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How America fails to keep its hea l th  care p rom ise
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Dear Reader,
It’s a  c o m m o n  m isc o n c e p tio n  th a t  N ative A m eri­

c a n s  g e t “free" h e a lth  ca re . Y et th e  re sp o n sib ility  to  
p ro v id e  h e a lth  ca re  — a m o n g  o th e r  co re  te n e ts  — to  
N ative A m eric an s  th ro u g h o u t  th e  c o u n try  is d e e p ­
ly ro o te d  in  U n ite d  S ta tes  h isto ry . T he s to rie s  in  th is  
y ea r 's  e d itio n  o f  th e  N ative New s H o n o rs  P ro ject show  
th e  s te e p , c o n t in u in g  co s t o f  th a t ca re , as w ell as th e  
e n d u r in g  e ffo rts  to  im p ro v e  it.

T he p h ra se  " fo r  th e  b e n e fit, ca re  a n d  assistance..." 
is w r i t te n  in to  th e  U n ited  S ta tes ' ag re e m e n ts  w ith  sov­
e re ig n  In d ia n  tr ib e s . T h ese  w o rd s  m ig h t seem  cynical 
in  2017, n e a rly  100 y ears  a f te r  th e y  w ere  w ritte n  in  th e  
S n y d er A ct o f  1921, th e  p iece  o f  leg isla tion  th a t  e v e n ­
tu a lly  le d  to  th e  c re a tio n  o f  th e  In d ia n  H ea lth  Service 
in  1955. It w as a  p ro m ise  m a d e  law  th a t  to  th is  d ay  fac­
es h u rd le s  in  fu n d in g , s ta ff in g  an d  in f ra s tru c tu re .

This sp rin g . N ative News te a m s  w a d e d  in to  th e  
m u rk y  d e ta ils  o f  h e a lth  ca re  po licy  a n d  p u sh e d  the

n o to r io u s ly  tig h t- l ip p e d  In d ia n  H ea lth  S erv ice fo r 
an sw ers . T eam s trav e led  to  all seven  o f  th e  tr ib a l re s ­
e rv a tio n s  in  M o n ta n a  to  f in d  o u t h o w  w ell th e  IHS is 
m e e tin g  th e  p ro m ise  m a d e  so  lo n g  ago.

We fo u n d  th a t IHS is b u d g e te d  to  sp e n d  ab o u t 
$ 4 ,0 0 0  p e r  p a t ie n t ,  h a lf  o f  th e  n a tio n a l average. The 
a m o u n t is to u te d  as p a r t  o f  a n  e ff ic ien t system , b u t 
overw helm ing ly , p a t ie n ts  fee l u n d e rse rv e d . IHS sites 
see  h ig h  s ta ff  tu rn o v e r , lo n g  w ait tim es , geog raph ic  
iso la tion , c u ltu ra l m is u n d e rs ta n d in g s  a n d  sign ifican t 
h e a lth  d isp a ritie s  a m o n g  N ative A m erican s com ­
p a re d  to  n a tio n a l averages.

A lth o u g h  th e  IHS system  is r u n  by  passionate, 
c o m m u n ity -d r iv e n  p eo p le , th e  sy stem  itse lf falters 
a n d  su c ce ed s  in c o n s is te n tly  th ro u g h o u t  th e  s ta te . On 
F o rt Peck, v e te ra n s  p ro m ise d  h e a lth  c a re  by  b o th  IHS 
a n d  th e  VA f in d  access h a r d e r  to  se c u re , n o t easier. 
O n  th e  R ocky Boy’s re se rv a tio n , a n  in f ra s tru c tu re  c r i­
sis p u ts  re lia b le  access to  w a te r  o u t  o f  reach .

E lsew here , c o m m u n itie s  a re  a sk in g  n ew  q u es tio n s  
a b o u t h o w  to  solve o ld  p ro b le m s. N o rth e rn  C hey­

e n n e  le a d e rs  c lash  o v e r  w h e th e r  to  focus o n  d ia b e ­
te s  p re v e n tio n  o r  t r e a t  its  sev erest sy m p to m s. O n  the  
B lackfeet re se rv a tio n , p re sc rip tio n s  m e a n t to  ease 
th e  o p ia te  crisis m ay  b e  sp a w n in g  a d if fe re n t p r o b ­
lem .

N ative A m erican s acro ss M o n tan a  c o n f ro n t th e  
system s th a t  le t th e m  d o w n  a n d  ta k e  m a tte rs  in to  
th e ir  o w n  h a n d s . O n  th e  F la th ead  re se rv a tio n , a  tr ib -  
ally  r u n  p ro g ra m  a im s to  te m p e r  th e  ch a llen g es of 
m e n ta l h e a lth  c a re  in  a  p lace  w h e re  n o b o d y 's  a n o n ­
ym ous. In  C row  Agency, a n  in tre p id  a d m in is tra to r  
w orks to  rev ita lize  lo n g - te rm  care  c lose  to  h o m e .

System ic c h a n g e s  h av e  b ro u g h t h o p e  to  o th e rs . 
In c rea sed  in s u ra n c e  e n ro llm e n t d u e  to  M edicaid  
ex p a n s io n  h a s  le t  u r b a n  N ative A m erican s g e t a c ­
cess to  p rev io u sly  inaccessib le  h e a lth  ca re , w h ile  o n  
F o rt B elknap, i t  h a s  led  to  in c re ase d  re so u rc e s  fo r  th e  
co m m u n ity , n o t  ju s t  en ro llees .

T h e  p r ic e  o f  h e a lth  c a re .in  In d ia n  C o u n try  c a n  be 
m e a s u re d  o n  sev era l scales. T h e  cost is h is to ric , it 's  
d e e p , a n d  fo r  m o s t, i t  is u n d e r  p e rfo rm in g .
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Thank you
The Native News Honors Project is reported, photographed, edited and designed by stu­

dents o f the University o f M ontana School of Journalism. This is the 26th annual edition. The 
class appreciates the guidance we received from  Cherith Smith, a  University of M ontana 
pharm acy professor an d  a pharm acist w ith the Missoula Urban Indian Health Center. We 
also w ant to  thank guest lecturers Anne Grant, form er Elouise Cobell Fellow, and Melinda 
Janko. director of “100 YEARS, O ne w om an’s fight for justice" and 2017 Dean Stone lecturer 
Nikole Hannah-Jones, New York Times Magazine reporter.

If you have com m ents about the project, we'd like to  hear from  you. Email us at jason. 
begay@umontana.edu o r  jeremy.lurgio@ umontana.edu o r  write to  Native News Honors 
Project, School o f Journalism, University o f Montana, 32 C am pus Drive, Missoula, MT59812.

Cover p h o to  by D e r e k  M i n e m y e r

For more pho to  a n d  video stories, check out our

Multimedia Content
at nativenews.jour.umt.edu
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How Medicaid is rebuilding health  care on Fort Belknap

S t o r y :  L u c y  T o m p k i n s P h o t o s :  A d a m  M c C a w

Jean  a n d  D o n a ld  B ea r d re s s  the ir tw ins, H azel a n d  Kale, for th e  day . W h en  Je a n  B ear le a rn e d  s h e  w a s  h a v in g  tw ins, d o c to r s  re fe rred  h e r to  a  h o sp ita l in Billings six h o u rs  aw a y . 
She s ig n e d  u p  fo r M ed ica id , w h ich  co v e re d  th e  travel, lo d g in g  a n d  tr e a tm e n t c o s ts  o f  h e r p r e n a ta l  ca re .
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W hen  Jean  Bear fo u n d  o u t
sh e  w as p re g n a n t, sh e  d id  w h a t all w o m e n  in  Hays, 
M o n ta n a  m u s t do : She d ro v e  82  m iles  ac ro ss  th e  F o rt 
B elknap  In d ia n  R eserv a tio n  to  th e  n e a re s t  h o sp ita l 
w ith  p re n a ta l ca re  a n d  d e liv ery  serv ices fo r  h e r  first 
checkup .

H er ro u te  to o k  h e r  p a s t F o rt B elknap 's In d ia n  
H ea lth  S ervice, th e  fac ility  c re a te d  to  p ro v id e  h e a lth  
ca re  to  th e  re se rv a tio n 's  tr ib a l re s id e n ts , as m a n d a t­
e d  by tre a tie s  b e tw e e n  tr ib e s  a n d  th e  fed e ra l g o v e rn ­
m e n t. F ort B elknap  IHS s to p p e d  d e liv e rin g  bab ies 
in  th e  1970s. so  B ear c o n t in u e d  50  m iles f a r th e r  to  
H avre , w h e re  a d o c to r  d id  a n  u ltra so u n d  a n d  gave 
h e r  th e  g o o d  new s: She’d  b e  g iv ing  b ir th  to  tw ins.

H aving  tw ins is c o n s id e re d  h ig h -risk , so  B ear w as 
r e fe r re d  even  f a r th e r  f ro m  h o m e  fo r  care . She d ro v e  
to  B illings — six  h o u r s  ro u n d  tr ip  — fo r  m o n th ly  p r e ­
n a ta l a p p o in tm e n ts .  B ecause th e  B illings h o sp ita l is 
b ey o n d  th e  rese rv a tio n 's  b o rd e rs . Bear's t r e a tm e n ts  
a n d  trave l costs  w e re n 't  c o v e red  b y  IHS, w h ich  
d o e s n 't  c h a rg e  N ative A m erican  p a tie n ts  fo r  care . 
W ith o u t h e a lth  in su ra n c e . B ear w o u ld  have to  pay 
o u t o f  p o ck e t fo r  h e r  m o n th ly  a p p o in tm e n ts ,  travel 
an d  lo d g in g  in  B illings. As h e r  d u e  d a te  ap p ro a c h e d , 
sh e  h a d  to  m ake  th e  3 3 6 -m ile  t r ip  every  w eek .

To co v e r th o se  co s ts . B ear sig n ed  u p  fo r  M edicaid. 
B ecause IHS d o e s n 't  d e liv e r  b ab ies  o n  th e  re se rv a ­
tio n , all p re g n a n t w o m e n  a re  u rg e d  to  en ro ll , as 
M edicaid  r e im b u rse s  fo r  trav e l ex p e n se s  a n d  pays 
fo r  all m ed ica l n ee d s . N ea rin g  h e r  d u e  d a te , B ear 
sp e n t th r e e  w eeks in  B illings a t  a  R ona ld  M cD onald 
H o u se  a n d  tw o  n ig h ts  in  th e  ho sp ita l. She d o e s n ’t 
k n o w  h o w  m u c h  th e se  co s ts  a m o u n te d  to , b ecau se  
M edicaid  covered  th e m , b u t  th e  average co s t o f  o n e  
n ig h t in  a h o sp ita l in  M o n ta n a  is $1,284, ac co rd in g  to  
th e  K aiser Fam ily F o u n d a tio n . A fter always re ly in g  
o n  IHS fo r  h e r  h e a lth  ca re , a n d  n e v e r  g e ttin g  th e  
c o m p re h e n s iv e  t r e a tm e n t  sh e  n e e d e d , B ear rea lized  
h o w  m u c h  f re e d o m  M ed ica id  g ra n te d  h er.

