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AMERICAN ASSOCIATION ON INDIAN AFFAIRS,  INC. 
3 8 1  F O ' J R T H  A V E N U E  N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y  

FUNUMNTALS OF TEE NAVAJO PROBLEM 

The Navajo Tribe with  a population o f  48,OOCi; cons t i tu tes  the l a r g e s t  and 
one of the most vigorous groups of full-blood Indians remaining in the United 
Ptetes.  Ehabling t h i s  bpor t an t  group to f i n d  means of adequate self-support, and 
to  progress towaxds a mutually beneficial  adaptation t o  our society,  should be a 
matter of na t iona l  i n t e r e s t  and concern. Today t h i s  t r i be  f s in a desperate pred- 
icament, the solut ion of which is a challenge to America. Yet, f o r  the pas t  ten 
years or  so, there  has been so much controversy over both t h e  nature  of t he  s i tu -  
at ion,  and the  proposals f o r  be t te r ing  it, as t o  obscure t h e  issua in a t r u l y  ham- 
f u l  m m e r .  P ro t e s t s  and quarrelu over the administration of hea l th  services,  
day schools, t h e  orgsnization of the  Xavajo Service, and ~ F m i l m  matters have ob- 
scured the fundementals and in many instances c a u ~ e d  them t o  be forgotten. 

It is the purpoEe o f  t h i s  statement, which is based upon invest igat ions  
carr ied out by the American Association on Indian Affairs over many years, and re-  
po r t s  of government agencies and privcite groups with which the Association has had 
dlose contact, t t r e s t a t e  these fundmentale. We do t h i s  n o t  only t o  mske our own 
posit ion c l ea r ,  but fo r  the information of t h e  public. 

Tpp3 points  must be c lear ly  grwped a t  the outset of  t h i s  presentation, in  
-. order that tho s ignif icmce of the  f a c t s  which follow may be  f u l l y  understood. 

These arb; 

That the  g o v e m e n t l s  surveys and findings on na tura l  resources, 
developed or l a t e n t ,  harding and farming methods, o the r  sources of 
incoae, stock now on the  range, and other matters touching t h e  
whole economy of tha reservation,  a r e  subs tmt i a l l y  correct. 
That sinco over 6% of the t r i b e  spoaks no Ihg l i sh  a t  a l l ,  and most 
of the ren t  i s  not equipped in any way t o  compete f o r  jobs in the 
white man's world, t he  time i s  not in sight when any large numbers 
o f  Navajos can go out into  the  white world. To encourage any of them 
t o  do so now, would be merely t o  drain the t r i b e  of i t s  most com- 
petent leaders.  In uhort; t he  Navajo Tribe i s  s t i l l  dependat  upon 
the  reservation.  

be f e e l  it necessary to  s t a t e  the f i r s t  point  above, because ce r t a in  ex- 
t remist  opponents of  the existing program do deny it. The evidence for  t h e  general 
soundness r!f tho governmentls f indings is overwhelming. The surveys have been con- 
ducted continuously s b c e  1930, engaging highly qual i f ied experts of both the  
Dapartment of the In te r ior  and of Agriculture. The d e t a i l  and completeness of the  
documents ti:!.emselves &e convincing. O u r  own representatives have accompanied some 
of the  pa r t i e s  and checked samples of the data ,  f inding them unusually dependable, 
and the Committee of -the Phelps-Stokes Fund, which went i n t o  the matter thoroughly, 
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: 4 has nothing ' h t  praise  for  these surveys. 
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Fundamentals o f l  ~e Na .Jo Problem . i 

Tue second point  made above is  inescapable on the  b a s i s  of un ive r s a l l y  
accepted facto. 

