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creating a better future for our members,”
John Daniels Jr., tribal chairman, explains via
e-mail. “For .example, the tribe created
Muckleshoot Seafood Products, an enterprise
that purchases fish from tribal members and
sells smoked salmon and other fish products.
This business helps sustain the tribe’s treaty
fishing activities.”

Otsea also says the tribe needs to expand
economically. “Even with the income from the
casino, there is a big gap between where the
tribe is now and where it ought to be,” he
explains. “Average income on the reservation is
still significantly below the county’s average,
and it takes a long time to make up for the
past.” According to the most recent census data
available, per capita income on the reservation
is about 60 percent of the King County average
($16,890 versus $29,521). Otsea adds that de-
creased federal support makes further eco-
nomic development imperative.

LETTING IT RIDE

Talk to politicians and bureaucrats, and there
is little disagreement about the shrewdness or
impact of the tribe. The Muckleshoots are wide-
ly seen as smart and focused, with a vision for
their future. Ed Fleisher, special assistant for
tribal and governmental affairs for the Wash-
ington State Gambling Commission, has called
them “tough negotiators, but very fair ... they
are very businesslike.”

Local politicians recognize this growing
power and support the tribe. King County
Council representative Paiterson says, “Their
political role is increasing, because they are a
big provider of jobs. They are a major economic
force here.” Auburn Mayor Lewis agrees some-
what, saying, “They have been a long-term pro-
moter of our chamber of commerce, and they
work with our public schools.”

However, Lewis is a bit lukewarm about
the benefits to the greater Auburn economy.
“The casino and the bingo hall provide jobs,
and there is some benefit from the pass-
through traffic, but almost all of the money is
spent on tribal lands. The problem we have is
that the route [to the casino and the amphithe-
ater] is inside the city. We have no income
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coming to mitigate the costs of increased traf-
fic.” And in an oblique reference to the idea of
Emerald Downs (which lies within Auburn
city limits) becoming tribal trust land, he
expresses some concern about the tribe’s con-
tinuing land purchases. “I have no problem
with the Muckleshoots trying to buy back land
on the reservation. But I have no intention of
allowing the sale of any in the city of Auburn.”
When asked about this, Tribal Chairman
Daniels simply says, “Land acquisition has
always been a top priority of the tribe, and the
tribe continually is evaluating property for
purchase.”

Expansion is part of what makes people
like Devlin of the Citizens for Safety and

" Environment so unhappy. They say tribes such

as the Muckleshoots enjoy an unfair advan-
tage in business and legal circles. “Every proj-
ect they come up with, they use tribal employ-
ment as the rationale. How many full-time
jobs does the amphitheater create? I grew up
fascinated by how Indians lived and survived.
My bitterness now comes from being called
names and the frustration of living next to a
‘foreign country.’ It’s bizarre. They speak the
language, go to school with you, etc., but they
have special rights. When you’re looking at
people who have more money than you do, it
doesn’t make sense.”

But Tribal Chairman Danicls rebuffs the
idea that the Muckleshoots, or any tribe, can
have an unfair advantage. “The tribe does not

view itself as having an economic advantage

any more than the state of Oregon views itself
as having an economic advantage over the state
of Washington or vice versa. Moreover, the
tribe suffered for years from economic disad-
vantage. It now has the opportunity to recover
from the effects of that economic disadvantage
through its ability to exercise self-governance
and self-determination.”

In other words, the Muckleshoots are deter-
mined to win with the hand they were dealt. L&P

— Bob Geballe, a former public-affairs tele-
vision producer with WGBH in Boston, is a
Seattle-based freelance writer. He wrote “Getting
Geeky” in our April/May 2003 issue.
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