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Introduction
On January 6, one hundred years ago, the United States Supreme Court held that the
establishment of an Indian reservation carries with it a reservation of water. Although grounded
in Supreme Court precedent addressing the interpretation of treaties, including the understanding
of tribes in ceding territory and natural resources, the case was to become the first in the
development of a doctrine recognizing an implied water right whenever necessary for the purpose
intended by Congress in establishing any federal or Indian reservation: the Winters Doctrine. In
recent years it can be said that for Indian people the doctrine has come full circle to seek not what
Congress wants for Indian people, but what they want by returning tribal governments to their
rightful seat at the table to determine the future of our shared water resource in the process of
settling Indian water rights.
Section I of this paper will describe the factual setting of Winters v. United States, on the
Fort Belknap Reservation in the Milk River valley of north central Montana. Section II will
describe the 1908 ruling and its basis in existing U.S. Supreme Court law interpreting treaties.
Section III will describe the subsequent development of the Winters Doctrine in the key cases of
Arizona v. California, 1 Cappaert v. United States, 2 United States v. New Mexico, 3 and Wyoming
v. United States. 4 Section IV will describe the assertion of state court jurisdiction under the
McCarran Amendment 5 and several important state court rulings in Wyoming, Arizona, and
Idaho. Finally, Section V will describe the current era of settlement of Indian reserved water
rights.

1

Arizona v. California, 373 U.S. 546, 600 (1963) (Arizona I).
Cappaert v. United States, 426 U.S. 128 (1976)
3
United States v. New Mexico, 438 U.S. 696, 700 (1978).
4
Wyoming v. United States, 492 U.S. 406 (1989).
5
43 U.S.C. § 666(a).
22

The Fort Belknap Reservation and the Milk River
Thousands of years ago, ice pushed the Missouri River south into its present channel in
Montana, leaving an empty river bed and a vast plain of glacial debris. 6 A small stream that
swells to a river in spring with runoff from the Rocky Mountain front, began to carve its own path
in the wake of the ancestral Missouri. 7 Because of its load of suspended glacial silt, Meriwether
Lewis called this stream the "Milk River." 8 With its headwaters in the Rocky Mountain front in
what is now Glacier National Park and the Blackfeet Indian Reservation, the river has high spring
runoff. Flows in the Milk River prior to development of the Milk River Reclamation Project are
estimated to have ranged from as high as 35,000 cubic feet per second (cfs) during spring runoff
to as low as 5 cfs during late summer and early fall of a dry year. 9 The Fort Belknap Reservation
is located primarily in the valley of the Milk River, 10 and was established for members of the
Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes. 11 The river forms the reservation’s northern boundary. 12
The Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes have strikingly different histories. The Gros
Ventre are thought to have separated from the Arapaho and became known as a division of the
Blackfeet Nation in the mid-1700's. 13 Gros Ventre were reported along the Milk River
throughout the 1800's, 14 and were party to the Blackfeet Treaty of 1855. 15 The Assiniboine
separated from the Sioux in the mid-1600's and were reported along the Upper Missouri River in
the late 1700's and early 1800's. 16 The Assiniboine were party to the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie
designating their territory in the vicinity of the Missouri and Muscleshell Rivers. 17 The
Assiniboine Tribe was heavily reliant on the buffalo for sustenance and trade. 18 Prior to the
1880's, the Milk River valley had abundant large game, including buffalo. 19 Smallpox epidemics
in 1780 and 1838 took their toll on the Assiniboine. 20
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By the 1870's, the Gros Ventre and certain Assiniboine were known to inhabit an area
along the Milk River near the Fort Belknap Agency. 21 As the buffalo disappeared from the
plains, the tribes were moved onto smaller and smaller reservations with the promise of
agriculture by the federal government. Prior to May 1, 1888, the entire Milk River Basin within
the United States lay within the larger reservation of the Blackfeet, Gros Ventre and other tribes
and groups of Indians, 22 and the Fort Assiniboine Military Reservation (a smaller area wholly
within the larger Indian Reservation). 23 On May 1, 1888, the United States fragmented the larger
reservation into three smaller reservations: the Blackfeet Reservation, Fort Belknap Reservation,
and Fort Peck Reservation, 24 with Fort Assiniboine remaining as a separate military reservation
in the vicinity of what is now the Rocky Boy's Reservation. 25