The Navajo reservat ion contains 15,000,000 acres o f  e general ly  s e m i -  
a r i d ,  high plateau character. 
Of t h i s ,  270,000* acres c k r y  comm:mAal timber, with a maxhum n e t  
volume of 328,510,000 board fee t ,  o r  an annual sns te ined yield o f  
approximately 13,l4O,OOO board f ae  t . 
!Chere a r e  now approximately 15,000 acres  of ' i r r iga ted  farming land.  
There a r e  now 30 t o  40 thousand a c r e s  o f  o ther  :farming land ,  some of 
it extremely poor. 
An add i t i ona l  30,000 ac res  of i r r i g a t e d  land can be developed if t h e  
necessary appropriat ions a r e  forthcoming, including 8,000 acres o f  the  
Many Farms Pro jec t ,  for which an i n i t i a l  appropriation i s  ca r r i ed  i n  
the  present  budgut. !his does no t  include the  San Juan Project  o f  an 
est imated 150,000 acres; t h e  enormous cos t  of t h i s  project ,  and t h e  
p o l i t i c a l  complications involved, bar  any present  l ikel ihood of i t s  
being ca r r i ed  out. 
The g r ea t e r  pa r t  of the l and  t ha t  can be used f o r  anything a t  a l l  i s  
used f o r  grazing. The carrying capac i ty  of the rese rva t ion  is ap- 
proximately 640,000 sheep uni ts .  (A sheep unit  i s  what one sheep 
consumes Fn one yea r ,  A cow equals four sheep u n l t s ,  a horse f i v e .  ) 
Some of t h i a  capacity must be used f o r  the  aupport of horses ,  nec- 
essa ry  f o r  both herding and farming. If it a l l  could be  used f o r  
sheep, however, it would still s u f f i c e  f o r  subsistence only  f o r  be- 
tween 25 an19 30 thousand Navajos, i f  divided evenly. 
In 1933 t h e r e  mere near ly  1,500,000 sheep u n i t s  on the range. It had 
been thus overstocked f o r  many years ,  with the  r e s u l t  t h a t  des t ruct ion 
of t he  l and  and erosion were pa in fu l ly  obvious, and t h a t  the t ime when 
t he  land would cease  to support any considerable number of  sheep was 
c l e a r l y  in sight. 
Today the re  are  700,000 sheep u n i t s  on the  reservation;  o r  160,000 in 
excess of carrying clpacity.  
Under the o ld ,  l a i ~ , 3 a z - f a i r e  policy,  an undtiiy l a r g e  park of t h e  
common range aas rnc:?.tpolized by a few, wealthy, Navajo stockmen. 
For msny years  tL.3;._7 has been a l a r g e  number of Navajo fami l i es  owning 
no sheep a t  a l l ,**  and another l a r g e  numb~r  owning too few t o  support  
themselves pr imar i ly  by herding. 

These f a c t s  l e a d  to  two conclusions which have a t  t h e s  been obscursd by 
controversy: 

F i r s t :  That ntock reduction,  begun in 1933, was urgently needed and long - 
ovevdue, and h a s  no t  yet  been compl~eted. Insofar  as  reduction can- 
not  be completed b v  removing worthless etock, the b run t  of it must 
be borne by t h e  l a rge  atock owners. 

'I '.;-4 , * Preliminary surveys show a poss ib le  addi t ion of 120,000 a c r e s  o f  marketable timber. 
** Present  estimate--2,500 families.  I ,  
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Fundmentala of ( 3 N(' o Problem 

Second: That grazing being s t i l l  in excess of carrying capacity, there i s  
no near prospect that t h e  demands made in cer ta in  quarters, t o  
allow some Indians t o  increase t h e i r  sheep, can be sa t i s f ied .  It 
should be noted that in the f i r s t  stock reduction campaign the 
government made a serious mistake in not  l e t t i n g  the brunt of re-  
duction f a l l  upon the la rge  owners-largely because the  large 
ownera .outmanoevred it; and the problem of reducing them to  t h e i r  
f a i r  share of the  r a g e  has not yet been solved.!J!he hardships 
suffered by many of tha poorer Navajos a s  a r e s u l t  of t h i s  m i s -  
take have resul ted in a legacy of d i s t rus t  and opposition to the  
government ' s program. 

?IIE HUMAN CARRYING CA'PACITY OF 'IFE RESERVATION 

The f igures  on r e l i e f  which are given under t h i s  heading, bear upon the 
r e a l  potential  or present carrying capacity of the  reservation only insofar as they 
show a lack. The need fo r  r e l i e f  i s  a proof,  of inadequacy. 

1. The present budget car r ies  an item of $225,000 for development of the  
Many Farms Irr igat ion Project. Under the economy requirelnents of 
nat ional  defense, it i s  unlikely tha t  any la rger  project w i l l  be made 
possib?!~ b the immediate futurs. 

2. To solne oxtent the use by t h e  L'ldians of the lando t h a t  have been 
developed, has  been slowed by misunderstandings and f a i l m e s  t o  con- 
eider Navajo a t t i t udes  and fo l lmys .  

3. This f a u l t  is now being largely corrected, resu l t ing  in  increased 
occupancy of the improved lands. 

4. The preliminmy announcement for  1941 by the Bureau cf the Census gives 
the Navajo population on the resarvation as  47,447, an increase o f  
about 5,000 in the  l a s t  ten yews,  and four times the number in 1870. 
Even allowing f o r  e r ro r s  in the  cer .~~us taking, the r a t e  of increase 
i s  alarming. 

5. Even when and if a l l  possible farming land is  developed (excepting 
.the Sen Juan Project, which, a s  was pointed out,  cannot be real ized 
for years)  it i s  doubtful if the whole present population, without 
allowing for increase, cm l i v e  upon t h e  land by the t rad i t iona l  
methods of farming and herding. 