Far f ro m  h e r  r u ra l  h o m e to w n  o f  a b o u t 800  
p eo p le , B ear gave b i r th  to  f ra te rn a l  tw in s, K ale an d  
H azel. W h e n  B ear o r  h e r  n o w  1 6 -m o n th -o ld  tw in s  
n e e d  to  see  a d o c to r  o r  a  d e n tis t ,  sh e  d o e sn ’t  b o th ­
e r  w ith  IHS. She d riv es  h e r  c h ild re n  to  H elen a  fo r  
d e n t is t  a p p o in tm e n ts ,* n e a rly  five  h o u r s  away. W ith  
M edicaid , B ear h as  access to  h ig h -q u a lity  ca re  o ff th e  
re se rv a tio n , f re e in g  h e r  f ro m  th e  c o n s tra in ts  o f  IHS’ 
tig h t bud g et.

“(M edicaid) g e ts  y o u  fa s te r  a p p o in tm e n ts , a n d  
you  d o n 't  have to  w a it  a r o u n d  fo r  IHS to  go  to  th e  
b o a rd  a n d  r e a d  o n  it," B ear sa id . “I have re a lly  b a d  .  
a s th m a , a n d  all I h av e  to  d o  is call a n d  m a k e  an  
a p p o in tm e n t. I d o n ’t  h av e  to  w a it a ro u n d  fo r  IHS to  
sc h e d u le  m e  o n e .”

D esp ite  th e  fed e ra l g o v e rn m e n t's  t r e a ty  re s p o n s i­
b ility  to  p ro v id e  N ative A m eric an  t r ib e s  w ith  h e a lth  
ca re , serv ices o n  th e  re se rv a tio n  h a v e  lo n g  b e e n  
u n d e r fu n d e d . W h e n  IHS d o esn ’t  h av e  th e  re so u rce s  
fo r  a  c e r ta in  p ro c e d u re , a  b o a rd  o f  a d m in is tra to rs  
d ec id e s  if  IHS w ill pay  fo r  th e  p a t ie n t  to  rece iv e  
tr e a tm e n t  in  a  h o sp ita l o ff  th e  re s e rv a tio n  — k n o w n  
as c o n tra c t  ca re . In  th e  p as t, o n ly  p a t ie n ts  a t  r isk  o f  
lo s in g  th e ir  lives o r  a lim b  w ere  g ra n te d  th a t  p e rm is ­
sio n , d u e  to  lack o f  fu n d in g .

B ecause IHS h as  alw ays b e e n  th e  m a in  so u rc e  of 
h e a lth  ca re  o n  re se rv a tio n s , a p p ly in g  fo r  in su ra n c e  
o r  M ed ica id  is  fo re ig n  to  m a n y  N ative A m erican s. 
S om e d o n 't  have access to  a  c o m p u te r  to  sig n  u p , an d  
o th e rs  th in k  it’s ex p en siv e . S om e re fu se  to  e n ro ll on  
p r in c ip le  to  h o ld  th e  fed e ra l g o v e rn m e n t a c c o u n t­
ab le  fo r  i ts  fa ilu re  to  co m p ly  w ith  tre a ty -m a n d a te d  
re sp o n s ib ilit ie s  a n d  p ro m ise s .

A fter su ffe r in g  th ro u g h  y ears  o f  c h ro n ic  u n d e r -  
fu n d in g , IHS h as  b e e n  th ro w n  a life lin e . B oth  th e  
A ffo rdab le  C a re  A ct a n d  M o n tan a 's  M edica id  e x p a n ­
s io n  p ro v id e  a  n ew  w ay fo r  IHS to  im p ro v e  its  s e r ­
v ices a n d  in c re ase  its  rev e n u es . A p a t ie n t  c o v e red  by 
M edicaid  allow s IHS to  b ill th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t 
fo r  th e  serv ices it  a lre a d y  p ro v id es . C u rren tly , th e  
fed e ra l g o v e rn m e n t re im b u rse s  100 p e r c e n t  o f  th o se  
ex p e n se s . B efore th e  M ed ica id  e x p a n s io n , i t  r e im ­
b u rs e d  ju s t  65 p e rc e n t. O n  th e  F o rt B elknap  In d ia n

R eserv a tio n , th o se  re im b u rse m e n ts  h av e  re a c h e d  
b e y o n d  th e  IHS fac ility  a n d  in to  th e  co m m u n ity , im ­
p ro v in g  se rv ices  a n d  c re a tin g  s tro n g e r  p re v e n ta tiv e  
h e a lth  p ro g ra m s .

G reg  S m ith , a c tin g  CEO o f F ort B elknap 's IHS fa­
c ilities, s a id  th e y  a re  se e in g  m o re  p a t ie n ts  w ith  th ird  
p a r ty  co v e rag e  th a n  ev e r b e fo re  in  its  h isto ry . T he 
a m o u n t o f  m o n e y  c o llec te d  f ro m  b illin g  M edicaid , 
M ed ica re  a n d  p r iv a te  in su ra n c e  h as  in c re a se d  by  15 
p e r c e n t  s in c e  2015, h e  said . T hose  re im b u rs e m e n ts  
h av e  h e lp e d  th e  h o sp ita l a d d  m o re  n u r s in g  p o s itio n s  
a n d  b u y  n e w  m e d ic a l e q u ip m e n t to  re p la c e  a n t i ­
q u a te d , 2 0 -y e a r-o ld  m a c h in e s . T h ey ’ve a lso  h e lp e d  
d e p a r tm e n ts  fu n d  p re v e n ta tiv e  h e a lth  ca re  serv ices 
like th e  c o m m u n ity  gym .

N a tio n w id e , th i r d  p a r ty  b illin g  a t IHS h as  in ­
c re a se d  by  $240  m illio n , a b o u t 26 p e rc e n t,  s in ce  th e  
passag e  o f  th e  In d ia n  H ea lth  C a re  Im p ro v e m e n t Act, 
w h ic h  is in c lu d e d  in  th e  ACA.

If th e  ACA a n d  M ed ica id  e x p a n s io n  a re  re p e a le d , 
th a t  15 p e r c e n t  b u d g e t in c re ase , a n d  th e  e x p a n d e d  
h e a lth  c a re  o p tio n s  th a t  k e p t B ear f ro m  g o in g  in to  
d e b t to  g ive b ir th ,  w o u ld  g o  away.

In  2012, M o n ta n a  h a d  th e  h ig h e s t r a te  o f  u n in ­
s u re d  N ative A m eric an s  in  th e  co u n try , a t  4 0  p e rc e n t.

Kermit H orn  h e a d s  to  th e  g ro c e ry  s to re  t o  b u y  a  turkey  fo r E as te r lu n c h  w ith  his family. H orn  is g e tt in g  a  n e w  w h ee l 

ch a ir  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  th e  Fort B elknap  Public H ea lth  N ursing  P ro g ra m -

Native News 2017 5



Miles Werk, th e  re c re a tio n a l fitness a n d  w ellness  c o o rd in a to r  a t  th e  R ed  W hip G ym , in s tru c ts  p ro fessio n a l b o x e r 
a n d  MMA fig h te r D elane  L am ere  o n  p ro p e r  p o w e r  c le a n  fo rm  a n d  te ch n iq u e .

ac co rd in g  to  a r e p o r t  b y  th e  N ational In d ia n  H ealth  
B oard  an d  N o rth  D ak o ta  S ta te  U niversity . B ut since 
M ontana 's M ed ica id  e x p a n s io n  w e n t in to  effect in  
2015, n ea rly  10,000 N ative A m erican  p a tie n ts  have 
g a in ed  coverage.

T he e x p a n s io n  m a d e  M ed ica id  availab le fo r  all 
ad u lts  w ith  in c o m e s  u p  to  138 p e rc e n t o f  th e  fe d e r­
al p o v e rty  level ($16,394 fo r  a sing le a d u l t in  2017). 
M ark  T ra h an t, a n  e x p e r t  o n  N ative A m erican  p o l­
itics, sa id  th e  e x p a n s io n  m akes n e a rly  every  trib a l 
m e m b e r  elig ib le  fo r  M edicaid .

"Y ou're o u t o f  luck  if  c o n tra c t  ca re  ru n s  o u t of 
m oney, b u t  if you  h av e  in su ra n c e , you  ge t th a t  ca re ,” 
T ra h an t sa id . "T he m a in  re a so n  to  do  it is i t’s  b e t te r  
fo r  everybody . If  m o re  p e o p le  a re  in su re d , th e  clin ic  
will have m o re  re so u rc e s .”

T he b e n e f its  o f  th i r d  p a r ty  b illin g  spill b ey o n d  
F ort B elknap’s IHS h o sp ita l, d o w n  th e  ro a d  a n d  in to  
th e  Red W h ip  G ym . F rom  th e  o u ts id e , th e  gym  looks 
like a d ila p id a te d , w in d o w less  w areh o u se . Inside, 
a co lo rfu lly  p a in te d  en try w a y  serves as a p o r ta l to  a 
ren o v a te d  fitn ess  ro o m , bask etb a ll co u rt, poo l an d  
k itch en  fo r  se rv in g  a f te r-sc h o o l m ea ls  to  kids.

M iles W erk, 26. s its  b e h in d  th e  f ro n t d esk  a n d  
ad m its  m e m b e rs  b e tw e e n  th e  fitn ess  classes he 
teach es. H e re c e n tly  in s ta te d  a $1 daily  e n tra n c e  fee 
fo r  kids, a n d  $2 fo r  a d u lts . In  th e  a fte r-sc h o o l ru sh , 
k ids w h o  c a n 't  a f fo rd  th e  fee  p ick  u p  tra sh  o u ts id e  
th e  gym  o r  d o  a q u ic k  f itn e ss  exercise  w ith  W erk as 
a su b s titu te  fo r  th e  m oney . He w o n 't tu r n  aw ay a  kid 
w h o  show s u p  w ith o u t a d o lla r, b u t  h e  w an ts  to  teach  
th e m  to  c a re  fo r th e  p ro p e r ty  a n d  fo r  th e ir  h ea lth .

A fter g ra d u a tin g  f ro m  th e  U niversity  o f  M o n tan a  
w ith  a d e g re e  in  h e a lth  a n d  h u m a n  p e rfo rm a n c e  
in  2012, W erk, n o w  th e  R ed W hip  G ym  rec re a tio n a l 
fitn ess  an d  w ellness c o o rd in a to r , r e tu rn e d  to  Fort 
B elknap to  im p ro v e  th e  c o m m u n ity  gym  a n d  teach  
k ids h e a lth y  h ab its .

S ince h is  r e tu rn ,  th e  gym . w h ich  also  serves as a 
c o m m u n ity  c e n te r  fo r  w akes, fu n e ra ls  a n d  even ts, 
has tra n s fo rm e d . T h e  bask etb a ll c o u r t, w h e re  college 
basketba ll gam es a re  h e ld  a n d  g ro u p s  o f  sc h o o lch il­
d re n  sc rim m ag e  a f te r  schoo l, h as  n ew  h ard w o o d  
f lo o rs  th a t  rep la ce d  th e  fo rm e r  tile  f lo o rs  fro m  the  
1970s.

