
NEWS RELEASE—FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

THE SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION ACKNOWLEDGES UTE INDIAN 
TRIBE’S TRUST RESOURCES ARE EXEMPT FROM INCOME CALCULATION FOR 
SUPPLEMENTAL SECURITY INCOME BENEFITS. 

Ft. Duchesne, UT, July 20, 2026 

The United States Social Security Administration (“SSA”) has acknowledged that Ute Indian 
Tribal Member’s receipt of royalty payments derived from Tribal trust resources are exempt from 
the SSA’s calculation of eligibility for Supplemental Security Income (“SSI”).  Tribal Members 
who previously had SSI benefits terminated or decreased due to the receipt of royalty payments 
will now be eligible to have their benefits restored. 

SSI is a financial needs-based program which provides benefits to recipients sixty-five (65) years 
or older or individuals with disabilities if they meet income and resource guidelines.  Many elderly 
and disabled Ute Tribal members rely on SSI to meet their basic needs.  In recent years, SSA’s 
inclusion of royalty payments as unearned income resulted in the denial or termination of Tribal 
Member SSI’s benefits. 

In determining eligibility for SSI, certain Federal statutes exclude income and resources of 
payments made to Tribal members.  The Per Capita Act, 25 U.S.C. 117a, provides that per capita 
payments that are held in trust by the Secretary of Interior (“Secretary”) for a tribe and are 
distributed on a per capita basis to tribal members pursuant to a federally approved plan are not 
considered as income for SSI purposes.   

Ute Tribal Members receive royalty payments derived from oil and gas income produced from 
tribal trust land.  In 2006, the Ute Tribe Business Committee determined it was in the best interests 
of the Tribe to deposit the royalty payments into a Tribal Lockbox  pursuant to an agreement with 
relevant federal agencies rather than utilizing a Department of Interior trust account, which has 
historically been mismanaged by the federal government.  The Tribal Lockbox allowed the Tribe 
to take a more active role in the efficient monitoring and management of its trust resources.  The 
royalty payments are then distributed to Tribal Members pursuant to the Tribe’s federally approved 
Financial Plan Ordinance.  The SSA’s recent decision concluded that the royalty payments are 
derived directly from the use of tribal trust lands and resources and are distributed pursuant to a 
federally approved distribution plan, thereby meeting the exemption provided in the Per Capita 
Act. 

The SSA’s decision to recognize the Ute Tribe’s royalty payments as exempt from unearned 
income for SSI eligibility purposes recognizes the inherent trust nature of these funds and 
upholds the federal government’s trust responsibility and promotion of Tribal self-governance 
and self-determination.  The Department of Interior played an instrumental role in supporting 
the Ute Indian Tribe in it’s efforts to resolve this matter for the benefit of Tribal Members relying 
upon SSI.  The diligent work by the Ute Indian Tribe Business Committee and acknowledgement 
by the SSA will ensure that elderly and disabled Ute Tribal Members are able to receive vital 
SSI benefits to meet their basic needs.  The Business Committee, by and through Business 



Committee Chairman, Shaun Chapoose, issued the following statement in relation to SSA’s 
decision:  
 
The Ute Indian Tribe Business Committee wishes to thank the leadership of the Department of 
Interior and Social Security Administration for working with the Tribe on a government to 
government basis to resolve this matter. The current Administration’s bold action to stand in 
support of this Nation’s trust responsibility to Indian Tribes in reaching this decision will ensure 
that our most vulnerable Tribal Members health , safety and welfare are protected.  For far too 
long, our Tribal Members have been subject to arbitrary and discredited policies that sought to 
penalize us for benefiting from the development of our Tribe’s oil and gas resources. The Ute 
Indian Tribe Business Committee stands in support of the current Administration’s efforts to 
unleash the full potential of Tribal energy resource development to ensure our Nation’s ongoing 
energy dominance and independence. 
 
 
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.    

 
 


