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Skagit County (Washington) Republicans Target Tribal Sovereignty −  Again! 

 

More than ten years after drawing national ire by calling for the termination of Indian tribal 

governments, the Skagit County, Washington Republican Party is at it again. Recalling its lead 

role in the passage of a termination resolution at the 2000 Washington State Republican Party 

Convention, the Skagit GOP has inserted a plank in its 2012 party platform declaring,  

“We support..Action by the Department of Interior to guarantee a representative 

form of government, as mandated by the Constitution, to those citizens who are 

non-tribal members, residing on reservation lands.”
1
 

The plank appears aimed at forcing tribal governments to allow non-Indians to vote in tribal 

elections, a proposal starkly at odds with both tribal sovereignty and U.S law.
2
 The Skagit 

County plank could be considered for passage at the Washington State Republican Party’s 

upcoming convention from May 30th to June 2nd in Tacoma, Washington.  

 

Skagit County GOP Communications Director Bob Eberle and State Committee Woman Claire 

Eberle wrote the plank which passed at the party’s March 31st convention. It apparently sprang 

from non-Indian opposition to the Swinomish tribe’s plan to protect treaty-reserved fisheries by 

limiting activities along environmentally sensitive tribal shorelines.
3
 Healthy shorelines are 

crucial for salmon and shellfish populations important to tribal economies and culture.  

 

The 2012 Skagit County Platform plank bears a marked resemblance to the Washington State 

GOP’s 2000 termination resolution. The two policy statements share an underlying logic and 

goal and both were introduced by individuals in the Skagit County GOP who have supported the 

outright termination of Indian tribal governments.  

 

The Washington State Republican Party’s 2000 resolution called on the “executive and 

legislative branches of the federal government...to terminate all such non-republican forms of 

government on Indian reservations.”
4
 The 2000 resolution originated in Skagit County, passed at 

the county party’s own convention that year, according to anti-Indian leader John Fleming.
5
 

Fleming submitted the resolution to the state party, according to then-GOP chair Don Benton, 

and later told reporters that if tribes resisted “then the U.S. Army and the Air Force and the 



Marines and the National Guard are going to have to battle back.”
6
  Fleming has remained active 

in the Skagit County party, being elected GOP Precinct Committee Officer for the Swinomish 

(153rd) Precinct in 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2010.
7
 

 

Response to the 2000 termination resolution was swift. Tribal and human rights leaders quickly 

condemned it. State and national Republican Party leaders also rejected it. After first 

downplaying the resolution’s threat to tribes, State GOP Chair Don Benton joined the 

Washington State Republican Party’s (WSRP) Executive Board in declaring that “the WSRP 

truly regrets any anxiety or discomfort caused by this resolution and that we, as a Party, 

recognize and reaffirm our continuing and ongoing support for Native American Sovereignty.” 

The Republican National Committee issued a letter stating, “We are writing to assure you we 

reject this resolution and everything it stands for...The elimination of tribal governments is not an 

option.” U.S. Senator Slade Gorton (R-WA) said, “I am not in favor of that resolution, and it 

isn’t going to result in any bill introduced in Congress, much less passed by Congress.”
8
 

While the 2012 Skagit Republican plank lacks the 2000 resolution’s explicit call for termination, 

its underlying logic and apparent goal appears similar − a call for the federal government to 

directly attack the sovereignty of Indian Nations across the country. This is seen by comparing 

the language used in each version.  For instance, the 2012 plank calls on the Department of 

Interior to “guarantee a representative form of government, as mandated by the Constitution, to 

those citizens who are non-tribal members, residing on reservation lands,” while the 2000 

resolution based its call for termination on the following argument:  

“Whereas Article IV, Section 4, of the U.S. Constitution guarantees every state a 

republican form of government...Whereas these same Indian tribes, with the 

support and advice of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, organize and operate tribal 

governments that are not republican in form, and in fact prohibit certain citizens 

from voting for the representatives.” 

Both party policies were also introduced by individuals who have expressed similar ideas and 

supported terminating Indian tribal governments. In a March 31, 2010 interview Skagit GOP 

leader Bob Eberle responded to this author’s assertion that the 2000 resolution was “basically a 

termination resolution” by stating, “No, it was really calling for the federal government to 

enforce the requirement for a republican form of government on the reservation.” Asked next if 

he agreed with the 2000 resolution, Mr. Eberle responded “Absolutely.”
9
 Mr. Eberle again 

indicated his support for the termination resolution in a March 2011 e-mail interview.
10

 

John Fleming articulated these themes in a 1999 essay titled “Tribal Governments are 

Unconstitutional − They are not Republican in Form.” Fleming recounted a complaint against the 

Swinomish tribe that foreshadowed the language of the 2000 termination resolution: 

“I am complaining about the tribal regulation and taxing of non-tribal members 

because basically the tribe is not part of our republican form of government...i.e., 

we, non-members, are unable to vote...”
11

  



As these statements indicate, the 2000 resolution and 2012 plank are rooted in the same, flawed 

argument that tribal governments are not “republican” or “representative.” Republican 

governments are synonymous with representative governments − those in which people elect 

representatives to govern on their behalf. While the authority of tribal governments is not derived 

from the Constitution, tribal governments are generally republican in character. Tribal members 

run for office, are elected, and conduct the public business of the tribe.  

