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Federal Court of Claims hears argument for monetary damages from Uncompahgre lands 
and Federal District Court acknowledges the Tribe retained compensable title to the 
Tribe’s Treaty Reservation in Colorado. 
 
Ft. Duchesne, UT, March 3, 2025 
 

Uncompahgre monetary case 

On November 20, 2024, the Tribe, represented by Business Committee Members Julius Murray 
III, Emmett Duncan, Michael Natchees, and Cleveland Murray attended a day-long oral argument 
on a motion for summary judgment in the United States Federal Court of Claims in Ute Indian 
Tribe v. United States.  In its suit, the Tribe seeks to force the United States to comply with the 
federal statute which requires the United States to provide the Tribe with all proceeds from land 
which the United States owns on the Uncompahgre Reservation.   
 

 
 
Between 1880 and 1882, the United States forcibly removed the Uncompahgre and White River 
Bands from the Reservation which the Bands had kept in the Treaty with the Ute, Mar. 2, 1868, 
15 Stat. 619, II Kapp. 990.  In the 1880 Agreement and a related 1880 statute, which is still valid 
today, the United States promised to create a replacement Reservation for the Uncompahgre Band.  
Act of June 15, 1880, 21 Stat. 199 (“1880 Act”).  In the 1880 Act, the United States further 
promised that if the United States sold any of the land on the replacement Reservation: 
 



proceeds of said sale [of property interests on the Uncompahgre Reservation in 
Utah, after some setoffs] . . . shall be deposited in the Treasury as now provided by 
law for the benefit of the said Indians. 

1880 Act ¶3. 
 
Before the United States determined the boundaries of the replacement Uncompahgre Reservation, 
the United States and the Territory of Utah visited the land and each determined the land had no 
value, and that white settlers would not want that land.  Decades later, the United States realized 
that the Tribe’s Uncompahgre Reservation contained one of the largest and best oilfields in the 
United States.  The United States then decided it would keep the proceed from the sales and leases 
of those mineral interests instead of depositing them for the benefit of the Ute Indian Tribe.  
 
The Tribe brought suits in both the Federal Court of Claims (for money) and in the Federal District 
Court (seeking an order requiring the United States to treat the land as tribal trust lands) to force 
the United States to comply with paragraph 3 of the 1880 Act.  Although paragraph 3 of the 1880 
Act clearly requires the United States to deposit proceeds from sale or lease of the land to the 
Tribe’s trust account, the United States openly, immorally, and unlawfully refuses to comply.  In 
response to the Tribe’s suit, the United States Department of the Interior asserted that it had 
“plenary power” to continue to take the Tribe’s money.  The United States also asserted that the 
Tribe’s claims were barred many decades ago for numerous reasons.  
 
The Court of Claims rejected the United States numerous arguments for dismissal, and the day-
long oral argument in November was focused on whether the United States has the duty to pay the 
Tribe for the property that the United States has wrongfully been taking from the Tribe. 
 
The Tribe’s Business Committee issued the following statement regarding the cases: 
 

Far too many Americans think that their government’s wrongful taking of land and 
property from tribes is all in the distant past.  It is not—it continues to this day, 
without protest from non-Indians.  It is outrageous that the United States sent its 
attorneys into the Federal Courts in 2024, to argue that the United States federal 
courts should hold that the United States can continue to take the Tribe’s property 
and money in violation of 1880 Agreement and 1880 Act.   

The Ute Indian Tribe waits for the decision of the federal courts on whether they 
will say that this immoral and unlawful theft can continue.  

Uncompahgre Land case  

On February 13, 2025, the United States District Court for the District of Columbia issued a 
decision on the Tribe’s claim that the Tribe holds compensable title to land owned by the United 
States on the Uncompahgre Reservation in Utah. 
 
The Court held that section 3 of the 1880 Act of Congress, which resulted in the forced expulsion 
of the White River and Uncompahgre Bands from Colorado, provided the Tribe with compensable 
title, but it held that the compensable title applied to the Tribe’s Reservation lands in Colorado 



(i.e., most of Western Colorado, see map below), instead of to the replacement Uncompahgre 
Reservation in Utah.  The Court stated “Section 3 of the 1880 Act entitled the Tribe to proceeds 
from sales [i.e., compensable title] of the ceded land in the Ute Reservation in Colorado…” 
 

 
1868 Treaty Reservation lands (crosshatch) in Colorado at time of 1880 Act.  
 
The Court agreed with the Tribe that the requirement to deposit proceeds of “all lands not so 
allotted” created compensable title in the Tribe.  The Court also understood that allotments 
referenced in the 1880 Act would be on the replacement Uncompahgre Reservation.  But, contrary 
to the seemingly clear language of the 1880 Act, the Court held that “all lands not so allotted” was 
not a reference to the unallotted lands on the replacement Uncompahgre Reservation.  Instead, it 
held that “all lands not so allotted” referred to all land on the Treaty Reservation in Colorado, from 
which the Band was to be forcibly expelled.  
 
The Tribe is now studying the ramifications of the District Court’s decision that the Tribe retained 
compensable title to most of Western Colorado, instead of to lands that the Tribe had understood 
it retained compensable title to in Utah.  
 
 
 
 
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.    

 