T here 's  n e w  ex e rc ise  e q u ip m e n t: s ta ir  s te p p e rs , 
ro w in g  m ach in es, b ikes, d u m b b e lls . T he poo l has a 
n ew  lin ing , w h ich  rep la ce d  th e  c h ip p in g  p a in t th a t 
u sed  to  float a ro u n d  a n d  c log  th e  f iltra tio n  system .

A b ra n d  n e w  w o o d e n  sa u n a  s team s poo lside .
"People com e in  a n d  a re  am azed  by  th e  change," 

W erk said.
W hen W erk w an ts  to  im p ro v e  a p a r t  o f  th e  gym , 

h e  h as  to  lo b b y  th e  tr ib a l g o v e rn m e n t fo r  fu n d s . But

lately , h e  h a s  a n o th e r  so u rce  o f  rev e n u e : F ort Belk­
n a p 's  P ublic H ea lth  N ursing  P rogram .

T he p ro g ra m  co m p rises  o f  e ig h t n u rs e s  w h o  do 
im m u n iz a tio n s , h o m e visits, c o m m u n ity  e d u c a tio n , 
sch o o l sc re en in g s  a n d  m o re  th ro u g h o u t  th e  re se r­
v a tio n . T h e ir  d e p a r tm e n t is p a r t  o f  th e  IHS h o sp ita l, 
b u t  it is tr ib a lly  ru n .  W h en  a p a t ie n t  co v e red  by  M ed­
ica id  co m es to  th e m  fo r  tr e a tm e n t, th e  p ro g ra m  can  
b ill fo r  a  100 p e r c e n t  re im b u rse m e n t.

T h e  p ro g ra m ’s  m an ag er, K a th lee n  A dam s, said 
th e y  u se  M edicaid  re im b u rse m e n ts  to  b o o s t th e  
b u d g e t a n d  fu n d  n ew  h e a lth  e q u ip m e n t like w h e e l­
c h a irs , c ru tc h e s  a n d  gym  e q u ip m e n t. In  its  f irs t c o n ­
t r ib u t io n  to  th e  R ed W hip  G ym , A dam s’ p ro g ra m , 
a lo n g  w ith  tw o  local d ia b e te s  p ro g ra m s, a lloca ted  
$14,000. A dam s sa id  it c a n  p u rc h a se  e q u ip m e n t as 
lo n g  as i t  im p ro v e s  so m e o n e 's  h ea lth .

As a focal p o in t fo r  th e  co m m u n ity , th e  im p ro v e ­
m e n ts  to  th e  gym  h av e  fa r -re a c h in g  im p a c ts . W erk 
sa id  m o re  y o u n g  a d u lts  h av e  b e e n  ta k in g  ad v an tag e  
o f  th e  re n o v a te d  gym , a n d  it  d ra m a tic a lly  e x p a n d ­
e d  f itn e ss  o p tio n s  fo r  k ids w h o  d o n 't  g e t e n o u g h  
physical activ ity  in  schoo l. In  a  p lace  w h e re  d ia b e te s  
ra te s  a re  m o re  th a n  tw ice th a t  o f  n o n -N a tiv e  p eo p le  
in  M o n ta n a , access to  a gym  a n d  f itn e ss  e q u ip m e n t is

p a rticu la rly  im p o r ta n t.
In  a d d itio n  to  its  c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  gym , th e  

Public H ea lth  N u rs in g  P ro g ram  fu n d s  m ed ica l 
e q u ip m e n t fo r  p e o p le  th ro u g h o u t th e  co m m u n ity . 
T h e  p ro g ra m  uses M ed ica id  re im b u rse m e n ts  to  h e lp  
th o se  w ho  d o n ’t q u a lify  fo r  M edicaid  b u t c a n 't  a ffo rd  
th e  m ed ica l e q u ip m e n t th e y  n eed .

K erm it H o rn  is o n e  su c h  p a tie n t . H o rn  u ses a 
w h ee lch a ir, as h is legs a re  para lyzed  f ro m  hav ing  
po lio  as a  ch ild . For y ea rs , h e  sw u n g  h im se lf a lo n g  
u s in g  c ru tc h e s , b u t w h e n  h is  d o c to r  w a rn e d  h im  of 
th e  d am ag e  it  w o u ld  d o  to  h is  sh o u ld e rs , h e  sw itch ed  
to  a w h ee lch a ir . G e ttin g  a ro u n d  s in ce  th e n  h a s n 't 
b e e n  easy, as th e  re se rv a tio n  isn 't r e q u ire d  to  co m p ly  
w ith  A m erican s w ith  D isab ilities A ct re q u ire m e n ts , 
a n d  m a n y  b u ild in g s  a re n 't  w h ee lch a ir-accessib le . H e 
can  m a n e u v e r  o v e r  sm all c u rb s  w h ile  h o ld in g  a  d o o r  
o p e n  fo r  h im se lf  a n d  isn 't u n c o m fo rta b le  ca llin g  th e  
po lice o n  so m e o n e  w h o  p a rk e d  so  close to  a do o rw ay  
th a t h e  can  t  squeeze  b y  in  h is  chair.

H orn 's  m o n th ly  d isa b ility  ch eck  fo r  $1,400 m akes 
h im  ine lig ib le  fo r  M edica id . W h e n  h is  w h e e lc h a ir  
s ta r te d  to  te a r  in  th e  se a t a n d  th e  back, H o rn  w e n t  to  
IHS to  app ly  fo r  a n e w  o n e  th ro u g h  M edicare . T hey  
d e n ie d  h is  re q u e s t, say ing  th e  c h a ir  w asn 't in  bad
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A bove: B ear fe e d s  h e r  ch ild ren  w hile c e le b ra tin g  h e r  3 0 th  b ir th d a y  a t  h e r  h o m e  in H ays. H er p r e g n a n c y  w ith  h e r 

tw ins w a s  c o n s id e re d  high-risk, a n d  s h e  w a s  a b le  to  sig n  u p  fo r  M ed ica id  to  h e lp  co v er th e  c o s ts  o f  c a re . 
Below: H orn ’s leg s  a r e  p a ra ly z e d  d u e  to  polio . H e h a s  h a d  to  re inforce th e  s e a t  o f  his w h e e lc h a ir  w ith  le a th e r  

s tra p s . M ed ica re  re je c te d  his ap p lic a tio n  for a  n e w  o n e , s o  th e  Public H ealth  N ursing P ro g ra m  h e lp e d  him . th a n k s  

to  a d d it io n a l re v e n u e  fro m  th ird  p a r ty  billing.

e n o u g h  sh a p e .
“T h e  se a t is a b o u t re a d y  to  co m e  th ro u g h ,” H o rn  

sa id , g e s tu r in g  to  th e  v isib le  r ip s  b es id e  h is  h ip s .
H e im p ro v ise d  a te m p o ra ry  fix.
“I to o k  it u p o n  m yself,” h e  sa id . “Y ou see  th is  

le a th e r  s t r a p ?  Like you  f in d  o n  th e  sad d le  o f  a  h o rse . 
I c u t  f o u r  s tr ip s  a n d  I p u t  th e m  u n d e r n e a th  m y  seat 
so it  w o u ld n 't  c o m p le te ly  te a r  off.”

W ith o u t th e  le a th e r  s tra p s , H o rn  says h is  seat 
w o u ld  h a v e  r ip p e d  th ro u g h  a  lo n g  t im e  ago. W hen  
M ed ica re  re je c te d  h is  re q u e s t fo r  a  n e w  ch a ir , th e  
P ublic H e a lth  N u rs in g  P ro g ra m  s te p p e d  in  a n d  
o rd e re d  h im  a  n e w  o n e . It's  o n  its  way. M edicaid  
r e im b u rs e m e n ts  a u g m e n te d  th e  p ro g ra m 's  b u d g e t 
e n o u g h  to  f re e  u p  m o n e y  th a t  can  b e  u se d  to  h e lp  
m o re  p e o p le  like H o rn .

“W ith o u t th e m , a lo t o f  p e o p le  w o u ld  b e  h u rtin g ,"  
H o rn  sa id .

D esp ite  th e  b e n e f its  o f  e n ro ll in g  in  M edicaid , 
m a n y  N ative A m e ric a n s  w h o  a re  elig ib le  fo r  coverage 
re m a in  u n in s u re d .  O n e  re a so n  fo r  th is  c o u ld  b e  a 
m is u n d e rs ta n d in g  a b o u t th e  ro le  o f  IHS, w h ic h  w as 
c re a te d  to  p ro v id e  h e a lth  c a re  fo r  N ative A m ericans 
b u t  d o e s n 't  c o n s ti tu te  h e a lth  in su ra n c e .

O f th e  ro u g h ly  7 0 ,0 0 0  N ative A m erican s e lig i­
b le  fo r  r e d u c e d -c o s t  o r  fre e  co verage  in  M o n tan a , 
o n ly  a b o u t 17,000 h a v e  s ig n e d  u p . A n o th e r  ro u g h ly  
2 2 ,0 0 0  a p p e a r  to  h av e  p r iv a te  in su ra n c e  th ro u g h  
th e ir  em p lo y e rs , a c c o rd in g  to  a n  ana lysis  o f  s ta te  
an d  fed e ra l e n ro l lm e n t  re c o rd s  by  th e  B illings G a­
ze tte  in  S e p te m b e r  2016.

F or so m e , re fu s in g  h e a lth  coverage is a  co n sc io u s 
sacrifice  w ith  a  p o litica l m essage.

Avis S p e n c e r  h a s  w o rk e d  fo r  th e  e n v iro n m e n ­
ta l h e a lth  d e p a r tm e n t  in  F ort B elknap  A gency fo r 
e ig h t y ea rs . She c h o o ses  n o t to  p u rc h a se  th e  tr ib e 's  
e m p lo y e r  in s u ra n c e  to  h o ld  th e  fed e ra l g o v e rn m e n t 
a c c o u n ta b le  fo r  its  t r u s t  re sp o n s ib ility  to  p ro v id e  
N ative A m e ric a n s  w ith  h e a lth  ca re . H ea lth  care , 
h o u s in g  a n d  e d u c a tio n  w e re  p ro m ise d  to  t r ib e s  in  
e x c h a n g e  fo r  h u g e  sw ath s  o f  th e ir  la n d , a n d  S p en ce r  
d o e s n 't  w a n t th a t  to  b e  fo rg o tte n .

“I be liev e  in  h o ld in g  th e m  ac co u n ta b le  fo r  th a t,  so  
1 re ly  o n  In d ia n  H ea lth  S erv ice fo r  m y  ca re ,” S p e n ­
c e r  sa id . “G ood  o r  b a d , it's  th e re ,  a n d  a lo t o f  p eo p le  
n a tio n w id e  d o n 't  h a v e  th a t  to  fall b ack  on."