6.' The only pol i t ica l ly  possible extonsion of the  Navajo reservation i s  
t o  the ezstward i n  New Mexico, In country a-e~dy occupied by a l l  the  
Navajos an6 a l l  the sheep it can carry. 

7. With one-third of t r i b a l  income derived from government wages includ- 
ing C. C. C. and othez work-relief, t h e  d i rec t  r e l i e f  r o l l  f o r  the past  
year has  fluctuated between four  and t en  thousand porsons--ei&t t o  
twenty p r c 9 n t  of the tribe.  -- - -- 

O m  SOURCES OF INCOME 

The Navajos have always had some supporting income from 
silversmithing, weaving, and miecelleneous wages. The bes t  available figurea on , . 

\ -.$! 
these are f o r  1936, when they to t a l l ed  $675,270 o r  13.4$ of the t o t a l  Jscum.e. 



The weaving and s i lversmithing incomes have not  increased since t h a t  year, 
f..-+, although ii; i s  general ly  acknowledged t ha t  mate r ia l  increase  i s  po.csibls. The 

t r ade r s  have no t  developed any new markets in recent  years, and so f a r  t he  e f f o r t s  
of t h e  Arts and Craf t s  Board, which included the in t roduct ion of t h e  government 
hall-mark, have a l so  f a i l ed .  The p o s o i b i l i t i e e  of a Navajo Guild a r e  being explored, 
but it i s  t oo  ear ly  t o  t e l l  how well t h i s  m i l l  work. 

The bes t  e s tab l i shed  new en te rpr i se  i s  tho  Tr ibal  Lumbering Operation. 
Loggers, t ruckers ,  sawmill moricers, e tc . ,  a r e  Indians save f o r  a few superlntoud- 
ents. This en te rpr i se  makes cheap lumber ava i l ab le  f o r  the  t r i be ,  and a t  present  
provides jobs f o r  110 Navajos, which means t h a t  it supports some 400 individuals. 
I f  t h e  outside sa les  can be secured which w i l -  enable the en t e rp r i s e  t o  run  a t  
f u l l  capacity of 15,000,000 board f e e t  per year, i t  m i l l  employ about 400 Navajos, 
thus supporting about 1,600 persons. 

The t r ibal .  meat cannery and s lauzhter  house mainly cans t he  meat o f  non- 
productive sheep and c a t t l e  which should hc  taken o f f  the  range and a r e  bought 
under the reduction program. Many of these could n o t  be sold  commercially. It does 
a l so  buy a l i t t l e  prime beef and mutton t o  be consumed fresh.  The product8 a re  
sold t o  the schools, hosp i ta l s ,  and individcnl  customers, and are  iesued f o r  re-  
l i e? .  It serves  another important purpose i n  providing a market where any beef o r  
mutton animal may be so ld  a t  the  market p r i c e ,  thus forc ing comerc ia1  buyers t o  
pay t h e  sams. me cannot yet  t e l l  how important t h i s  en t e rp r i s e  may become. 

The t r i b e  is a l so  experimenting wi th  a f l o u r  m i l l  in connection wi th  'the 
vheat-raising area in the Chinli  Valley. This probably will never c rea te  much 

! . .  , employment. Its main function i s  to  ensure t o  the wheat-raising Navajos a proper 
. . r e t u rn  fo r  t h e i r  wheat, and it is  hoped, f o r ce  down the  excessive p r o f i t  which 

t r ade r s  now take on t h e  great  Navajo s tap le ,  f lour .  We a l so  hope it xi11 induce 
them t o  eat  w!~ole wheat instead of re l ined  f lour .  

These d i f f e r en t  undertakings a re  run on t r i b a l  funds in the  t r i b e ' s  name, 
but under government d i rec t ion .  In tha  case of the Cannery and Sawmill, c o s t s  of 
supervision, management, e tc .  a r e  charged against  t h e  p ro jec t s .  The government 
i s  a l s o  lookj-ng now f o r  a man who can teach methods of tanning skins tha t  t h e  
Navajos can use under l o c a l  condit ions.  This sho,ul3 make some addit ion t o  indi-  
v idual  income. 

These new en t e rp r i s e s  a r e  Fnterost ing enough, but in considering them we 
must reniember t ha t  one-third of the  t r i b a l  ir~come today is from e;cvernment wages, 
which means t h a t  somewhere i n  t he  neighborhood of 15,000 Indians depend upon it 
wholly or  mainly, and t h a t  t h i s  year we had a minimum of 4,000 on d i r ec t  r e l i e f -a  
t o t a l  of  about 19,000 o r  3€$ now suppozted by the taxpayer. 