The Acts of 1888 creating the Blackfeet, Fort Belknap, and Fort Peck Indian
Reservations, opened the remaining area in the Milk River Valley to settlement. 26 Settlement
began in earnest when the Great Northern Railroad was completed in 1890 along the north bank
of the Milk River. 27 Federal policy toward the western public lands at the turn of the last century
encouraged the development of small, family-owned, farms. The non-Indian irrigation
development along the Milk River occurred with the encouragement of federal law. 28 At the
same time, federal Indian policy favored establishment of smaller reservations and conversion of
Indian people to farmers. Unfortunately, insufficient water existed in the Milk River for
implementation of both policies, and the basin became one of the sites of the earliest water
disputes between appropriative and reserved water rights. 29
In 1895, farmers began diverting water from the Milk River upstream from the Fort
Belknap Reservation. 30 Three years later, on July 5, 1898, the agency at Fort Belknap began
diverting approximately 5000 miner's inches (approximately 125 cfs) of water from the Milk
River for irrigation of reservation land. 31 Although downstream irrigators both on and off the
reservation saw diminished flows as more people settled in the upper Milk River valley, the
development of farming proceeded until, as is inevitable in the Milk River Basin, severe drought
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struck in 1904-1905. 32 As a result, water no longer reached the tribal diversion facilities. The
United States filed suit in the United States Circuit Court for the District of Montana to enjoin
diversion of water upstream from the Fort Belknap Reservation to the extent necessary to prevent
interference with the flow of water to the reservation. 33 The result –Winters v. United States, 207
U.S. 564 (1908) – the first ruling in what would become the Winters Doctrine.
Historian and lawyer, Dr. John Shurts, has emphasized that Winters v. United States, does
not itself embody the Winters Doctrine. 34 In fact, subsequent interpretation in development of
the doctrine can be said to stray substantially from the original ruling. 35 Understanding this
development must begin with the case itself.
Winters v. United States, 207 U.S. 564 (1908)
U.S. Attorney Carl Rasch, who argued the Winters case on behalf of the United States
and the Fort Belknap Reservation, argued several theories of the case as would any good attorney:
(1) a factual argument based on prior appropriation which he knew he would lose if the court
accepted the evidence of earlier diversion by irrigators upstream of the reservation; (2) a legal
argument seeking recognition of riparian rights for a reservation with its northern border formed
by the Milk River; and, as his primary argument, (3) a simple extension of precedent in the
interpretation of treaty language reserving certain rights from the overall cession of territory by
the tribes. 36 Although many list number 3 as an afterthought which the Court adopted out of the
blue, historian John Shurts points out, it was Attorney Rasch’s primary argument and the one that
most closely followed U.S. Supreme Court precedent. 37
The precedent relied on by Winters can be found in U.S. v. Winans. 38 In Winans, the
Court held that the off-reservation treaty “right of taking fish at all usual and accustomed places,
in common with the citizens of the territory,” 39 implied a right of access across private land to
exercise the right. 40 Writing for the majority in Winans (as he would in Winters), Justice
McKenna stated: “the treaty was not a grant of rights to the Indians, but a grant of right from
them,-a reservation of those not granted.” 41
The key language in Winters indicating the Court’s reliance on this precedent is: "[t]he
Indians had command of the lands and the waters--command of all their beneficial use, whether
kept for hunting, 'and grazing roving herds of stock,' or turned to agriculture and the arts of
civilization. Did they give up all this?" 42 In reaching its conclusion the Court, as it did in
Winans, 43 relied on the canons of construction for the proposition that treaties with Indian tribes
must be construed liberally. 44
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Despite this grounding in precedent defining things reserved to be those historically used
by and not ceded by a tribe, Winters had to address the fact that the threatened irrigation diversion
not only was not in existence prior to establishment of the reservation, but irrigation was not part
of the historic practices of the Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes. Instead, reference to
agriculture in the treaty occurred as a promise from the United States to provide training and tools
in exchange for agreeing to boundaries not broad enough to support a hunter/gatherer lifestyle.