S p e n c e r 's  c h o ic e  to  fo rg o  h e a lth  co verage  h a sn 't 
b e e n  a  p ro b le m  fo r  h e r , sh e  sa id , k n o c k in g  h e r  
k n u ck les  o n  a n e a rb y  tab le , b e c au se  sh e  h a s n 't  had  
se rio u s  m e d ic a l issu es th a t  IHS c a n ’t tr e a t .  B ut m a n ­
a g e m e n t o f  IHS fu n d s  h a s  d is a p p o in te d  h e r , a n d  she 
c o m p a re d  th e  h o sp ita l to  a  w a lk - in  c lin ic , w ith o u t 
ph y sica l th e ra p y , a w e ll-c h ild  c lin ic  fo r  sch o o lk id s  o r  
r e g u la r  s c re e n in g s  fo r  y o u n g  m e n .
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She su g g e sted  th a t  r a th e r  th a n  c o n t in u e  p r o ­
v id in g  s u b s ta n d a rd  se rv ices , IHS fu n d s  b e  g iven  to  
th e  t r ib e  to  h e lp  e v e ry  m e m b e r  re g is te r  fo r  h e a lth  
in su ra n c e .

"If y o u  c a n ’t  p ro v id e  h e a lth  ca re , th e n  give u s  th e  
m o n e y  a n d  w e  c a n  g e t o u r  o w n  h e a lth  in su ra n c e , 
r a th e r  th a n  ju s t  b e in g  h e re  a n d  p ro v id in g  jobs," 
S p en ce r  sa id , a d d in g  th a t  th e  jo b s  a re  h e lp fu l fo r 
tr ib a l m e m b e rs , b u t m o s t p ro v id e rs  co m e  fro m  o u t­
s id e  th e  re se rv a tio n .

O f th re e  p e rm a n e n t  h e a lth  p ro v id ers  a n d  a  h a n d ­
fu l o f  c o n tra c te d  p ro v id e rs  a t  th e  IHS facility, only  
o n e  is f ro m  th e  re se rv a tio n .

O th e r  p e o p le  w h o  re m a in  u n in su re d  have s im ­
p le r  rea so n s . In  M arch , a n ew  p ro g ra m  la u n ch e d  to  
h e lp  re g is te r  p e o p le  o n  th e  rese rv a tio n  fo r M edicaid. 
T h eresa  S ullivan, th e  o u tre a c h  w o rk e r  fo r  Hays an d  
L odgepo le , visits h o m e s  a n d  a tte n d s  co m m u n ity  
e v e n ts  to  f in d  th e  p e o p le  w h o  have s lipped  th ro u g h  
th e  cracks, sh e  said .

So far, she 's  h e lp e d  13 p e o p le  sign u p . T he biggest 
b a r r ie r s  she 's  se e n  a re  a lack  o f  in te rn e t  access an d  a 
m is u n d e rs ta n d in g  a b o u t th e  b en e fits  o f  in su ran c e . 
U ntil M o n ta n a  e x p a n d e d  M edicaid  a n d  th e  ACA 
re q u ire d  em p lo y e rs  like th e  tr ib a l g o v e rn m e n t to  
p ro v id e  h e a lth  in su ra n c e . IHS w as th e  m a in  o p tio n  
fo r  h e a lth  ca re  o n  th e  re se rv a tio n .

“T hey  d o n 't  h a v e  a n  em ail, so  in  o r d e r  fo r  m e  to  
ev en  e n ro ll  th e m  I have to  m ake  th e m  an  em ail," 
S u llivan  sa id . “O r  u se  m y ow n, I guess."

In  a few  in s tan ces , p eo p le  h av e n 't w a n te d  to  
c re a te  an  em ail acco u n t, so th e y  tru s t  Su llivan  to  use 
h e r  o w n . At a w o rk sh o p  fo r  y o u n g  m o th e rs  in  th e  
Kills a t N ight R ecrea tion  C e n te r  in  Hays. Sullivan 
m a d e  h e r  ro u n d s  w ith  a n o te b o o k  a n d  p e n . V ari­
o u s sp eak e rs  e d u c a ted  n ew  o r  soon -to -b 'e  m o th e rs  
a b o u t b rea s tfeed in g , n u tr it io n  an d  o th e r  ca re ta k in g  
p rac tices.

Sullivan  spoke to  each  w o m an  b e tw e e n  sp eak e rs  
to  sh a re  th e  b en e fits  o f  M edicaid_and to  e n ro ll the  
u n in su re d . She re c o rd e d  each  m o th e r 's  co n ta c t in ­
fo rm a tio n  o n  h e r  n o te  p ad . She k n ew  n e a rly  every ­
o n e  p re se n t, as is th e  case in  su c h  sm all tow ns.

T h o u g h  Sullivan's jo b  is to  sp re a d  th e  w o rd  a b o u t 
M edicaid  a n d  th e  b en e fits  o f  h ea lth  coverage, she  
re m a in s  u n in su re d . T he in su ran c e  p ro v id e d  by h e r  
em p lo y e r, th e  tr ib e , is to o  ex p en siv e  fo r  h e r  to  a f ­
fo rd , b u t sh e ’s n o t  elig ib le  fo r M edicaid  as a o n e -p e r ­
so n  fam ily  w ith  a  d e c e n t in co m e. She re lie s  o n  IHS.

"I c a n 't  c la im  m y dog ,” she said , giggling. Still, 
she 's  h a p p y  to  b e  h e lp in g  o th e r  fam ilies en ro ll.

“A  lo t o f th e se  p eo p le  a re  lo w -in co m e, a n d  I’m  
s u re  if  I rea lly  sc rim p ed  I cou ld  a ffo rd  in su rance,"  
sh e  sa id . "B ut I like it. I’m  glad th a t  th e y  can  have 
b e t te r  h e a lth  ca re . Especially fo r  th e  kids, because  
th e y  rea lly  n e e d  it."

W id esp read  co m p la in ts  a b o u t IHS a re  o f te n  
fo llow ed  by  a  sy m p a th e tic  concession : F or h o w  little  
m o n e y  it h a s  to  w o rk  w ith , th e  ca re  it p ro v id es  cou ld  
b e  w orse .

T ho u g h  IHS fu n d in g  saw  so m e  in c re ase s  u n d e r  
th e  O b am a a d m in is tra tio n , tr ib a l le ad e rs  a re n 't  e x ­
p e c tin g  th e  sam e tr e a tm e n t  f ro m  P re s id e n t D onald  
T rum p . But as lo n g  as th e  ACA isn ’t  rep e a le d  an d  
M edicaid ex p a n s io n  c o n tin u e s  to  ex ist in  M ontana, 
IHS h as  a w ay  to  b u ild  its ow n  re v e n u e s  w ith o u t 
re ly ing  o n  C ongress. T h ird -p a r ty  b illin g  gives IHS 
th e  f re e d o m  to  b ill th e  g o v e rn m e n t fo r  fu n d s  they 'd  
o th e rw ise  n ev e r see , fo r  p ro c e d u re s  th e y ’d  o therw ise  
p ro v id e  a t  n o  cost.

T he rev e n u e  p o ssib ilities , if all elig ib le  Native 
A m ericans e n ro lle d  fo r  coverage, w o u ld  b e  d ra s ­
tic. W hile th e  F ort B elknap  IHS h o sp ita l h as  a lready  
b eg u n  to  b en e fit f ro m  new ly  in su re d  p a tie n ts , th a t 
g ro w th  w o n 't c o n t in u e  if  in su re d  p a tie n ts  p re fe r  to  
seek ca re  o u ts id e  th e  re se rv a tio n . For B ear a n d  h e r  
tw ins, i t  m ak es m o re  se n se  to  d riv e  th e  e x tra  m iles 
fo r  b e t te r  ca re  th a n  to  w a it fo r  ap p ro v a l o r  re jec tio n  
from  IHS, w h ich  h a s  lim ite d  fu n d s .

But T ribal P re s id e n t M ark  A zure a rg u e s  th a t  p e o ­
ple sh o u ld  alw ays co m e  to  IHS firs t so th a t  th e  facility 
can  b u ild  itse lf u p  little  by  little . By en c o u ra g in g  p e o ­
p le  to  m ake IHS th e ir  p r im a ry  p ro v id er, A zure hopes 
th a t o n e  day  th e  fac ility  w ill have a  physical th e ra p is t 
again , a n d  m o re  re so u rc e s  fo r  b eh a v io ra l h e a lth  so 
th a t in  tim e , h is p e o p le  w ill g e t th e  b e s t q u a lity  care .

"I believe th a t w e a re  c re a tu re s  o f  h ab it, a n d  th e  
ab ility  to  tak e  an  h o u r  o ff fro m  w o rk  a n d  w alk  over 
h e re ,” A zure said , p o in tin g  o u t h is  w in d o w  to  th e  IHS 
h o sp ita l, “r a th e r  th a n  tak e  a w h o le  day  a n d  d r iv e  to  
Billings if y o u  d o n 't  h av e  to  -  w h e th e r  it's  snow ing , 
ra in ing , w h a te v e r  th e  case — w e’re  g o n n a  s ta r t  co m ­
ing  b ack  to  th is  th in g , an d  e v e n tu a lly  it 'll all pay  off.”

f u n d e d  by M ed ica id
(Federal Governm ent)

Medicaid

Health need?

M e d ic a id  
r e im b u r s e s  
a p p r o v e d  

clinic, h o s p i t a l  
O R  IHS fo r  

100%  o f  c o s t s

fu n d e d  b yIHS p a y s  
fo r  s e rv ice s

B u reau  o f 
In d ian  Affairs
(Federal Governm ent)

No Medicaid
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S m ith , th e  a c tin g  CEO o f  F o rt B elknap’s IHS fac ili­
ties, e c h o e d  th is  se n tim e n t.

“The b o tto m  lin e  is, as y o u  c a n  te ll, w e’re  fairly  
iso lated ," S m ith  said . "And th e  rea lity  is m o s t p eo p le , 
a t so m e p o in t  in  tim e , a re  g o in g  to , ju s t  fo r  co n v e ­
n ien ce , co m e  here ."

For Bear, q u a lity  c u r re n tly  o u tw eig h s co n v e ­
n ience .

In M on tana 's  re m o te  n o r th c e n tr a l  p la in s , F ort 
B elknap re s id e n ts  h av e  m o re  h e a lth  ca re  o p tio n s  
th a n  ev e r  b e fo re . But w ith  th e  ACA o n  P re s id en t 
D onald  T ru m p 's  c h o p p in g  block, a n d  M edicaid  
ex p a n s io n  a t  risk, th a t  f re e d o m  a n d  access to  q u a l­
ity  ca re  co u ld  d isa p p e a r. A co m p le te  ACA rep e a l, 
ac co rd in g  to  e x p e r ts , w o u ld  reg re ss  IHS to  th e  days 
w h en  o n ly  p a tie n ts  a t  risk  o f  lo s in g  th e ir  lives o r  a 
lim b  w e re  se n t to  a  h o sp ita l o u ts id e  th e  re se rv a tio n .

In  h e r  10 y ea rs  w o rk in g  fo r  tr ib a l h e a lth . A ssistan t 
D irec to r T am m y R id er h as  se en  th e  d iffe ren ce  in s u r ­
an ce  m akes. T hose  w h o  have M edicaid  o r  in su ra n c e  
fro m  th e  tr ib e  have e lev a ted  th e ir  h e a lth  ca re , an d  
th e y  have o p tio n s  a n d  m o re  c o n tro l o v er th e i r  ow n 
h ea lth . B ut fo r th o se  w h o  h av e n 't, o r  c a n ’t  a ffo rd  to , 
IHS c o n tin u e s  to  b e  th e ir  on ly  h o p e . U nless IHS rea p s  
th e  b en e fits  o f  M ed ica id  re im b u rs e m e n t an d  h e lp s  
tr ib a l m e m b e rs  e n ro ll  fo r in su ra n c e , h e a lth  ca re  on  
th e  re se rv a tio n  w ill r e m a in  in a d e q u a te , t r a p p in g  
tr ib a l m e m b e rs  in d e fin ite ly  w ith  se c o n d -ra te  ca re .

