
claimed that his refusal was based on legal changes, others have pointed out that he was likely 

 
37 Debra Utacia Krol, “How a Native American tribe changed the gambling industry by standing up to the FBI,” 
USA Today, May 20, 2022. 
38 Krol, “How a Native American tribe changed the gambling industry by standing up to the FBI,” 2022. 
39 California v. Cabazon Band of Indians, 480 U.S. 202 (1987), Retrieved from Oyez, 
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1986/85-1708; “History Timeline,” Arizona Indian Gaming Association, 
https://www.azindiangaming.org/history/. This was not the first time that state officials challenged tribal gaming—
Seminole Tribe v. Butterworth (1981) featured a similar debate on regulatory jurisdiction over tribal gambling in the 
state of Florida. The 5th Circuit Court ruled in favor of the Seminole Tribe and the inapplicability of Florida’s 
regulations, establishing a precedent for CA v. Cabazon. 
40 “Frequently Asked Questions— What is the Difference Between Class II and Class III Gaming?” National Indian 
Gaming Commission, https://www.nigc.gov/commission/faqs-detail/what-is-the-difference-between-class-ii-and-
class-iii-gaming#:~:text= Class%20III%20games%20include%2C%20but,of%20any%20game%20of%20chance. 
Last accessed February 2025.  
41 Independent Newsmedia, “Remembering Fort McDowell Casino Raid in 1992,” Fountain Hills Times Independent, 
May 10, 2022, https://www.fhtimes.com/fountain-hills-independent/stories/remembering-fort-mcdowell-casino-raid-
in-1992,42622. 
42 Independent Newsmedia, “Remembering Fort McDowell Casino Raid in 1992,” 2022. 
43 “Tribal Gaming History,” Arizona Department of Gaming, accessed February 2025, https://gaming.az.gov/tribal-
gaming/history#timeline. 
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politically motivated by a reported desire to use gaming revenue to fund tax cuts (which would 
occur years later with the establishment of the Arizona Benefits Fund).44  Nonetheless, this 
refusal indicated a lack of the “good faith” IGRA requires governors to act in, serving as the 
basis for the SRPMIC to sue the state in 1995.45 A separate supreme court case in 1996 found this 
clause of IGRA to be unconstitutional, causing the SRPMIC’s case to be dismissed and remain 
ultimately unfruitful upon appeal.46  Determined to secure Class III rights, the SRPMIC proposed 
a measure that would force the governor to sign a compact with any requesting tribe. This 
measure passed, but continual challenges and appeals in state courts delayed further negotiations 
until 1998 when the governor (now Jane Hull) finally signed a limited compact with the 
SRPMIC.47 

Yet, the topic of tribal gaming remained fraught through the turn of the century with dog 
and horse track owners— threatened by the competition— jamming negotiations for compact 
extensions. Steadfast in the fight for casino rights, increased economic autonomy, and 
strengthened tribal sovereignty, the SRPMIC and multiple tribes throughout the state (especially 
the ones with successful casino economies) collectively launched the most expensive campaign 
in state history up to that point in 2002— Proposition 202, which was narrowly passed to secure 
and expand the right of all Arizona Tribes to obtain Class III compacts.48  Although legal 
challenges persisted, this proved to be a pivotal point for Arizona’s tribal gaming. 

 
Impacts of Tribal Gaming in Arizona 

Today, all twenty-two of Arizona’s federally recognized tribes are associated with gaming 
in some way, yielding massive benefits for both Native and non-Native residents. The Arizona 
Benefits Fund ensures that 1-8% of all tribal casino revenues go to the state for the support of 
cities, education, emergency services, wildlife, and tourism, with over two billion dollars having 
been pumped through the program since 2004.49  Due to certain regulations, the exact amount of 
total revenue generated by tribal casinos is not always openly disclosed, but one journalist 
estimated the revenue of the Salt River casinos to be about 359 million dollars between 2002 and 
2018, with 35% being distributed as checks for each tribal member, 50% going towards various 