The log ic  of a l l  the f a c t s  and conclusions considered so f a r ,  l eads  t o  a 
f u r t he r ,  bas ic  conciusion: 

It i s  doubtful thnt  t he  f u l l e s t  deva lopen t  of  present  plans fo r  farming 
lands  and i ndus t r i e s  w i l l  support a l l  Navajos on t h e  reservation,  even if 
they s top  increasing.  A t  b e s t  it can provide only a "frozen" s i t ua t i on  in 
which subsistence' is assured, but t he r e  i s  no room f o r  individual  advance- 
ment save f o r  e l imi ted  number of promotions t o  posi t ions  a s  forernen and 
managers h t r i b a l  en t e rp r i s e s  and f o r  a few g i f t e d  .craftsmen. Best  sit- 
uated, perhaps, a re  t h e  lucky ones who can obta in  i r r i g a t e d  land on which 
they can farm with s ecu r i t y  and some margin over subsistence.  



We f ind ,  therefore ,  t h a t  s o i l  conservation and r e s t r i c t i o n  o f  Navajo l ive -  
srock t o  carrying capaci ty  must be continued; but t h a t  the   government?^ program 
m ~ i s t  be enlarged beyond the  preservation and exp lo i t a t ion  of ex i s t ing  resources,  
t o  f ind e n t i r e l y  new means of l ivel ihood f o r  Indians l i v h g  on the reservat ion.  Not 
only t he  government, but  t h i s  Association and a l l  o t h e r s  in te res ted  in the welfare 
of  these c i t i z ens ,  must explore every p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  developing l o c a l  indus t r i es ,  
a s  well a s  increas ing t h e  capaci ty 'of  t he  land.  Ve must a l s o  c a l l  upon Congress 
t o  continue reasonable appropriet ions f o r  development of i r r i g a t e d  land,  and other  
en te rpr i ses  leading towarCls complete Navajo s e l f  -support. The t r ue s t  economy aud 
t he  g rea tes t  advantage t o  the United S t a t e s  can be secured by these expenditures, 
which w i l l  keep t h i s  s e l f - r e l i an t  people permanently o f f  r e l i e f .  

We bel ieve  t h a t  a solut ion to the Navajo problem can be found. To do so 
w i l l  require  the  col laborat ion of Congress, adminis t ra t ive  agencies, and tha  i n t e r -  
e s ted  public.  The e f f o r t  is well  worth making: e n s u r b g  a f u t u r e  f o r  the  Navajo 
t r i b e ,  with its grea t  a b i l i t i e s  and capacity f o r  progress, w i l l  be n o t  only t h e  
minimm of j u s t i c e  t o  them, but  of benef i t  t o  the  nat ion.  

May 1, 1941 

THE HEART OF 1T-S COfiTROVERSY 

The whole of' t h i s  elcposition leads  u s  t o  t h e  very core of t h e  controversy 
which ha s  raged over t h e  Navajo program, among both whites ant! Indians, since i ts  
inception in 1933. This  l i e s  in the very unpleasant na tu re  of the a l t e r n a t i v e s  with 
which we havo been. and a r e  now presented, 

If me agree t h a t  t he  Navajos are s t i l l  dependent upon t h e i r  reservation,  
the second bas ic  premise offered a t  t he  beginning of t h i s  l i s t ,  we still f i n d  t h a t  
sheep and c a t t l e  t o  support them cannot be run on t he  reservat ion without t o t a l l y  
destroying it in a  r e l a t i v e l y  short  time. Fe f ind t h a t  t he r e  can be farmin,? lands 
f o r  on ly  a l imi ted  number of families.  Counting in ex i s t i ng  wage workers a t d  4,000 
on d i r e c t  ~ e l i e f ,  we f i n d  t h a t  nearly hal f  t he  t r i b e  is not, noiv supported b3' farm- 
ing  o r  herding, and t h a t  means of l ivelihood f o r  a  l a r g e  p a r t  of the remd3.der  have 
n o t  ye t  been found. We reach the  impasse which has so d i s t ressed  many people who 
love these  Indians:' 

If t h e  vas t  major i ty  of Navajo fami l i es  mere allowed t o  run f locks  of 
sheep on the  rese rva t ion  large  enough t o  ensure subsistence,  the roservat ion 
would be destroyed, but no adequat:? subs t l t u t e  has ye t  been found t o  re -  
place t h i s  means of l ivelihood.  

Tne lhdian Service has  made t h e  governing decision t h a t  regardless  of a l l  
e l s e ,  t h e  m i l  must be preserved fo r  t h e  twenty-five thousand-odd Navajos who do 
now wrest a  l i v i n g  from it (=I  it must be remembered t h a t  lumbermen, sammill and 
cannery workers, weavers, and others  a r e  a l s o  dependent upon the  products o f  a 
healthy land, and furthermore t h a t  ru in  of t h i s  enormous a rea  v i t a l l y  a f f e c t s  the 
welfare of t h e  surrounding populat ion).  