"For th e  o n e s  w h o  c a n 't  enro ll."  R ider said .
“th e y ’re  ju s t  s ta g n an t."  0

UNIVERSITY O F  M O N T A N A

CAREER
S E R V I C E S

(406) 243-2022 w w w . u m t . e d u / c a r e e r c a r e e r s @ u m o n t a n a . e d u

Bath & Body Products 
Vitamins & Supplements 

Organic Herbs 
Inspiring Gifts 
Aromatherapy 

Flower Essences
V is i t  O U T  SUDCfZt S p a ! A cupuncture . M assage & Holy l  ire Reiki!

Mon-Fri 10-6 • Sat 11-5180 S. 3rd W. Missoula, Montana 
(406) 728-0543 • meadowsweet-herbs.com

■ M O N T A N A  | ,Journalism
Learn. R e p o rt .  Reveal.

Training journalists since 1914 
One o f  th e  top ten J-Schools in the nation

I
i f c

U n iv e r s i ty  o f M o n ta n a  

S c h o o l o f  J o u rn a l i s m
W  j @ u m js c h o n l U  u m js c h o o l
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Blackfeet look to controversial solutions to drug problem

L eland  T h o m a s  kn ew  h e  hit rock  b o t to m  w h e n  h e  nearly  lost his life fro m  liver failu re  a f te r  lifelong d ru g  a n d  a lco h o l a b u s e . T h o m a s  re p e a te d ly  u s e d  th e  IHS serv ices av a il­

a b le  in B row ning to  g e t  c le a n . H e n o w  le a d s  N arco tics  A n o n y m o u s  m e e tin g s  a n d  is p u rsu in g  a  certifica tion  to  b e  a n  ad d ic t io n  counse lo r.

S t o r y :  N o a h .  R o t t  P h o t o s :  R e e d  K l a s s
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D aw n  D ouglas-H olt, a  reco v erin g  d ru g  a d d ic t , s p e a k s  t o  c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  d u rin g  a  d iscu ss io n  p a n e l  o n  c o m m u n ity  d ru g  a b u s e .

The cycle w a s  simple. And cruel.
W hen they stopped using pain  pills, they’d  need  m e th  to 

feel better.
W hen they stopped using m eth, they'd need  pain  pills.
Kimberly Hoyt an d  h e r  husband  couldn't stop  shaking. 

Then they couldn't stop sweating. They w ere in  a revolving 
door of w ithdraw al symptoms.

Am ong the  low points was a car w reck o n  the  state road 
from  Great Falls to  Browning in  2009. To treat the ir injuries, 
a doctor in  Great Falls prescribed hydrom orphone, a highly 
addictive painkiller. They shot u p  m ost o f it in  the  hospital 
parking lot.

O ne m orning, a  few m onths later, they couldn't get 
ou t o f bed. The couple rolled over to  look at one another. 
Enough w as enough.

They w en t to  Blackfeet C om m unity Hospital, the Indian 
Health Service facility o n  the  Blackfeet Indian Reservation. 
Doctors said they detected enough opioids in  the ir blood to

I

i

I

kill them . Behavioral Health decided to  send  them  to  a trea t­
m e n t cen ter in  Kalispell called Pathways, b u t only  on e  a t a 
tim e. Kimberly w ent first.

She was crying in  pain, an d  the  withdrawals w ere caus­
ing  h e r  to  vom it by th e  tim e she arrived. The docto r w ho 
assisted h e r  ended  u p  sticking by h e r  for years, walking her 
th rough  a trea tm ent tha t replaced h e r  addiction w ith other, 
increasingly w eaker drugs. Hoyt rem ains grateful to  h im  to  
th is day.

"He was telling m e about this n ew  m edicine tha t came 
o u t in  the  state of M ontana, an d  that's Suboxone," she said.

Suboxone is a buprenorphine-based  d ru g  used in  m e d ­
ication-assisted treatm ent. The drug, if adm inistered care­
fully, alleviates the sym ptom s of w ithdraw als a n d  can allow 
patients to  w ean off even the  m ost addictive drugs, accord­
ing  to  the  Substance Abuse an d  M ental H ealth Services Ad­
m inistration.

However, these prescription drugs are regulated differ­
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ently. First-year doctors can  only prescribe Suboxone to  30 
patients a t a  tim e. They can  apply to  SAMF1SA, w hich would 
increase tha t patien t cap  to  as m any  as 275 patients.

For Hoyt's doctor, she  was n u m b e r 27 of 30.
It w orked. Hoyt sp en t two weeks a t the  trea tm en t cen ­

te r  and h e r  pain  subsided. H er doctor sen t h e r  hom e w ith a 
Suboxone prescription. T hen it was h e r  husband's tu rn . His 
was prescription n u m b e r  30.

The docto r regularly decreased the dosage of Hoyt's p re ­
scription until eventually, she  an d  h e r  husband  n o  longer 
suffered w ithdraw als. T hey will b e  seven years sober in  Oc­
tober, Hoyt said.

A bout 300 peop le from  th e  Blackfeet reservation re ­
ceive Suboxone from  tw o clinics in  C ut Bank a n d  G reat Falls 
alone. However, Suboxone is controversial. The prescrip­
tion d ru g  is itself potentially addictive. A  Blackfeet C om ­
m unity  H ealth Assessm ent released th is spring  cited it as 
the  latest illicit d ru g  to  gain  a  foothold in  th e  com m unity.



Blackfeet Law E nforcem ent Services say it's the m ost com ­
m on drug  sold on  the  street, becom ing  as prevalent as m eth 
an d  o ther pain  pills.

Com m unities like Browning are  divided on  bo th  the 
proven benefits an d  th e  proven health  concerns of Subox­
one. The Blackfeet IHS Service U nit neither stocks the drug 
n o r has a doctor w h o  can  prescribe it. bu t it still contracts 
patients to  b u p ren o rp h in e  clinics off the reservation. Citi­
zen groups are  taking to  the  streets to break the silence and 
advocate for new. culturally based program s.

Today, people still seek advice from  Hoyt, now  41, and 
she shares h e r  story w ith  them .

"It's hard, b u t it can  b e  done," she said. 'As long as that 
person is strong  enough  to  do  it, an d  as long as that person 
has support. A  person  can  get free from  drugs an d  Subox­
one. That's how  I d id  it."

Even som e of Hoyt's friends speak openly against Subox­
one, concerned abou t its w idespread abuse.

Her friend John Dog M onroe, w ho used drugs w ith her 
in the past, said tha t Suboxone gave him  worse withdrawals 
than m eth. Like Hoyt, h e  too  overcam e his addiction and is 
now  raising a  family. He got clean in  jail. He said tha t even 
though h e  knows Suboxone helps people, there are others 
w ho abuse it.

Suboxone com bines bup renorph ine — a  narcotic pain­
killer used to  trea t narcotic addiction—w ith the anti-opiate 
naloxone, w hich reverses the  effects o f opioids. Some stud­
ies show tha t Suboxone has successfully w eaned half of its 
clinical patients off opioids and improved quality o f life for 
its users, p reventing relapse. This specific concoction is es­
sential for Suboxone to  work.

Dr. William Reiter has prescribed buprenorphine in 
M ontana for 15 years. He is the  medical director for the Hel­
ena Indian Alliance an d  N orthern Winds Recovery Center 
in  Browning. Reiter is concerned that the abuse rates for 
drugs like bup renorph ine could increase because without 
naloxone, it can be used intravenously to  achieve an opi­
oid-like high.

There are fewer th a n  30 medication-assisted treatm ent 
doctors in  the  state, w hich m eans there are thousands of 
patients w ithout access to  medication-assisted treatm ent. 
That leads to  desperate addicts w ho seek out Suboxone il­
legally, Reiter said. M edicaid covers Suboxone, bu t out-of- 
pocket, a m onthly supply  could cost u p  to  $350.

"Patients com e in  th a t don’t have insurance coverage and 
beg for Subutex (a b ran d  nam e for buprenorphine)," Reiter 
said. "It can be hard  to  resist that. And m any of the people 
that are drug-seeking are  Academy Award-winning actors."

The noticeable difference betw een Hoyt and others w ho 
wind u p  addicted to  the  m edication is the relationship she 
had w ith h e r  doctor. Assessing patients for addiction and 
keeping them  on  track takes a great deal o f tim e an d  face- 
to-face interaction w ith  doctors.

Hoyt and her husband  used Suboxone for two years, 
w ith the doctor checking in  every few weeks. This m onitor­
ing was key: missing a dose could cause withdrawal symp­
tom s and cravings fo r o th e r  drugs. There is also a constant

th rea t o f relapse an d  possible overdose.
"He kept saying tha t you need to  stay o n  this, o r next 

tim e you won't have a chance. It would kill you," she said. 
“He w ould pay attention to  us. He'd talk to  us almost like a 
counselor w ould ”

The doctor called Hoyt regularly and random ly to d e ­
m a n d  pill counts. He was m aking sure she an d  h e r  husband 
w ere using the ir drugs appropriately an d  no t diverting 
them  to  o th e r people. They w ere also subject to  random  
d ru g  tests.

These a re  com m on practices in diversion prevention. 
The reality. Reiter said, is that som e medication-assisted 
trea tm en t clinics do  no t m onitor patients as well as others.

“If every patient in Browning that was using Suboxone 
o n  the  street could make a doctor's appointm ent, get their 
stuff in  order, get the ir prescription an d  have Medicaid pay 
for it, obviously, they'd do  that," he said. “But there is a se­
vere lim itation to  access o f care."

There is no  detox cen ter on  the Blackfeet reservation, 
only  limited-capacity treatm ent centers.

Before John Dog M onroe w ent to  jail, h e  knocked on  the 
d o o r of the  tribally ru n  Crystal Creek Lodge in Browning, 
w hich is partially funded by the Indian Health Service. He 
asked for help, bu t the 20-bed facility m ainly focuses o n  al­
cohol treatm ent. Employees tu rned  him  away.

He was forced to  tu rn  to  the  prim ary health  care provid­
e r  for th e  reservation, the Blackfeet Service Unit o f  IHS. He 
was only  adm itted after threatening self-harm .

Blackfeet C om m unity Hospital an d  a  clinic in Heart 
Butte a re  in tended to  serve over 7,000 tribal m em bers a  on 
a  1.5-million-acre reservation.

IHS claims o n  its website to be "efficient w ith  resources 
provided by Congress." spending only $4,000 p e r  person 
p e r  year, about half the national average for health  care. 
That doesn’t necessarily translate to  good care if you ask any 
resident o f Browning.

Blackfeet Business Council M em ber Timothy Davis 
w orked for IHS for most o f his career an d  said the drug 
problem  is one of the most im portant facing the reservation 
an d  state.

“It’s no t endem ic just to  us. It's no t an  Indian issue," he 
said. “IHS doesn't have the resources to  build a  treatm ent fa­
cility, a medical detox facility here. The nurses, the  psychol­
ogists, the  social workers. The cost is prohibitive."