Thus, in addition to the language quoted above, the Court turned to the treaty for the
interpretation that: "[t]he reservation was a part of a very much larger tract which the Indians had
the right to occupy and use and which was adequate for the habits and wants of a nomadic and
uncivilized people. It was the policy of the Government, it was the desire of the Indians, to
change those habits and to become a pastoral and civilized people." 45 Thus, Winters is rarely
referred to as articulating a principle of treaty construction and has become known for the
principle that when the federal government sets aside public land for a particular purpose such as
an Indian Reservation, it may reserve water under federal law for that purpose. 46 This principle is
known as the Winters Doctrine and is only fully developed in cases subsequent to Winters.
The Winters Doctrine
In 1963, after determining that five reservations in the Lower Colorado River Basin were
established for agricultural purposes, the United States Supreme Court endorsed a method used to
quantify the water rights for that purpose: the Practicably Irrigable Acreage method, or PIA. 47
PIA is a quantification method that gives tribes a right to the amount of water necessary to
irrigate all land on the reservation that can feasibly and economically be irrigated. 48 Application
of the method to the five reservations involved in Arizona v. California resulted in an award of
just under 1 million acre-feet per year. 49 The average annual flow of the Colorado River is
approximately 14 million acre-feet. 50
Endorsement of the PIA method has lead to considerable debate over what composes
acreage that is practicably irrigable. 51 Because quantification of most tribal water rights has been
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the subject of settlement rather than litigation, it is necessary to turn to the one state case where
the elements of PIA have been litigated: the adjudication in Wyoming state court of the water
rights of the Arapaho and Shoshone Tribes of the Wind River Reservation (Big Horn I). In Big
Horn I, the State, Tribes and United States stipulated to the following definition of PIA: '"those
acres susceptible to sustained irrigation at reasonable costs.'" 52 The Wyoming Supreme Court
accepted the application of this test by the Special Master who required the following analyses:
(1)
classification of lands based on arability of soils;
(2)
analysis of the engineering feasibility of providing irrigation to those soils
classified as arable; and
(3)
analysis of the economic feasibility of irrigation on the lands considered arable
and technically susceptible to irrigation. 53
Each of these steps requires determinations that can result in a wide degree of variability
in the PIA ultimately calculated. The area of greatest debate is the economic feasibility analysis,
because small differences in factors can result in wide variability in the outcome. 54 Private water
users and states point to these factors when they criticize PIA for awarding huge water rights
without consideration of the effects on other water users. 55
While states and private water users debate the technical aspects of the economic
feasibility analysis, tribes debate whether its application is appropriate at all. Passage of the
Reclamation Act in 1902 began the use of federal subsidy to facilitate settlement of the west. 56
This federal policy led to substantial non-Indian irrigation development in basins shared with
Indian reservations. Many argue that the economic feasibility analysis under the PIA standard
Reserved Rights, 36 Ariz. L. Rev. 195 (1994); Andrew C. Mergen and Sylvia F. Liu, A Misplaced
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holds quantification of tribal water to a higher standard than federal Reclamation projects. 57 The
unfairness of this is particularly acute where tribal water resources are shared with a Reclamation
project. Given the dissatisfaction on both sides of the debate, it is not surprising that parties to
adjudication of tribal water rights sought change.