 
44 Ronnie Lupe, “Chairman’s Corner: Governor’s reversal on Indian gaming is most likely a self-serving political 
tactic,” Fort Apache Scout, June 23, 1995, 
https://ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/chairmans-corner-governors-
rev ersal-on-indian/docview/368088303/se-2?accountid=8360. 
45 Lupe, “Chairman’s Corner: Governor’s reversal on Indian gaming is most likely a self-serving political tactic,” 
1995. 
46 “Tribal Gaming History.” 
47 “Tribal Gaming History.” 
48 Associated Press, “Indian gaming Proposition 202 narrowly wins approval,” Arizona Daily Sun, November 7, 
2002, https://azdailysun.com/indian-gaming-proposition-202-narrowly-wins-approval/article_46955cde-7fbd-5128-
aa02-0e9a62e68348.html. In 2021, House Bill 2772 (“fantasy sports betting; event wagering”) was passed alongside 
an amended version of the Tribal-State Gaming Compact which broadened the category of gaming devices that can 
be operated exclusively by Arizona Tribes. FMYN was named as one of the few event wagering partners; “General 
Information,” Arizona Department of Gaming, https://gaming.az.gov/ewfs/general-information, last accessed 
February 2025; Kris Mayes, “Re: Historical Horse Race Betting and Arizona’s 2021 Amended Tribal-State Gaming 
Compact,” Arizona Attorney General, February 22, 2024, https://www.azag.gov/opinions/i24-003-r23-015.    
49 ABC15 Arizona, “DATA: A Look Inside Arizona’s Tribal Gaming Compacts,” YouTube video, 2:03, posted April 
5, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TYwy-jkBSp0&t=63s. The percentage of revenue given to the state is 
progressive so the highest earning tribes pay 8% while the lowest earning pay 1%. 
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social programs, and the rest supporting tribal infrastructure.50  Casinos have provided many 
Tribes with a consistent source of cash flow and greater financial autonomy, which has been 
proven to correlate with decreased emergency response times, increased cultural, educational, 
and social services, as well as decreased rates of smoking, heavy drinking, and obesity.51 

Additionally, Native incomes have grown at 6 times the rate of the US average.52 However, actual 
income amounts are still far below the American average as poverty rates remain high on 
reservations— a reality not caused by casinos, but one that could be perpetuated by gambling 
addictions. 

Furthermore, the entertainment industry has intensified tribal fracturing due to conflicting 
opinions on the degree to which settler systems should be adopted. This is a common point of 
debate for indigenous communities, regardless of the industry involved. However, discussions 
around the entertainment sector tend not to include the same level of concern for environmental 
stewardship that other businesses incur. While casinos do not pose as drastic environmental 
consequences as mining or other overtly harmful operations do, this paper argues that they 
should be evaluated on their high levels of water use with the assumption that these demands 
further ignore Arizona’s overexertion of water resources while perpetuating the idea that water is 
a resource to be manipulated for the support of further development.  

While casinos themselves are not necessarily super water intensive, they are often 
accompanied by related features like hotel resorts, golf courses, restaurants, pools, spas, and 
separate attractions, which all use significant amounts of water, especially given the large scale. 
This casino-hotel resort model, epitomized by Las Vegas, contributed to Nevada having an 
average per person per day water use of 315 gallons by 1995— one of its highest water use rates 
ever.53  While Nevada is not Arizona and Las Vegas is a wide margin away from the scale 
exhibited by tribal casinos, it is not unlikely that similar water infrastructures exist in both, given 
direct inspiration and affiliations. For example, the Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation was reported 
to enlist architect Joel Bergman, who designed Vegas’ Treasure Island, The Mirage, and Paris 
casino resorts, for their own facilities in 2000.54 

As for the accompaniment of other attractions, this phenomenon is best exhibited by the 
Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community, which has been especially open to partnerships 
with other businesses, allowing the construction of massive attractions on their lands. Two 
notable examples are Salt River Fields at Talking Stick (the first MLB spring training facility 
built on a reservation) and OdySea Aquarium— both of which have made efforts towards 
sustainability. Salt River Fields is the first spring training facility to earn a Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) score, being awarded gold status in 2011.55 As part of this 

