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U.S. SUPREME COURT SIDES WITH UTE INDIAN TRIBE, REJECTS UTAH’S 
NEWEST ATTEMPT TO ACQUIRE FEDERAL AND TRIBAL LANDS 
 
Ft. Duchesne, UT, January 14, 2025 
 

On January 13, 2025, the United States Supreme Court denied the State of Utah’s motion for leave 
to file a complaint in Utah v. United States, Sup. Ct. case no. 22o160. 
 
In its proposed complaint, Utah: 1) sought a Supreme Court decision that the United States cannot 
continue to own any federal public lands in Utah; 2) asserted that 1,500,000 acres of land on the 
Ute Indian Tribe’s Uncompahgre Reservation were part of the 18,500,00 acres of federal public 
lands that Utah claims the United States cannot own; and 3) attempted to camouflage from the 
Court, tribes, and others that Utah was seeking a precedential interpretation of Section 3, paragraph 
2 of the Utah Enabling Act, which would have eliminated tribal trust land and tribal jurisdiction in 
Utah.  That precedent would also apply to tribal land in the many other states which have similar 
clauses in their enabling acts.   
 
The first three clauses of Section 3, paragraph 2 of the Utah Enabling Act state, with numbering 
added: 

1. That the people inhabiting said proposed State do agree and declare that they 
forever disclaim all right and title to the unappropriated public land lying within 
the boundaries thereof; 

2. and to all lands within said limits owned or held by any Indian or Indian tribes; 
3. and that until the title therefore shall have been extinguished by the United 

States,  
3a. the same shall be and remain subject to the disposition of the United 

States,  

3b. and said Indian lands shall remain under the absolute jurisdiction 
and control of the Congress of the United States… 

In its complaint, Utah oxymoronically asserted that when Utah “forever” disclaimed interest in 
federal lands and Indian lands, “forever” actually meant “only temporarily,” and that the Supreme 
Court should hold that the “forever” disclaimer had expired.  
 
Utah filed its complaint on August 20, 2024.  The Ute Indian Tribe responded with a letter to the 
State in which the Tribe stated that if Utah did not amend its complaint to eliminate its challenge 
to Ute lands, the Tribe would file a brief in opposition to Utah’s motion for leave to file the 
complaint.  Utah did not amend, and the Tribe filed its brief in opposition and a related motion to 
intervene if the Supreme Court were to grant Utah’s motion for leave to file.   
 
The Ute Indian Tribe’s brief was the only brief which laid bare Utah’s attack on the Ute Indian 
Tribe’s land and jurisdiction and Utah’s broader attack on all tribal land and jurisdiction.  The 



Tribe also called out Utah’s leaders for claiming on the one hand that they will abide by the 
decisions in favor of the Ute Indian Tribe in Ute Indian Tribe v. Utah, 790 F.3d 1000 (10th Cir. 
2015) and then seeking to file a complaint asking the Supreme Court to reject that decision.   
 
As the Tribe discussed in its brief, Utah’s broadside on tribal jurisdiction was contrary to nearly 
250 years of United States statutes, treaties with tribes, and court decisions.  The Tribe also 
discussed that the Supreme Court should reject Utah’s complaint because Utah’s suit would 
interfere with the Tribe’s prior filed suit regarding Uncompahgre lands.  In that suit, Ute Indian 
Tribe v. United States, the Tribe, United States, and Utah have been litigating for six years whether 
federally owned land on the Uncompahgre is tribal trust lands.   
 
The Tribe’s response brief was so persuasive that Utah backed down.  Utah admitted that Utah 
could not possibly prevail on its argument that the United States cannot own land on the 
Uncompahgre Reservation.  Utah also admitted that, at least as applied to Utah’s disclaimer over 
Indian lands, forever means forever.  Utah Opposition to Tribe at 9.   
 
The Tribe’s Business Committee expressed its appreciation that the United States Supreme Court 
rejected Utah’s proposed complaint, and the Business Committee now hopes that Utah will stand 
by Utah’s agreement, when it became a state, that Utah forever disclaims any interest in the Tribe’s 
lands and the land of other tribes within the State.  
 

 
About the Ute Indian Tribe—The Ute Indian Tribe resides on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation 
in northeastern Utah.  Three bands of Utes comprise the Ute Indian Tribe: the Whiteriver Band, 
the Uncompahgre Band, and the Uintah Band.  The Tribe has a membership of more than three 
thousand individuals, with over half living on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation.  The Ute Indian 
Tribe operates its own Tribal government and oversees approximately 1.3 million acres of trust 
land, which contains significant oil and gas deposits.  The Tribal Business Committee is the 
governing council of the Tribe.    

 