Anti-Indian activists misrepresent the terms “republican” and “representative,” by which they 

often mean that non-Indians do not vote in tribal elections. This is true. Non-Indians are not 

members of tribes and do not vote in tribal elections. But this is not what defines a government 

as republican in character. Republican governments around the world, including the U.S. 

government, make decisions about who can and cannot vote in elections. In the United States 

immigrants may not vote in federal or state elections. When non-Indians chose to live in Indian 

Country, they chose to live in the homelands of sovereign nations. Those nations, like all nations, 

make decisions about who votes in elections. Simply put, that is republicanism. 

The apparent call by Skagit County Republicans for the Department of Interior to force Indian 

Nations to allow non-Indian voting in tribal elections is a radical assault on tribal sovereignty. It 

is also at odds with established principles of U.S. law. The right to define membership in a 

political community is a basic characteristic of political sovereignty. The inherent sovereignty of 

Indian tribes pre-dates the U.S. Constitution, originating in the eons-old exercise of self-

governance on this continent. The independent origin of tribal political authority has repeatedly 

been recognized by the U.S. Supreme Court in decisions such as Worcester v. Georgia (1832), 

Talton v. Mayes (1896), United States v. Wheeler (1978) and Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez 

(1978).
12

 The Supreme Court specifically stated in Rice v. Cayetano (2000) that, “If a non-Indian 

lacks a right to vote in tribal elections, it is for the reason that such elections are the internal 

affair of a quasi-sovereign.”
13

 In Santa Clara Pueblo, the Court acknowledged that encroaching 

on this independent sovereignty by extending some U.S. laws into Indian Country may 

“substantially interfere with a tribe’s ability to maintain itself as a culturally and politically 

distinct entity.” This warning certainly applies to forcing non-Indian voting on Indian Nations, a 

proposal that recalls a tragic legacy of coerced assimilation in the United States.   

 

The anti-tribal sovereignty plank passed by the Skagit County Republican Party is a product of 

the persistence of anti-Indian individuals in positions of county party leadership.  Borderlands 

documented this party’s continued anti-Indian leadership in a recent report titled Anti-Indianism 

in the Skagit County, Washington GOP. The 2012 Skagit GOP plank appears to be little more 

than a repackaging of the 2000 resolution, an attempt to overturn tribal sovereignty by an 

individual who has supported the outright termination of tribal governments. People of good 

will, and all who wish to honor the United States’ promises to Indian Nations, should stand up 

and say no to the Skagit County Republican Party’s latest attack on tribal sovereignty.  
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 A special thanks to Assistant Professor of Law Ann Tweedy at Hamline University for pointing out cases in this 

area of Federal Indian Law. Tribal sovereignty is rooted in the eons-old practice of self-government by Indian 

Nations. The independent origin of tribal sovereignty has repeatedly been recognized by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

See for instance, Worcester v. Georgia, 31 U.S. (6 Pet.) 515 (1932) (“The Indian nations had always been 

considered as distinct, independent political communities, retaining their original natural rights, as the undisputed 

possessors of the soil, from time immemorial”); Talton v. Mayes, 163 U.S. 376 (1896), (“the powers of local self-

government enjoyed by the Cherokee nation existed prior to the Constitution”); United States v. Wheeler, 435 U.S. 

313 (1978) (Double jeopardy did not apply to prosecutions of an individual in both federal and tribal courts, “Since 

tribal and federal prosecutions are brought by separate sovereigns”);  and Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez, 436 U.S. 

49 (1978) (“As separate sovereigns pre-existing the Constitution, tribes have historically been regarded as 

unconstrained by those constitutional provisions framed specifically as limitations on federal or state authority”). 
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 Rice v Cayetano. 528 U.S. 495 (2000). The principle here is that sovereign governments have the authority to 

conduct their own internal matters, including defining membership in the political community. Borderlands views 

tribes as sovereign nations and disagrees with the Court’s description of tribes as  “quasi-sovereign.” However, this 

general principle is well-established in U.S. law.  
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Borderlands Research and Education is dedicated to analyzing and opposing threats to the right of indigenous 

nations to exercise full political, economic and cultural self-determination. Through periodic reports and articles, 

Borderlands will expose political movements, public officials and cultural trends that undermine these rights and 

document their relationship to broader attacks on human and civil rights, environmental protection and working 

people. Borderlands recognizes that this struggle is international in scope and is committed to supporting 

mobilizations across communities that defend and advance human rights and economic and environmental justice 

for all people. 