 
50 The Arizona Republic, “How Much Profit do Tribal Casinos Make in Arizona? It’s Not an Easy Question to 
Answer,” uploaded to YouTube on August 10, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=11DvqshJ25I. 
51 Randall K. Q. Akee, Jatherine A. Spilde, & Jonathan B. Taylor, “The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act and Its 
Effects on American Indian Economic Development,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Summer 
2015), 185–208. 
52 Akee, Spilde, & Taylor, “The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act and Its Effects on American Indian Economic 
Development,” 2015. 
53 Sam Bruketta, “A Study of Water Use by Casinos in Las Vegas, Nevada: The Transformation of a Desert into an 
Oasis,” UNLV Gaming Law Journal 11, no. 1 (Fall 2020): 233-257. Vegas’ water use has since decreased alongside 
sustainably guided renovations in casino resorts. 
54 Mike Padgett, “Fort McDowell chooses top Vegas architect,” The Business Journal, September 15, 2000. 
55 “Salt River Fields at Talking Stick,” Green Building Council, Inc., 2011, https://www.usgbc.org/projects/salt-river-
fields-talking-stick?view=stories. Gold is the second highest level of certification. 
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certification, native plants were used, contributing to a 30% water use reduction.56  However, the 
project was still admittedly very water intensive and only scored 2/5 in the water efficiency 
category.57  Meanwhile, OdySea has attempted to net their environmental impacts by participating 
in riparian cleanup events and partnering with various conservation programs.58  Nonetheless, the 
facility boasts about their use of over two million gallons of water, 300 pumps, and three miles of 
underground piping.59 

 
Discussion of Indigenous Environmentalism & the Canyon Model 

This paper operates on an assumptive understanding that Native American culture 
(although very diverse) tends to be fundamentally interwoven with the environment and often 
includes deep attachments to natural resources that go beyond basic utility– a notion that will 
hereby be referred to as ‘environmental kinship.’60  Doran Dalton, SRPMIC Assistant 
Community Manager, echoed this sentiment during his 2022 acceptance speech of SRP’s Award 
for Growing Sustainable Communities when he said that the SRPMIC’s efforts “emphasize[d] 
our commitment to being stewards of this planet by taking steps toward a sustainable and 
resilient future…”61   This relationship extends to water with multiple Arizonan Tribes referring to 
it as the “giver of life.”62  Institutions of high water use that add to, or fail to prevent, the abuse of 
water sources could then be interpreted as a threat against environmental kin. Furthermore, this 
interpretation can serve as an outgrowth of the contradictory nature presented by adopting settler 
systems, or— to use the imagery of the Canyon Model— the effects of the canyon’s formation 
on the river’s course. 

Put in the words of Cherokee member and Water Resources Specialist Jake Golden, “We 
[indigenous communities] must walk two paths: the mainstream path and the Native path.”63  The 
Canyon Model builds on this sentiment by identifying a theoretical pattern that occurs as these 
two paths— two streams— converge. By joining mainstream economies through the 
establishment of settler-inspired casinos and related hospitality/entertainment enterprises, the 
Salt River Pima Maricopa Indian Community, Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation, and similar 
tribes, have greatly benefitted and successfully increased economic autonomy. Through this 
process, Native people have been able to not only strengthen their cultures within their own 
communities but increase representation through the strategic inclusion of cultural symbolism 
within their widely popular facilities.64  Yet, at the same time, they have been deeply influenced 

 
56 “Salt River Fields at Talking Stick,” 2011. 
57 “Salt River Fields at Talking Stick.” The two categories that received marks were “Water use reduction – 20% 
reduction” and “Water use reduction – 30% reduction.” Missed categories were “innovative wastewater 
technologies,” “Water use reduction – 50% reduction,” and “water efficient landscaping – no potable water use or no 
irrigation.” 
58 “Care & Conservation,” OdySea Aquarium, https://www.odyseaaquarium.com/care-and-conservation-mobile/.  
59 “About,” OdySea Aquarium, https://www.odyseaaquarium.com/about/. 
60 The use of the word “kinship” with regard to environmental entities is inspired by “Animal agency: wildlife 
management from a kincentric perspective” by Jonaki Bhattacharyya & Scott Slocombe. 
61 Dodie Manuel, “Community Honored as a 2022 ‘Champion of Sustainability,’” O’odham Action News, November 
17, 2022. 
62 Brian McGreal, Susanna Eden, & Taylor McHugh, “Water Resilience- Indigenous Perspectives,” Arroyo 
(2022), https://wrrc.arizona.edu/sites/wrrc.arizona.edu/files/2023-06/Arroyo-2022-tribal-water-resilience.pdf. 
63 McGreal, Eden, & McHugh, “Water Resilience- Indigenous Perspectives,” 2022. 
64 It should be noted that the SRPMIC has placed an especially high priority in representing their culture through all 
their commercial structures. In fact, according to the Talking Stick Resort website, the hotel features the “largest 
collection of contemporary Native American art outside of a museum” (Last accessed February 2024).  
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by settler culture as the influx in these water-intensive facilities has contributed to the continued 
overuse of Arizona’s water resources and perpetuation of decontextualized notions of water. 
   As explained by Dr. Andrew Curley, “water is understood now in colonial epistemology, 
in the colonial theory of knowledge as acre foot of water. It’s in this quantifiable unit that is then 
tradable, sellable, and [the] basis of use to exploit.”65  In doing so, the water is removed from its 
ecology, separated from the relationships it has, and thus, “decontextualized.”66 Further 
contributing to this decontextualization is a lack of intimacy between water and most of 
Arizona’s (urban) population. Given the industrialization of Arizona’s waterways via 
infrastructures like CAP, many Arizonans only interact with water as a product (i.e. household 
water consumption) or a statistical topic of conversation on the news.  