Like m any reservations, substance abuse is a priority  on 
the  Blackfeet reservation. Suboxone is just the  latest o f those 
prescriptions to  arrive, an d  while it has helped people re ­
cover, Davis understands tha t replacing on e  d ru g  with an ­
o th e r has challenges.

Earlier this year, the W ashington state-based addiction 
m edicine com pany Ideal O ption opened a  clinic in Cut

Bank. It's now  th e  closest place to  the Blackfeet reservation 
that will fill a Suboxone prescription. It's also just one of five 
locations in  M ontana an d  th e  only one not found in  a larger 
dty.

Ideal O ption CEO Dr. Jeff Allgaier said that Cut Bank 
was chosen sm that patients from  the  reservation would not 
have to  drive all the way to  Great Falls for treatm ent. When 
the clinic opened, it was m et w ith som e concern from  the 
Blackfeet community.

“In the past, we have heard  tha t the re  have been 'pill- 
mills’ tha t don’t hold patients accountable,” Allgaier said. "I 
think the re  are som e m isconceptions about w hat we do."

He is aware that a few patients a t the  clinic could be ille­
gally selling their prescriptions back o n  the reservation. He 
thinks that those individuals give the clinic an  unfair repu­
tation.

"You're never going to  be 100 percent. It only takes one 
person selling for the  police to  extrapolate that to  an entire 
population," he said. “It's difficult because we want to  show 
that this is no t a bad m edication if it's responsibly prescribed 
and if patients are held  accountable. That’s critical.”

Ideal O ption has a  diversion plan in  place. The program's 
policy states that pill counts can  b e  enforced, and that pa­
tients diverting their prescription through sellingorsharing 
are subject to  trea tm en t term ination.

The Blackfeet IHS Unit said it does not contract patients 
to  the Ideal O ption clinti, according to  the  Billings area IHS 
office. They declined fu rthe r com m ent.

Due to  the severity o f abuse in the area, Allgaier said that 
a new program  and additional staff for the  Great Falls and 
Cut Bank clinics will conduct observed urine d ru g  testing 
and full-body searches for track marks, which indicate in­
travenous abuse. The unfortunate side of that, h e  said, is 
that the invasion of privacy m ay deter patients from  seeking 
help.

Still, law enforcem ent is concerned about the hold that 
buprenorphine has o n  the Blackfeet reservation. Accord- 
ing to  Andrew  Castillo, Blackfeet Law Enforcem ent Services 
Drug Agent, patients can  get large buprenorphine prescrip­
tions from  these clinics, take the ir dose, give the  rest to  fami­
ly and friends an d  never be held accountable. The problem, 
he said, is just as ram pan t in Cut Bank and Great Falls.

"For a high poverty rate, it’s easy to  m ake m oney selling 
w hat you get,” he said.

Eight-milligram Suboxone strips sell for anywhere from  
$40 to  $80 each, according to  the  com m unity health  survey.

Adding to  the concern  of Suboxone prescriptions is the 
use of telemedicine technology. Patients have the  o p po rtu ­
nity to  com m unicate w ith doctors in W ashington from  Ide­
al O ption clinics via video conference for treatm ent. Some­
times, those doctors will change. Given the close contact she 
kept w ith  h e r  doctor th roughou t h e r  trea tm e n t Hoyt said 
this isn't enough.

Allgaier said it's ju st like any o ther doctor visit. Patients 
will typically visit every two weeks, w hen  routine checkups 
and paperw ork are conducted  by staff. Since it only recently 
opened. Cut Bank Ideal O ption is the  only clinic w ithout a
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T erran ce  L aF rom bo ise  h e lp e d  fo u n d  th e  Silent W arrio rs C oalition , a  g ro u p  o f  co m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t  d ru g  a b u s e  o n  th e  B lackfeet re se rv a tio n . T h e  Silent 

W arriors o ften  h o s t p ra y e r  w alk s d u rin g  w h ich  th e y  d ru m  a n d  sin g  in th e  n e ig h b o rh o o d s  o f  k n o w n  d ru g  d ea le rs .

full-tim e physician on  staff.
"The only difference is tha t instead of seeing a docto r in 

person, you’re  seeing th e m  over a HIPPA com pliance video 
conference. It w orks well," he said. “It's no t controversial 
anym ore in th e  m edical field. It's politically controversial 
and it's em otionally controversial."

Allgaier said h e  is open  to  w orking w ith the  reservation 
on  creating plans to  reduce illegal selling a n d  abuse.

Wary of the paradox of using drugs to  com bat drugs, 
com m unity m em bers are uniting  in hopes of inspiring a 
new, cultural an d  com m unity-based solution.

The Browning Middle School gym filled on  a Thursday 
evening. G randm others, m others, an d  children shared 
snacks an d  filed into fold-out chairs. About 50 people w ere 
in attendance, with noticeably few m en. After a short in­
troduction  by Director of Blackfeet Tribal Health Rosemary

Cree Medicine, the lights d im m ed an d  the  digital projector 
flashed on to  an  inflated movie screen.

The 2016 FBI-produced film  "Chasing the  Dragon" doc­
um ented  the lives of Americans addicted to  prescription 
drugs and th e  lengths they w ent to  to  get high- Some over­
dosed, som e w ent to  jail. Every terrible facet o f d ru g  use was 
fron t an d  center. The audience w inced w hen  the film d e­
picted a  w om an using gu tte r w ater to shoot u p  heroin.

After the film, a  panel o f seven local health  an d  m en­
tal health  professionals, including Reiter, took a seat at the 
head  table to  lead a  discussion about d ru g  abuse.

Browning resident Dawn Douglas-Holt, 56, sat unas­
sumingly beh ind  the  panel m em bers, ou t o f  the  audience's 
sight. She h ad  spoken to  groups before, bu t never on e  of 
this size.

Holt hid her head  in h e r  hands, know ing that she was 
about to  be called to  speak. She stood up  w ith  an  em bar­
rassed smile and took the  m icrophone, b rush ing  h e r  bangs 
aside to  look ou t over the gym. Children scuttled u p  and

dow n the  w ooden  bleachers beh ind  her. Their guardians 
leaned in  to  listen.

“I'm  a recovering addict," she said quickly. "I've been  so­
b e r  for 15 m onths. I started  doing m eth  over 30 years ago, so 
I've b een  fighting a  dem on  fo r a very long time."

Holt's story was like m any addicts. H er addictions p ro ­
gressed from  o n e  d ru g  to  another, eventually leading to  
m eth. She traced  h e r  addiction back to  childhood traum a, 
w hich caused th e  n eed  to  alleviate pain. That addiction 
h arm ed  th e  people a ro u n d  her.

"My children  had  to  feed themselves, get them selves up  
to  go to  school,” she said. "I let them  know  I loved cocaine 
m ore th a n  them . I was very m ean. I d idn 't care because I 
needed to  b e  h igh  an d  stay high."

Since 2010, h e r  addiction only got worse. It took h e r  five 
visits to  trea tm e n t cen ters a n d  four visits to  m ental health 
services before she could stop  relapsing. Now she leads N ar­
cotics A nonym ous m eetings and speaks ou t to  the  com m u­
nity about recovery.
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"I ju st praise m y  C rea to r every chance I get for giving 
m e a  second chance, th ird  chance, fo u rth  chance — I don 't 
even  know  w hat chance I 'm  on.” she  said. "But I'm  here. 
A nd I’m  h e re  to  help  in  anyw ay I can, thank  you."

She sat dow n  beside th e  panel, to  applause.
Mary Ellen LaFromboise, d irec to r o f Blackfeet Tribe 

Child a n d  Family Services, suggested th a t families p u t chil­
d re n  first. H er service has over 200 ch ild ren  an d  infants 
suffering from  behavioral problem s. Everyone has a sad 
story, som eth ing  tough  in  th e ir  lives to  deal w ith, she said.

"But w e're resilient also, aren 't w e?” she asked the 
crowd. "How'd we e n d  u p  lasting this long as a  people if we 
didn’t have som e resilience, som e strength?”

LaFromboise suggested challenging the  medical com ­
m unity  to  find  an  alternative to  prescription drugs. Mov­
ing forward, she  asked th e  audience to  practice tough love 
a n d  to  speak out. O therw ise, she said, the next film will be 
about the Blackfeet Nation.

Reiter took the  m icrophone to  ask the  audience to  keep 
an  o pen  m in d  abou t m edication  assisted trea tm en t, re ­
ceiving som e applause o f  approval an d  som e skepticism.

In  th e  fall o f  2016, LaFromoise's grandson, Terrance La­
Fromboise, 27, organized groups to  m arch  th rough  neigh­
borhoods w here know n d ru g  dealers an d  addicts lived.

He w ould  sing a n d  d ru m  as a few dozen of the  Silent 
W arriors Coalition m arched  beh ind  him , holding h o m e­
m ade signs saying "Stop Killing O u r Kids" an d  "Just Stop." 
M en, w om en an d  ch ild ren  held  hands and prayed.

They m arched  in  Babb, East Glacier an d  H eart Butte 
—covering all the  areas o n  a n d  around  the  reservation 
w here they felt prayers n eed ed  to  b e  heard.

John  Dog M onroe, a  founding  Silent W arrior, said 
g randm others an d  ch ild ren  walked ou t o f houses to  join 
them  in som e neighborhoods. In  others, people peered 
ou t nervously.

"Kids are seeing this o u t there . Kids are th ink ing  this 
is okay. Right now, in  th is com m unity, you got grandchil­
d re n  using  w ith  th e ir  grandparents," h e  said. “You can 
tu rn  your life around . I got a  couple of felonies on  m y re ­
cord. I was a hardcore d ru g  addict. You can't tell m e it's 
n o t doable."

Leland Thom as w ould  agree.
At h is pastel-pink house, the  53-year-old discussed re­

covering from  m eth  addiction  w ithout m edication-assist­
ed  treatm ent.

Thomas, used th e  services offered in  Browning to  save 
his life. He consistently w en t to  Crystal Creek Lodge and 
o ther trea tm en t centers in  th e  region. Like M onroe, the 
m ost im portan t o n e  h e  fo u n d  was in  jail.

"People didn 't w ant to  help  m e. But w hen  you ju m p  on  
tha t sober w agon an d  people start seeing that you're try­
ing to  help yourself, then  they will help  you. You just got to 
seek them," h e  said.

He was sober for alm ost four years until h e  relapsed in

February. His parole officer called it strike one, bu t T hom ­
as is confiden t h e ’ll never use  again.

He occupies h is tim e w ith  behavioral health  classes at 
Blackfeet C om m unity College, w here h e  is excelling. He 
recently  m arried , is im proving his pain ting  skills an d  gets 
o u t to  fish as m uch  as he can. Traditional sw eat lodge ce r­
em onies a re  also a  favorite o f  his.

He knows tha t in  a few  years, he'll be a  d ru g  counsel­

o r  helping, people th a t w ere just like him . He already has 
b rought friends to. a n d  led. Narcotics A nonym ous m eet­
ings alongside Douglas-Holt at the  IHS hospital m eeting 
room .