In 1989, the United States Supreme Court granted certiorari on Big Horn I on the
question, "[i]n the absence of any demonstrated necessity for additional water to fulfill
Reservation purposes and in the presence of substantial state water rights long in use on the
Reservation, may a reserved water right be implied for all practicably irrigable land within a
Reservation?" 58 The Court issued the following ruling: "[t]he judgment below is affirmed by an
equally divided Court." 59
With PIA reaffirmed, courts and parties proceeded to settle under the guidelines imposed
by the PIA standard despite the fact that it resulted in a less than satisfactory outcome in the vast
majority of cases. 60 Those affected by water allocation were thus startled to learn that an even
more subjective standard might have prevailed. On opening of the papers of Justice Thurgood
Marshall, parties learned that prior to her recusal from Big Horn I due to the conflict created by a
family ranch with water claims in the Gila River adjudication, Justice O'Connor had written a
majority opinion that would have altered the PIA standard. 61 Justice O'Connor would have
required "sensitivity" to private development and reduced a PIA award if the projects proposed
lacked a "reasonable likelihood" of being built. 62 Thus, a standard already highly variable in its
application would have included the subjective requirement that the political will to develop
irrigation on that particular reservation exists. Quite possibly that political will would decrease
with the increasing level of water development in basins shared with a reservation. Lucky the
tribe who ended up with flat land in a warm climate where its trustee did not promote irrigation of
surrounding land through development of a Reclamation project. The dispute within the Supreme
Court made public by the release of the Marshall papers, combined with growing concern over
inequitable results rendered the issue of the standard for quantification of tribal water ripe for
change, yet the U.S. Supreme Court has been given no further opportunity to do so.
With the exception of the brief endorsement of the Wind River water right, the United
States Supreme Court has addressed the doctrine of reserved water rights since 1963 only in the
context of non-Indian federal reservations. 63 In doing so, the Court has articulated a very narrow
57
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construction of the scope of the implied right, raising the issue of whether the same narrow
construction applies to Indian reserved rights. 64
In United States v. New Mexico the United States Supreme Court addressed the reserved
water rights of the Gila National Forest, and announced a distinction between primary and
secondary purposes of a reservation. 65 The Court noted that for every gallon of water awarded to
the federal government, one less gallon is available for appropriation under state law. 66 Thus, out
of traditional deference to state law concerning allocation of water resources, the Court concluded
that only primary purposes carry a reserved water right. 67 Water for secondary purposes can be
fulfilled pursuant to state law. 68
The Court further narrowed the scope of federal reserved water rights in addressing the
rights associated with an underground pool expressly preserved in the establishment of a national
monument. 69 The Court was unwilling to balance competing appropriative water interests against
those of the federal land out of concern that Congressional intent with respect to the use of federal
land could be defeated. 70 However, once again out of sensitivity to the traditional deference to
state law, the Court stated "[t]he implied-reservation-of-rights-doctrine, . . . reserves only that
amount of water necessary to fulfill the purpose of the reservation, no more." 71 The Court has
never had the opportunity to determine whether the narrow interpretation of reserved water rights
associated with federal reservations also applies to Indian reservations. At least one state court
has held otherwise as discussed below.
State Court Jurisdiction
Application of the method to the five reservations involved in Arizona v. California
resulted in an award of just under 1 million acre-feet per year. 72 The average annual flow of the
Colorado River is approximately 14 million acre-feet. 73 With an indication of the magnitude of
the cloud on appropriative water rights, states pursued jurisdiction to adjudicate tribal water
rights. In a highly contentious process that included a last minute appropriation rider referred to
as the "McCarran Amendment" waiving the sovereign immunity of the United States, 74 and
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appeals to the United States Supreme Court interpreting the McCarran Amendment, 75 state courts
achieved jurisdiction over adjudication of tribal water rights. This highly politicized process led
to the startling outcome that state rather than federal courts define Indian reserved water rights in
the first instance. State adjudication of tribal water rights addresses federal questions, thus state
court decisions remain subject to United States Supreme Court review. 76 To avoid potential
Supreme Court reversal by embarking on an untested path, most states and tribes proceed within
the guidelines provided by PIA -- i.e. quantification of water based on the agricultural potential of
the reservation land base -- even though the Supreme Court has never articulated PIA as the only
method for quantification.