Casino-hotels and the entertainment industry further perpetuate this disconnect by 
fostering increased levels of detachment. Whereas homeowners may be more mindful of their 
water and energy consumption on a capitalistic basis, hotels and entertainment spaces are 
advertised for their luxurious and relaxing qualities, including a sense of freedom from utility 
costs. In this way, the industry has the potential to harm water relations not only via high usage 
rates, but also in a philosophical sense by making it harder to advocate for more culturally-
relevant perspectives through the support of dissociative mentalities. As such, the tribal gaming-
entertainment-water nexus out to be discussed alongside other instances (such as described in 
Carbon Sovereignty) of environmentally harmful yet politically and economically useful 
industries on Native lands.        

Nonetheless, it is entirely up to tribal nations themselves to decide what constitutes 
cultural deviation rather than cultural evolution. Likewise, it is completely reliant upon opinions 
from the Salt River and Fort McDowell Nations to determine if entertainment institutions truly 
pose a threat to their cultures on the basis of environmental kinship responsibilities. This paper 
simply outlines a potential framework for such discussions to take place. Furthermore, it 
identifies the complex nexus between water, tribal communities, and casinos in Arizona, as well 
as the economic, cultural, political, and environmental implications that accompany them, in the 
hopes of creating a more well-rounded understanding of the stakes and stakeholders involved 
when making gaming and/or water-related policies. 

 
Conclusions 

In summary, tribal communities such as the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community 
and the Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation have historically had their livelihoods disrupted by 
settler encroachment of their land and water resources, resulting in generations of poverty and 
limited autonomy. To strengthen tribal sovereignty and improve the welfare of their 
communities, Nations like the SRPMIC and FMYN looked towards gaming, fighting for the 
establishment of a now massive, lucrative entertainment industry. Although casinos do not 
completely erase high poverty levels, they provide substantial benefits for Native and non-Native 
Arizona residents. Yet, they also increase water demand amid ongoing water shortages while 
perpetuating a decontextualized notion of water, making it harder to affirm water relations. Thus, 
casinos and related businesses have the potential to threaten the values of indigenous 
environmentalism despite the sustainability efforts already made by many tribal communities, 
including the SRPMIC and FMYN, and their associated businesses. 

 
65 The Natural History Museum, “Rethinking the Water Paradigm: Interview with Andrew Curley,” uploaded to 
YouTube on April 5, 2024.  
66 The Natural History Museum, “Rethinking the Water Paradigm: Interview with Andrew Curley,” 2024. 
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Given the social scientific scope of this paper, more STEM-focused research on the topic 
of water use in tribal hospitality and entertainment facilities may be beneficial for determining if 
corporate sustainability efforts outweigh their operational water use. However, this information 
will only be helpful insofar as it provides additional evidence with which to evaluate the 
overarching philosophical concerns. In any case, Native Nations are essential partners in 
planning a sustainable future for Arizona, as they are the ones who best understand the cultural 
and economic needs of their communities. Additionally, their belief in environmental kinship and 
understanding of traditional ecological knowledge makes tribal members invaluable partners for 
finding sustainable solutions. 
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