"Everyone has a m ission here  o n  Earth," h e  said. “W e’re 
p u t o n  this planet for a reason. For m e, I th ink  it's to  help 
people, to  help  o th e r addicts try  to  break th e m  free  from  
it."0

B lackfeet c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  g a th e r  a t  B row ning M iddle Schoo l fo r a  s c re e n in g  o f  th e  FB I-produced  d o c u m e n ­
ta ry  film "C h asin g  th e  D ragon ." T h e  film fe a tu re d  th e  g ra p h ic  sto ries o f  ex -op io id  a d d ic t s  o n d  ca lled  fo r c o m m u n i­
ty  a c tio n  to  o v e rc o m e  o p io id  a b u s e .

G O O D  
F O O D
S T O R E

www.goodfoodstore.com
1600 S. 3rd St. W est | Missoula 406.541.3663
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Crow tr ibe  revives long - te rm  care b u t  faces roadblocks

S t o r y :  O l g a  K r e i m e r P h o t o s :  O l i v i a  V a n n i

T h o m a s  L arson  M ed ic ineho rse , 78, m a k e s  his w a y  o u t  o f  his h o m e  in C row  A g en cy  t o  g o  to  a  p h y sica l th e ra p y  a p p o in tm e n t  20  m in u te s  a w a y  in H ard in . M an y  C ro w  re s e rv a ­

tion  re s id en ts  a r e  fo rc e d  to  d rive to  H ard in  o r  Billings fo r m e d ic a l a p p o in tm e n ts  d u e  to  th e  lo ss o f  su rg e ry  a n d  OBGYN clinics a t  th e  C ro w /N o rth e rn  C h e y e n n e  H ospita l.
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Administrator Carla Catolster w orked at the  cen ter u n ­
der the  previous m anagem ent as the only tribal m em ber in 
the m anagem ent staff. T hat experience, she said, convinced 
her tha t "somebody tha t sits in that chair needs to  b e  from  
here." She wants the cen ter to be a refuge for its employees 
as m uch as for its residents.

She sees it as a calling, no t just a  job.
"These are o u r people," she said. "We w ant to  be able to 

do  this fo r o u r  people."
Catolster is a Crow tribal m em ber. Lesa Evers, a DPHHS 

Tribal Relations M anager and tribal liaison for Indian Health 
Service, said that is im p o rta n t

"That's a really big deal, to be able to have one of your 
m em bers runn inga m ajor part o f your health service," Evers 
said.

It's also unusual. Awe Kualawaache is one of only two 
nursing hom es in the  state ru n  by tribes, rather than  con­
tracted to outside m anagem ent com panies. The o ther is in 
Browning, on  the Blackfeet reservation. IHS, which provides 
a range of medical services on  five of M ontana’s seven reser­
vations. does no t provide long-term  care.

The transition to  tribal m anagem ent happened under 
the 1993 Indian Self D eterm ination Act, a federal law that 
authorizes tribes to  take over given parts o f their adm inis­
tration from  the federal governm ent. The Confederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes o n  the Flathead reservation and 
the Chippewa Cree o n  the Rocky Boy's reservation have 
used the program  to  fully adm inister the ir ow n tribal health 
programs.

The Crow tribe has ow ned Awe Kualawaache since it 
opened in  1998. However, Health M anagem ent Systems 
m anaged the  site until 2014.

Todd Wilson, form er d irector of the Crow Tribal Health 
D epartm ent, said the  tribe  was paying the  Billings firm  up

TroyLnn S h o tg u n n , right, a n d  h e r  fa ther, K enneth  B eartusk, left, p la y  b in g o  a t  th e  Awe 

K u a la w a a c h e  C a re  C e n te r  o n  th e  C row  R eservation . T he c e n te r  offers ac tiv ities fo r its 
res iden ts , inc lud ing  tr ip s  to  th e  S h e rid an  R o d eo  a n d  th e  C row  Fair.

When TroyLnn Shotgunn w as 48
years old, she decided to  give th e  nursing hom e a try.

It was m ore th a n  a  decade after rheum atoid arthritis 
forced her to leave h e r  teaching job. Managing her health 
at h e r  hom e had proven too difficult. Four times tha t year, 
Shotgunn ended up  in the em ergency room , immobilized 
and in pain  while h e r  m edication lay forgotten in  a drawer.

The second tim e, a docto r -  recognizing a pattern — 
told her she m ight as well p u t a gun  to  her head.

"You’re supposed to  take prednisone daily," Shotgunn 
said. “W hen you d ro p  it, you’re  just asking for a heart attack 
or a stroke."

She was scared. No one had  explained it before. She 
vowed to  take h e r  m edicine m ore regularly, bu t after every 
hospital visit she felt better, an d  w ithin a couple of weeks 
she'd be off the  regim en again.

Shotgunn's m other, w ho together with Shotgunn's son 
took care of h e r  as the disease increasingly lim ited her m o­
bility over the  years, convinced her to  try  a nursing home.

The suggestion was alanning. Nursing hom es w ere for 
the infirm, the  elderly. They w eren't for people h e r  age.

After h e r  fourth ER visit, Shotgunn m ade the short move 
to  Awe Kualawaache Care Center in  Crow Agency. The 
Crow /N orthem  Cheyenne Hospital, w here the ambulance 
dropped  h e r  off so often that year, is visible from  its w in­
dows.

"I thought I’d  gain strength and go home," Shotgunn 
said. She gave herself a year to  get h e r  rheum atoid arthritis 
u n d er control and to  m ake it back hom e to  h e r  family. But 
after a year, she still wasn't strong enough to go back to  Bus­
by. “RA had just taken over an d  taken a toll on  me," she said. 
"I thought it was just to  throw  their parents off w here they 
don’t want to take care of them , bu t it’s not like that," Shot­
gunn said. "Sometimes, they need m ore one-on-one care."

Shotgunn is only 51 — b u t an even younger resident was 
staying at the hom e this spring.

Awe Kualawaache is the only nursing hom e on  the Crow 
Indian Reservation. It also serves the  neighboring Northern 
Cheyenne. In 2014, after m ore than  a decade of contracted 
m anagem ent by a Billings-based com pany called Health 
M anagem ent Systems, the Crow tribe took over nursing 
hom e operations directly.

Locals say the hom e is in  better hands now. Its finances 
are in better shape, w ithout relyingon the  tribal subsidy that 
supported  it since its opening. Scores on  annual state assess­
m ents of nursing facilities have improved. M ore of th e  staff 
is Native American now, which residents say makes them  
feel m ore at hom e.

Staff say that every resident at the  cen te r is covered by 
Medicaid, a joint federal and state program  that helps with 
medical costs for low-income people. That's different than 
Medicare, w hich pays medical expenses for people older 
than  65 o r  w ith certain disabilities but doesn’t  cover basic 
long-term  care in  a nursing hom e. Medicare will only cover 
skilled nursing care.

As a skilled nursing facility, Awe Kualawaache is eligible 
for Medicare, but the center does not currently  offer the 
therapy services required to  bill the program , which in­
cludes speech, occupational an d  physical therapy.

For years, the center struggled to  stay afloat on  notori­
ously low  Medicaid reim bursem ents. Now, the  staff m aps 

'  ou t the  possibilities for expansion.

A ccord ing  to  S h o tg u n n . w h e n  Awe K u a la w a a c h e  C a re  C e n te r  w a s  u n d e r  o u ts id e  

m a n a g e m e n t,  it w a s  a  "little bit m o re  strict." T h e  re s id en ts  w ere  req u ired  to  g e t  u p  a t  7 
a .m ., w h ich  w a s  h a rd  fo r h e r d u e  to  h e r  arthritis.
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C a rla  C a to ls te r , th e  A w e K u a la w a a c h e  c a re  c e n te r  a d m in is tra to r , h a s  s p e n t  th e  la s t th re e  y e a rs  m a k in g  a  h a n d fu l 

o f  c h a n g e s  to  th e  cen te r. "No o n e  w a n ts  to  b e  h e re  in a  n u rs in g  hom e," sa id  C ato lster. "But if th e y 're  g o in g  to  b e  

here , I h o p e  th e y  en jo y  it."

to  $25,000 a  m onth  fo r m anagem ent services an d  to  fill in 
budget gaps, a n d  the  adm inistration was interested in  less 
financially draining options. Health M anagem ent Systems 
President Karl Rude explained th a t Medicaid reim burse­
m ents simply d idn 't cover all the costs, m aking continued 
m anagem ent untenable.

Awe Kualawaache was the com pany's last tribal contract, 
according to  Rude. He said th e  frequent tu rnover o f board  
m em bers, w ho are appointed by the  tribal chairm an, m ade 
it difficult to  m aintain support for unpopular cost-saving 
m easures, like layoffs.

In 2014, w ith  a  re-negotiation com ing up, bo th  th e  firm  
and tribal m anagem ent w ere ready to  en d  the ir contract.

By th a t tim e, Catolster said, the situation at Awe Kual­
awaache h ad  deteriorated. The hom e, w ith 40  beds, was 
now here near capacity, and the cen ter prepared letters in ­
structing residents to  m ove to  o th e r facilities after an  annual 
state survey found  m ultiple violations.

"They w ere getting tagged for pharmacy, medical vis­
its w eren't getting d one  in  a timely m anner, nutritionists 
w eren't coming," Catolster said.

Catolster was no  longer the adm inistrator by then. After 
w orking a t th e  hom e since 2004, she was fired in  2013 after 
w hat she describes as years o f em ployee rivalry a n d  favorit­
ism.

She had b een  th e  first Crow tribal m em b er to  success­
fully com plete h e r  nursing hom e adm inistrator license and 
be prom oted  to  the  top  role a t the  tribe’s nursing  hom e. But 
n ow  she let h e r  license expire.

In  2014, the  Awe Kualawaache board  called Catolster 
back into action. Health M anagem ent Systems w as gone, 
along w ith  m ost o f the  m anagem ent staff. She w ould have to 
rebuild  nearly from  scratch.

Drawing from  h e r  experience w orking in  every depart­
m en t over the  last decade, Catolster slowly got the  center 
back u p  to  speed, doing the  billing an d  payroll herself in  the 
beginning. Since the  n u m b e r of residents was low. revenue 
from  Medicaid reim bursem ents covered just the  payroll. 
Some vendors' bills an d  the  center's tax  obligations took a 
backseat for a  tim e. The tribe was still contributing  a m o n th ­
ly sum , w hich helped. Eventually, Medicaid approved an 
increase in  per-patient, per-day reim bursem ent, w hich al­
lowed the cen ter to  stop taking tribal funds.

Gradually, the  cen ter w elcom ed m ore residents. It paid 
th e  taxes owed an d  hired  a full staff. These days, staff tu rn ­
over — a m ajor problem  in  rural medical facilities — is lower.

“Before, we had an  orientation every m onth  o r  every 
couple weeks,” Catolster said. “Now,” she paused, “we hav­
en 't had  on e  for a  couple months."

More of the staff is Native A m erican these days, too. 
Catolster estim ated 45 employees a t the  center, an d  she 
could think of only th ree  w ho w ere n o t Native American. 
That's a  change she believes helps residents an d  staff alike.

