
In recent months the media has published a number of reports regarding the 
Spirit Lake Tribe’s Social Services Department, the tribal government and social 
problems on the Spirit Lake Reservation.  Many of the media reports contain 
inaccuracies and are misleading.  Due to a range of confidentiality concerns, 
including tribal court activity, protected health information, law enforcement 
information, social services and Tribal personnel information, the Tribe has not 
been able to or cannot publicly respond to many of the allegations in these media 
reports.    The tribal government is dedicated to addressing the many social 
service needs of our citizens, which are exacerbated by multiple Spirit Lake flood 
related disasters taking place over the past 18 years.  As with any government, 
confronting these issues is at the core of the Tribe’s mission, and it does so in 
the face of substantial funding and other resource deficiencies, which also 
continue to grow, and other challenges that are not of the Tribe’s own making.   
 
The Tribe’s elected leaders and its people are well aware of the gravity and 
difficult nature of these problems, particularly because we live with their 
consequences every day.  While others point fingers, the current tribal 
government has taken deliberate action to improve how the Tribe does its job in 
administering programs to serve our people, and, above all, protecting our 
children.  
 
In May 2011 an entirely new Tribal Council was elected.  Shortly following the 
election the Tribal Council learned of the issues with the Tribal Social Services 
contract.  Since August 2011 the Tribal Council has worked in close consultation 
with the Bureau of Indian Affairs to reform the Tribal Social Services Department, 
to increase its effectiveness and enhance its services.   The Tribe has never 
denied that we must work hard to improve the quality of service at all times.  The 
Tribe is implementing a corrective action plan which includes a reorganization of 
the Department and a comprehensive review of its procedures, cases and 
records.  Sue Settles, Division Chief of Human Services for the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs of Washington DC, Great Plains Regional BIA staff from Aberdeen, SD, 
North Dakota State Human Service officials had a joint meeting with the Spirit 
Lake Tribal leadership on July 18, 2012 to collectively gather the facts first hand, 
to discuss issues of concern with the Tribal Council and to offer their expertise to 
assist with improving the services for our children and families.  The Tribe hired a 
new social services director and a child protection services supervisor who will 
begin mid-August, 2012.  The Tribal Council formed a Social Services 
Coordinating Committee of tribal staff, administrators and local school officials to 
coordinate efforts to improve services to children.  The Committee established 
subcommittees addressing specific issues and has met regularly since its 
formation.  Following a Bureau of Indian Affairs program review and assessment 
the State of North Dakota followed the BIA’s example and put a performance 
improvement plan in place to address the State’s concerns about the Social 
Services Department.  The Tribe has since completed the steps in the program 
improvement plan developed with the State necessary to reinstate for payments 
to foster care providers, and reform work under the plan continues.  Our work 



continues on our corrective action plan and to maintain the progress achieved to 
date.  During this interim evaluation period, the Spirit Lake Nation has paid for 
the foster care provider services from Tribal funds.  The Tribe has also improved 
the procedures of the Tribal Court which also plays a crucial role in protecting our 
children. For example, in March 2012 the Tribal Council appointed a law 
trained/Native American judge, and as of August 13, 2012 we will have our first 
enrolled member with her J.D. acting as associate judge for the Tribal Court. 
 
By these actions, the current tribal government has demonstrated a sincere 
commitment to confronting these issues faced by the Spirit Lake people and 
improving services and operations.  Far from a cover-up, the Tribe has been 
actively working to reform the Department.  Yet the Tribe’s critics in the press, 
Michael Tilus, Thomas Sullivan, Molly McDonald and former employees of the 
prior Social Service system, ignore these efforts and thereby raise legitimate 
questions about their true motives.  
Dr. Tilus’ criticisms focus on the former Social Services director and other prior 
Department staff whom the Tribe has replaced prior to his April 3 letter.  He 
attacks (even to the extent of filing a licensing complaint against him) the current 
acting Social Services director because he previously worked under the prior 
director   Dr. Tilus contends that the Social Services Department failings that he 
alleges have been ongoing for years.  However, he spoke about it publicly only in 
April 2012, eight months after the Tribal Council began to reform the Department. 
  Why did he wait so long?  Is he attempting to preempt potential criticism of his 
complicity in the problems of the past now that tribal leadership is engaged in 
reform? 
The critics’ attacks on the Tribe and use of the media frenzy for personal 
spotlight opportunities,  may as experienced by other government systems, be 
more about and fueled by internal politics and personally driven agendas which 
serve only to divert focus from the reality and objectives that must be achieved.  
Molly McDonald was a Tribal Court juvenile judge until March 2012, at which 
point her term expired, the Tribe did not reappoint her, but rather filled her 
position with another candidate.  In his April 3 letter, Dr. Tilus described a “close 
and very supportive professional relationship” with Molly McDonald when she 
was Tribal Court judge.  In his challenge to his reprimand Dr. Tilus alleges “tribal 
and family loyalties” presented obstacles to his working with the Tribe and within 
appropriate channels.  Press reports indicate that Mr. Sullivan relied on 
information from Ms. McDonald and Dr. Tilus for his allegations, and he made an 
outrageous proposal that the Chairman be charged with a crime because of his 
position.  How much of these attacks are the results of Ms. McDonald not being 
reappointed as Tribal Court judge and Dr. Tilus demonstrating loyalty and 
support for his friend?   
Another reason that these critics overlook the Tribe’s reform efforts may be that 
they are misinformed.  Mr. Sullivan is in Denver, Colorado, almost 1,000 miles 
away from Spirit Lake, and his allegations are replete with misstatements of fact, 
hearsay and in some instances blatant falsehoods.   
Whatever the reason, the Tribe’s critics have not sat down with the present tribal 