On November 26, 2001, the Arizona Supreme Court rejected agriculture as the standard
purpose and PIA as the sole measure of reserved water rights on Indian reservations in Arizona,
concluding that a homeland rather than an agricultural purpose applies. 77 The concept of a
Reservation as a homeland is not new. 78 However, the Arizona Supreme Court is the first state
court to squarely adopt a homeland standard and to further articulate a method of quantification
consistent with that standard by indicating that the measure of the water right for a "homeland" is
specific to the needs, wants, plans, cultural background, and geographic setting of the particular
reservation, and cannot be defined by a single measure such as PIA. 79 In reaching its decision,
the Arizona Supreme Court distinguishes Indian reservations from other federal reservations on
the basis of the canons of construction requiring liberal interpretation of treaties, statutes, and
executive orders pertaining to Indian affairs, and the federal fiduciary relationship with tribes. 80

(a) Consent is given to join the United States as a defendant in any suit (1) for the adjudication of
rights to the use of water of a river system or other source, or (2) for the administration of such
rights, where it appears that the United States is the owner of or is in the process of acquiring
water rights by appropriation under State law, by purchase, by exchange, or otherwise, and the
United States is a necessary party to such suit. The United States, when a party to any such suit,
shall (1) be deemed to have waived any right to plead that the State laws are inapplicable or that
the United States is not amenable thereto by reason of its sovereignty, and (2) shall be subject to
the judgments, orders, and decrees of the court having jurisdiction . .
43 U.S.C. § 666(a).
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State court jurisdiction has provided mixed results for tribes in Wyoming and Idaho. In
the Big Horn case discussed above, after awarding the Shoshone and Arapahoe Tribes of the
Wind River Reservation almost half a million acre-feet under the PIA standard, the court held that
the right did not extend to groundwater simply because no Supreme Court precedent on this issue
exists. 81 In a deeply divided opinion, the Wyoming Supreme Court concluded that law. that (1)
only the State engineer (as opposed to the Tribe) could administer the tribal water right 82 and (2)
water not historically put to use but quantified under the PIA standard could not be dedicated to
instream flow by the Tribe. 83
Claims of the Nez Perce Tribe in the Snake River Basin Adjudication in Idaho (SRBA)
raised issues not previously addressed in any court. Among the claims asserted by the Tribe were
off-reservation instream flow rights stemming from the treaty right to fish at the “usual and
accustomed places,” and a historic reliance on salmon and steelhead. The claims encompassed
much of the Snake River water basin, the primary surface water supply in southern and central
Idaho and would require consideration of whether a treaty right to fish carries with it a right to
maintain habitat for fish outside the boundaries of a reservation. 84 In 1999, Judge Wood of the
SRBA court ruled against the Nez Perce instream flow claims stating that “the parties to the 1855
treaties did not intend to reserve an instream flow water right because neither party to the Treaty
contemplated a problem would arise in the future pertaining to fish habitat,” and relying on the
fact that the U.S. Supreme Court when ruling on the right of Steven’s treaty tribes to an allocation
of the harvestable fish did not consider the treaty language to guarantee the size of the salmon
run. 85 Both the legal reasoning and the outcome of this decision were heavily criticized by legal
scholars, 86 thus an appeal to the Idaho Supreme Court was anticipated. 87 Although that appeal
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was filed, 88 in 2005, the Nez Perce Tribe, State of Idaho, and United States entered an agreement
settling the water right claims of the Tribe in Idaho. 89 It is nevertheless, not the fear of an
unfavorable outcome so much as the possibility of a better solution that has resulted in the
settlement of most Indian water right claims.
Indian Water Right Settlements
Twenty-two settlements have been through congressional or court approval or both. 90
Many are in various stages of implementation. These settlements have given rise to a greater
tribal voice in western water and have begun to reverse the disparity between federal dollars spent
on non-Indian water projects and Indian water projects. 91
For non-Indian water users, settlement has removed a cloud of uncertainty over their
water rights. Non-Indians have also seen benefits, not only from settlement water projects, but
also through improvements in efficiency, coordination of management in basins with multiple
jurisdictions, and in relations with their neighbors. The two benefits of choosing settlement over
litigation referred to most often are:
(1)
Wet Water: the greater likelihood that the tribe will see actual water rather than
paper rights; and
(2)
Tailored Solutions: the ability to tailor the solution to the needs of the particular
tribe and of the basin in which it resides.
