FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

UTE TRIBE ACHIEVES RESOUNDING VICTORY IN TRIBAL WATER THEFT
CASE

Ft. Duchesne, UT —July 10,2025

On July 8, 2025, the United States District Court, District of Utah, issued a report and
recommendation strongly in favor of the Ute Indian Tribe against Greg D. McKee, Tridell,
Utah, Uintah County, and three of his incorporated farm businesses, for the illegal diversion of
the Ute Indian Tribe’s reserved water rights from the Uintah Indian Irrigation Project. The
case involved the unlawful taking and use of Tribal reserved water that was confirmed by
federal court decree in 1923.

The Court found that McKee has no right to divert Tribal water to approximately 83
acres, encompassing his home, adjacent pasture, and his feedlot operation, from a canal that is
part of the Uintah Indian Irrigation Project. The Court recommends the Tribe be awarded both
declaratory and permanent injunctive relief.

The case, Ute Indian Tribe v. Gregory McKee, T& L Livestock, Inc., McKee Farms,
Inc. and GM Fertilizer, Inc., arose after the Tribe became aware of allegations that McKee and
his companies were unlawfully diverting water from the Deep Creek Canal, part of the Uintah
Indian Irrigation Project. The Tribe brought suit to permanently enjoin and restrain McKee
from unlawfully diverting the Tribe’s water for use on his property and for damages caused to
the Tribe for such illegal diversions. The case wound its way from Tribal to Federal Court
where, on July 8, 2025, the Federal Court resoundingly recommended a ruling in favor of the
Tribe.

In its decision, the Court first recognized that “the United States established the Uintah
Indian Irrigation Project (‘UIIP’) to provide irrigation water to Ute Tribal lands. Deep Creek Canal
is a conveyance channel for the UIIP, and the waters conveyed through the Deep Creek Canal were
adjudicated to the Tribe under the 1923 Cedarview Decree.”

It then recognized the harms that theft of this invaluable trust resource causes: “if Mr.
McKee uses water to which he has no right—especially in a drought year—Tribal members further
down the system do not get the water they need.” Such theft not only harms the Tribe’s water
users, but also interferes “with the Tribe’s sovereign authority to distribute water.”

“Instead of taking any action to legally use water,” the Court ruled, “Mr. McKee is simply
using water to which he has no rights. . . . [In short], Defendants are stealing water that belongs to
the United States and held in trust for the Tribe.”

The Court then recommends that the Tribe be awarded both declaratory and permanent
injunctive relief. Declaratory judgment defines the “legal rights and obligations of the parties”
while permanent injunctive relief requires a party to permanently stop a specific action—here
stealing Tribal water. In recommending permanent injunctive relief, the Court rules that “water is



an extremely valuable real property right . . . . This is especially true were, as here, the UIIP
irrigation system was provided by the United States to the Tribe to primarily benefit Tribal lands
and Tribal sovereignty. Defendants’ theft of the Tribe’s water is irreparable both as a real property
right and because of the affront it poses to Tribal sovereignty.”

Shaun Chapoose, Chairman of the Ute Tribe Business Committee, issued the following
statement on behalf of the Business Committee regarding the case: “While we know most of
our neighbors do not steal Tribal water, we believe this case sends a clear message to any others
who have been unlawfully taking Tribal reserved water out of the Uintah Indian Irrigation
Project canals. The Tribe and its ranchers and farmers depend on the water which the United
States reserved for the Tribe before non-Indians moved to this area. Any further illegal
diversion of Tribal water will stop, and if it does not, the Tribe will continue to take any and
all legal action necessary to protect Tribal water rights for the benefit of Tribal members.”

The Ute Indian Tribe is still engaged in legal battles with the State of Utah and local
counties to protect the Tribe’s jurisdiction over lands that were specifically set-aside and
reserved by the federal government for the benefit of the Tribe. This case serves as a testament
to the Tribe’s determination to protect its resources.

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 Ute Tribal Business Committee is the governing council of the Tribe.