leaders to discuss their concerns, or the facts about what the Tribe has been 
doing and how we can work together to better protect children and assist others 
in need on the Reservation.   Instead of working with the Tribe, they have gone 
outside of appropriate channels, in violation of the federal government’s 
obligation to carry out a government-to-government relationship with the Tribe, 
and therefore a breach of duty for the federal employees.  They ask the federal 
and state governments to attempt to push the Tribe aside to address the 
Reservation’s problems.  Yet there can be no question that any successful 
strategy cannot be accomplished without working with the Tribe.  This was 
illustrated by recent reports by National Public Radio into widespread failure by 
the State of South Dakota in following the law in placing Native American 
children in foster homes.   
The Tribe is focused on protecting its children.  The Tribe relies on the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs funding for the child protection services functions of the Tribal 
Social Service Department.  This is only one, of six total components of services 
which make up the requirements the Tribe must meet for the total contract 
responsibilities.  As PL 93-638 federal contracts both originally contracted in the 
early 1980’s the Tribe requires additional funding and personnel in the Social 
Services Department and Tribal Court, which are vastly underfunded.  The Tribe 
calls on the federal and state governments to recognize the Tribe’s commitment 
to its people, its governmental duties and to work with the Tribe on a 
government-to-government basis and in a cooperative productive manner to 
improve the services to the people of the Spirit Lake Reservation.   
 
Remarks made by Mr. Sullivan in his correspondence of June 14, 2012, lead the 
Tribe to believe that federal agencies or federal officials, including Mr. Sullivan, 
may have Tribal records and that without those records the Tribe cannot provide 
the necessary services to the children.  The Tribe hereby requests the return of 
any and all tribal social services records, tribal court records, any tribal 
documents held by federal officials or any others.  To the extent that Dr. Tilus, 
Mr. Sullivan and any other federal official are withholding tribal records, they are 
breaching the very standards that they criticize and are hindering the provision of 
services.  The Tribe wants to assure that the children are receiving the care and 
services they need per the current corrective action plan and that records are not 
being improperly withheld. 
 
 Dr. Tilus is quoted as saying that he had called several other IHS Behavioral 
Health Directors providing like services on other Indian reservations and that 
several of these colleagues stated they could write the very same letter about the 
Tribal systems they work for.  Dr. Tilus’ comments demonstrate a lack of respect 
and disregard for the Tribal managers working to serve their people.  The Spirit 
Lake Tribe calls on other Tribal Nations facing similar challenges to share their 
experiences with Senator Conrad and Senator Hoeven (both on the Senate 
Committee on Indian Affairs) and their own congressional representatives so 
these representatives can realize that the funds we are appropriated are 
insufficient to accomplish the quantity and quality of work needed by our people 



and communities.  Only by working together can we make the lives of the Spirit 
Lake Oyate and all other Tribal people better.  
 
The Spirit Lake Tribe reviewed over 75 articles on the Spirit Lake social services 
issues published in over 20 different states, as far away as New York & 
California.  Many of these newspapers who have no knowledge about Spirit Lake 
Tribe or the facts appear to be selectively printing only the most salacious 
information regardless of the negative impact it may have on a community.  The 
Spirit Lake Tribe requests that the media who are truly interested in the plight of 
child abuse and neglect use the power of their written word and their resources 
to help strengthen and enlighten all of us affected by these grave issues.  Child 
abuse and neglect of our countries children  as well has the hardship on all 
service providers due to limited human and financial resources to do their jobs 
plagues our entire country, not just Indian Country.  For example, in one county 
along the North Dakota-Minnesota border the local paper reported forty-one 
cases of child abuse and neglect in one year.  The media momentum 
surrounding child abuse and neglect at this time focused on Spirit Lake Tribe 
should be harnessed and used to look at the bigger picture and make a positive, 
constructive impact in the communities served by the newspapers printing these 
stories. 
 
Mr. Sullivan offered in recent media reports a pejorative characterization of the 
sort of people welcomed on our Reservation.  In fact, the Tribe (including all our 
community leaders, managers, administrators, elders, community members and 
children) strive every day to build a better future for our tribal society and our 
children.  Signs at the Reservation boundaries say “Entering Spirit Lake Nation,” 
welcoming people to the land and home of our three Dakota bands that reside 
here.  We are proud of our homelands, it is a beautiful place we call our home.  
We are a friendly, caring and proud Dakota people with a strong and rich history, 
family ties and religious and cultural traditions.  Not unlike any other community, 
we have our social, health, and lifestyle disparities which hurt us as a people, but 
we are not afraid to admit our weaknesses and challenges that we face.  The 
tribal government and the Oyate (“the people”) like any other must learn and 
strive to change direction, correct errors, to grow and improve our society and the 
world in which we live for the future of our children and generations to come.   
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