You need only look to the diversity of the twenty-one settlements to see that negotiators
have taken full advantage of these benefits. Some examples:
(1)
In Montana, an unsafe state dam on the Tongue River threatened downstream
communities, 92 including some in which Northern Cheyenne is spoken – a
language generally unknown to emergency evacuation services. The aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina has reminded us that it is the marginalized populations that
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bear the brunt of a major disaster. The Tongue River dam has been repaired and
enlarged. The increased pool belongs to the Northern Cheyenne Tribe. 93
(2)
In Nevada, Pyramid Lake once hosted a particular species of cutthroat trout. The
trout disappeared from the Lake by the 1940’s. 94 The Lake is now stocked with a
hatchery population of Lahonton cutthroat trout. 95 The fish need high spring
flows and cool temperatures to enter the river to spawn. The settlement provides
for negotiation of an operating agreement to manage the five federal reservoirs
and several private reservoirs in the basin in ways that allow enhancement of
flows to the Lake during spawning, and provide a drought water supply for the
growing Reno-Sparks area. 96 In 1997, a particularly wet year, the Lahonton
cutthroat trout entered the Truckee River to spawn. 97
(3)
The Nez Perce settlement discussed above, recognizes the importance of salmon
in the tribe’s history and culture by giving the Tribe a greater role in the major
hatcheries in the area and by providing for state-held instream flow protection
and habitat restoration on many of the historic spawning streams in the Salmon
and Clearwater basins in a way that accounts for current land use patterns. 98
These settlements provide only a few examples of the results of the legacy of the Winters
Doctrine. The University of Idaho Waters of the West Program has begun a process of
developing an online database of all Indian water right settlements, settlement acts, and
implementing documents including decrees and tribal water codes. It is anticipated that research
made possible by the database will explore how, over the past 100 years, we have fundamentally
altered the structure of power at the water table by bringing back the native voice. Looking
forward to the next 100 years, we will use examples of creative solutions to explore how we can
continue to solve problems in face of growing western water supply problems.

93

The Northern Cheyenne Compact can be found at § 85-20-301 MCA. Congressional ratification of the
Compact occurred in P.L. 102-374 (1992). See also, Cosens, Barbara, Northern Cheyenne Compact, in
BONNIE G. COLBY, JOHN E. THORSON, AND SARAH BRITTON, NEGOTIATING TRIBAL WATER RIGHTS:
FULFILLING PROMISES IN THE ARID WEST, 124, (University of Arizona Press, 2005).
94
Nevada Department of Conservation and Natural Resource, Division of Water Planning, Truckee River
Chronology: Chronological History of Lake Tahoe and the Truckee River and Related Water Issues, Part I
(Truckee River Chronology Part I) , available at http://www.state.nv.us/cnr/ndwp/truckee/truckee1.htm;
CALIFORNIA DEPARTMENT OF WATER RESOURCES, TRUCKEE RIVER ATLAS, note 6 at 27 (June 1991).
95
Id.
96
Truckee-Carson-Pyramid Lake Water Rights Settlement Act of 1990, Pub.L. No. 101-618, Title II; see
also, Farmers, Fish, Tribal Power, and Poker: Reallocating Water in the Truckee River Basin, Nevada and
California,10 U.C. Hastings, West-Northwest: Journal of Environmental Law and Policy 89, (2003).
97
Chad R. Gourley, Restoration of the Lower Truckee River Ecosystem: Challenges and Opportunities, 18
J. Land, Resources, and Envt'l. L. 113, 118 (1998).
98
S. 2605, 108th Cong. (2004). The bill was consolidated with the appropriations bill, H.R. 4818, 108th
Cong. (2004).

