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March 3, 2020 

Honorable David N. Hurd 
United States District Court Judge 
Alexander Pirnie Federal Bldg. and U.S. Courthouse 
10 Broad Street 
Utica, NY 13501 
  
 

Re: Cayuga Indian Nation of New York v. Village of Union Springs, Case No. 5:14-cv-01317-
DNH-ATB 

Dear Judge Hurd: 

 I represent Plaintiff the Cayuga Nation in the above-captioned case and write in response 
to the March 2, 2020 letter from Defendant Village of Union Springs.  Although the pretext for 
the Village’s letter is a request for an expeditious decision on the pending cross-motions for 
summary judgment, the letter’s evident purpose is to disparage the Nation before this Court with 
assertions that the Nation has “resort[ed] to violent self-help.”  Tellingly, the Village does not even 
pretend that this smear has any relevance to the legal issues raised by this case, which centers on 
the scope of preemption under the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (“IGRA”).  And while the Nation 
has no quarrel with this Court issuing a ruling whenever it is prepared to do so, the Nation cannot 
allow the Village’s misstatements to stand uncorrected.  On February 22, 2020, the Cayuga 
Nation—a sovereign government—executed a successful law enforcement operation relying on a 
police force that the U.S. Department of the Interior has recognized as within the Nation’s 
sovereign powers.  The Village’s characterizations of those events are badly distorted.  

The relevant background can be briefly stated.  In 2017, the Department of the Interior 
definitively recognized as the Nation’s lawful government a Nation Council led by Clint Halftown, 
and in November 2019, the Department reaffirmed that it recognized this Nation Council “for all 
purposes” and “without qualification.”  Nov. 14, 2019 Letter from Tara Sweeney, Assistant 
Secretary – Indian Affairs (attached as Ex. A).  Nonetheless, a group composed of a few Cayuga 
citizens and other Indians categorically refused to relinquish control over certain Nation-owned 
properties in Seneca County that they had unlawfully seized in 2014.  While the Nation sought 
help from New York’s courts in recovering those properties, the New York Court of Appeals 
slammed the courthouse doors shut.  The court held that it lacked jurisdiction because the 
trespassers maintained their claims (rejected by the federal government and the Cayuga people 
themselves) to be the Nation’s true leadership.  Cayuga Nation v. Campbell, 34 N.Y.3d 282 (2019).   
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After New York closed its courts, the law enforcement operations that the Nation 
conducted—as a last resort—were neither “self-help,” nor “violent,” nor contrary to the “rule of 
law.”  Letter at 1.  In May 2018, the Nation formed a police force.  And in June 2019, in response 
to an inquiry from the Town of Seneca Falls, the Department of the Interior set forth “the 
Department’s position … that the Cayuga Indian Nation may enforce its own criminal laws against 
Indians within the boundaries of the [Nation’s] Reservation” which is “considered Indian Country 
under Federal law.”  June 17, 2019 Letter from LaCounte, Director, Bureau of Indian Affairs 
(attached as Ex. B).1  Relying on that authority, the Nation’s police force—composed of 
professionally trained officers who formerly served with state and local police departments—on 
February 22, 2020 led an action to recover, without incident, the properties that had been seized 
from the Nation in 2014, based on a warrant issued by the Nation’s court.  The Nation then chose 
to demolish certain buildings to prevent them from becoming a focal point for further strife.  See 
Cayuga Nation Statement dated Feb. 22, 2020 (attached as Ex. C).  While a small group of 
Indians—mostly non-Cayuga Indians, many of whom had crossed the border from Canada for the 
purpose of fomenting unrest—thereafter instigated a brief confrontation at the properties, their 
actions cannot be laid at the Nation’s feet.2  The Nation is confident that, when the U.S. Attorney 
for the Western District of New York completes the assessment described in the Village’s letter, 
he will find no violations of the law by the Nation.     

The Nation does not relish that the steps it undertook on February 22, 2020 became 
necessary.  But the Cayuga Nation is not the first Indian nation in New York to face such 
difficulties.  In 1988, for example, the Oneida Indian Nation faced similar conflict, which required 
the Northern District to issue an injunction on behalf of the Nation.  See, e.g., Oneida Indian Nation 
of New York v. Hill, No. 88-CV-29, 1988 WL 9302, at *1 (N.D.N.Y. Feb. 2, 1988).  The Oneida 
Nation persevered through these difficulties and today remains a valuable, contributing member 
of the community—including at the Turning Stone casino, where the Oneida Nation has long 
undertaken gaming under IGRA on land whose history closely parallels that of the parcel that is 
home to the Cayuga Nation’s Lakeside Entertainment facility.3  The Cayuga Nation is confident 
that its present difficulties, too, will pass.  Meanwhile, the simple fact remains that Village’s 
mischaracterizations have nothing to do with the legal issues raised in this case.  The Nation knows 

                                                 
1 The Village has not genuinely disputed that Lakeside Entertainment sits within “Indian country,” though its response 

memorandum briefly gestures at such an argument.  ECF No. 138 at 20.  This letter shows that the Department of the 

Interior continues to reject the Village’s position.   
2 Those same people have also circulated misinformation about events in Seneca Falls, which some press outlets have 

repeated without verification.  The Nation has drafted a Q&A addressing some of those inaccuracies.  See Cayuga 

Nation, http://cayuganation-nsn.gov/the-truth.html. 
3 While the federal government has now taken into trust the land on which Turning Stone sits, the Oneida operated 

that facility long before that occurred.   
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that the Court will decide this case based on the law and relevant facts that have been put before it 
in the cross-motions for summary judgment, free of the Village’s distractions.   

If you have further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

 

Sincerely, 
 
 
/s/ David W. DeBruin        
David W. DeBruin 
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