As a resident, Evelyn Hogan-Bear G round  feels the  dif­
ference. She’s related to  several staff m em bers a t Awe Kual­
awaache. Hogan-Bear G round moved to the cen ter after a 
stin t a t th e  Heritage Living C enter in  Ashland, just east o f the 
N orthern Cheyenne reservation.

“I w an ted  to  b e  w ith  m y ow n people," she said. Here, the 
staff is “like family.”

About half o f the  center's residents are N orthern Chey­
enne, like Shotgunn. She rem em bers the stricter days u n ­
d e r  th e  previous m anagem ent an d  said she prefers the staff 
now. T he Native A m erican staff is m ore understanding  and 
m ore lenient, she said. They have a good sense of hum or. 
They chat an d  laugh w ith  th e  residents.

“W hite people just do  the ir job. They don 't add hum or 
into it," she said. She gets along w ith som e anyway, bu t 
som etim es, “I ju st zip it and get w hat they're gonna give m e 
an d  get out."

Awe Kualawaache Activities Director Yolanda H im splen  - 
ty m oved back to  the  Crow reservation last June after 25 
years in  Florida. At afternoon bingo, Tum splenty joked w ith 
the residents pulling u p  chairs and rolling the ir wheelchairs 
a ro u n d  tables in  the  d in ing room . A  television set was on  
m u te  in  a com er, bu t all eyes are on  cardboard gam e cards 
an d  T um splenty once th e  gam e starts.

TUmsplenty loudly announced  the  num bers to  the  room  
while also signing th e m  for a  resident a t h e r  table. T um s­
plenty is w orking on  opening  h e r  ow n graphic design busi­
ness, b u t in  the  m eantim e she com pleted Certified Nursing 
Assistant tra in ing  in  Novem ber so  tha t she could do  m ore at 
the  center.

C reating a  n u rtu rin g  hom e for residents is a priority for 
Catolster. Shotgunn appreciates th e  outings to  shopping 
trips an d  su m m er rodeo visits, w hich keep residents co n ­
nected  to  com m unity  life outside the  h o m e. Catolster p rio r­
itizes n o t just social activities o r  visits from  a hairstylist every 
couple of weeks, b u t also staff mindfulness.

She rem em bered  breaking u p  a  loud argum ent betw een 
two em ployees o n e  day, asking them , “You don’t  go to  som e­
body else’s hom e a n d  fight, do  you?" They said no, o f course 
not. "This is th e ir  hom e. Their home," Catolster em phasized. 
‘W e w ork in  th e ir  home."

But like any success story, this one has snags.
O ne is universal: T here just aren't enough nurses.
“T here’s always a nurses' shortage," Catolster said. “It’s 

just a  national problem . There aren't enough nurses in  the 
world.”

W ith th e  cu rren t nursing  staff, D irector o f  Nursing Ja- 
cinta Walks said tha t th e  cen ter is about a t capacity for resi­
dents. They have p len ty  of space; o u t o f  40  available beds, 17 
are em pty. But th e  cu rren t resident-to-nurse ratio  is already 
"pushing it," Walks said. M ore patients, w ithou t additional
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P atti M ed ic ineho rse , right, a n d  D o n a ld  G uss, left, h e lp  T h o m a s  L arson  M edic inehorse , cen te r, s t a n d  up . T h o m a s  
L arson  M ed ic in eh o rse  h a s  P ark inson’s d is e a se  a n d  su ffered  a  s troke  a  few  y e a rs  a g o ,  w hich  h e  w o u ld  n o t h a v e  
surv ived  w ith o u t h is wife's m e d ic a l tra in ing .

nurses, would spread the care too thin. And m ore nurses 
are hard  to  com e by.

The American Association of Colleges of Nursing esti­
m ates m ore than  one million job openings nationwide by 
2022. O n the reservation, those problem s are even m ore 
pronounced. Awe Kualawaache is in  Crow Agency, a  rural 
tow n of fewer than  2,000 people.

‘A lot of times, w hen  there’s som ebody certified, IHS gets 
them," Catolster said. She gestured ou t o f the w indow in the 
vague direction of the  neighboring hospital. “They get our 
nurses, they get o u r CNAs."

IHS has better benefits, Catolster explained. It's a m ore 
attractive package for employees in  this rural com er o f  the 
state. Even IHS is perpetually understaffed, w ith high staff 
tu rnover an d  insufficient funding.

It's a  Catch-22. W ith m ore staff, Catolster could expand 
the center's offerings to  include rehab therapies, which are 
covered by Medicare an d  could bring in  m ore patients and 
m ore funding. But to receive Medicare funds, she needs 
to  have staff that's trained  in  billing the  program , which is 
m ore complicated th a n  Medicaid.

Catolster is working on  a  contract w ith a com pany that 
specializes in bringing therapy services to rural areas, and 
she's already trained th ree CNAs to  assist in rehab. She hopes 
expanding the center's services can help  people stay closer 
to  home.

Currently, m any tribal m em bers from  th e  reservation 
en d  u p  in nursing hom es in Billings to be n ea r  dialysis care, 
w hich is unavailable on  the Crow reservation, Catolster said.

The typical length of a round  trip  betw een Awe Kuala­
waache and the  clinic in Billings w here residents get their 
trea tm en t is about two hours. Since residents go in  a group 
van, they have to  w ait until everybody is finished before 
tu rn ing  back to Crow  Agency. It's a long trip  an d  a long day. 
Some patients prefer to  live farther away from  the reserva­
tion instead of traveling that distance several tim es a week.

Local dialysis, assisted living and a hom e health  program  
are part of the  staff's long-term  vision. But m o re  im m ediate 
problem s require attention first.

“The building is old. Things are falling down," said Catol­
ster. Am ong them , h e r  office ceiling, w hich was leaking for 
years an d  collapsed during  heavy rains while she was ou t of 
tow n for a family emergency.

She has been  borrow ing com puters while the  office, gut­
ted  to  its insulation, rem ains u n d er construction. She wants 
to  p u t in  a new  call light system, new  bathtubs, new  wheel­
chair lifts. She has already replaced the old m anual beds 
w ith  electric ones and started to  improve th e  glitchy com ­
p u te r system, w hich was interfering w ith  billing an d  payroll.

Catolster realizes tha t nursing hom es are  a last resort for 
people an d  fo r the ir families. Like Shotgunn, people w ant to 
stay in  the ir homes, and families w ant to  take care of their

relatives.
“It’s hard  to adm it tha t you can’t take care of m o m  any­

more,” Catolster said.
Medicaid is also invested in helping people stay ou t of 

long-term  facilities. However, help  w ith hom e care is hard 
to  come by, and w ithout help, m any en d  up  in  Shotgunn’s 
position.

That's the paradox tha t frustrates Patti Medicinehorse, 
a paramedic with Big H orn County Ambulance w ho cited 
com m unity param edicine as an  answ er to  fill the gap be­
tw een care at hom e, w hich families aren't always equipped 
to  handle, and inpatient care a t a  nursing facility.

Com munity param edicine. she explained, is a p r o g r a m  

in which param edics would be trained  to  offer a broader 
array of health services to  rural residents. Big H orn County 
already has five employees w ith the necessary Paining; only 
funding is missing.

This is personal for Medicinehorse. She takes care of her 
husband, a  Crow Sun Dance Chief w ho has Parkinson's dis­
ease. Medicinehorse credits h e r  medical training fo r her 
ability to  provide the care h e  needs full-time, b u t those with­
ou t trained family m em bers o r  extra help are often forced 
to  look elsewhere.

Non-medical support, like Meals on  Wheels and free 
meals a t the Senior Citizens' Center, provide com m unity 
and a point of access to  social services w hen needed, but 
regular medical help like the  kind tha t could have helped 
Shotgunn is unavailable.

A  year after she m oved to  Awe Kualawaache to  try  it for 
a week, Shotgunn finally decided to decorate h e r  room  to 
make the center feel like hom e. Now, Shotgunn's walls are 
covered in  paintings by h e r  grandson, photos o f  h e r  grand­
children and a com pleted puzzle by h e r  best friend in  the 
home, w ho passed away last year. The bubblegum  pink van­
ity and w ardrobe m atch  her brightly coordinated outfits, 
dow n to  her socks and h e r  Crocs.

Shotgunn's father m oved in  a  few  m onths ago, too. It was 
weird at first, she said, especially w hen  h e r  dad would come 
to  h e r  room  and tell h e r  she should be u p  already on  m orn­
ings w hen  h e r  arthritis kep t h e r  in  bed. But eventually, “it 
just got to  b e  normal."

Shotgunn still misses hom e, especially going outside at 
night w hen  everything is still an d  peaceful. Here, the doors 
are locked after 10 p.m ., b u t it's n o t the  same anyway, with 
trains an d  semis o n  th e  nearby highway in terrupting  the 
night-

“I miss listening to  th e  quiet tow n o f  Busby,” Shotgunn 
said. But h e r  dad is dow n the  hall, and h e r  grandkids smile 
down from  the wall. She thinks she m ight go back to  Bus­
by one day w ith  the  help  o f  h e r  son  and daughter, w ho  she 
thinks could get train ing in  how  to  help her get around.

If she w ere in  Busby, she m ight sit ou t at night, listening to 
the quiet outside h e r  door. But for now, this is hom e. 0
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A conversation on m ental health  evolves on the Flathead

S t o r y :  C o u r t n e y  B r o c k m a n  P h o t o s :  S y d n e y  M a c D o n a l d

JaN essa  Taylor d rives herse lf to  Poison High Schoo l m o s t  d a y s . H er clinical d e p re s s io n  m a k e s  g e tt in g  o u t  o f b e d  difficult a n d  so m e t im e s  re su lts  in a b s e n c e s .
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T he s ta te  a d d re s s e d  th is  b y  in c re a s in g  su ic ide 
p r e v e n tio n  p ro g ra m s . In  A pril, b o th  h o u se s  of 
th e  M o n ta n a  L e g is la tu re  e n d o r s e d  H o u se  Bill 590, 
w h ich  w o u ld  u se  $1 m il l io n  fo r  su ic id e  p re v e n tio n , 
esp ec ia lly  fo r  N ative A m e r ic a n  y o u th .

A d d itio n a lly , e ig h t t r ib e s  a n d  five  u r b a n  In d ian  
h e a lth  o rg a n iz a tio n s  fo rm e d  a M o n ta n a  Y outh  Sui­
c id e  C o a litio n  to  e n g a g e  t r ib a l  h e a lth  le a d e rs , the  
M o n ta n a  DPHHS, e ld e r s ,  v e te ra n s ,  h e a lth  p ro fe s ­
s io n a ls  a n d  y o u n g  p e o p le . T h e  c o a lit io n  p u b lish ed  
th e  M o n ta n a  N ative Y o u th  S u ic id e  R e d u c tio n  S tra ­
teg ic  P lan  in  Ja n u a ry  w ith  f u n d in g  f ro m  th e  M on­
ta n a  p u b lic  h e a l th  d e p a r tm e n t .

A cc o rd in g  to  th e  s ta te  h e a l th  d e p a r tm e n t ,  a p ­
p ro x im a te ly  90  p e r c e n t  o f  su ic id e  fa ta lit ie s  have at 
le a s t o n e  m a jo r  p s y c h ia tr ic  d is o rd e r .

Yet o n  th e  F la th e a d  r e s e rv a t io n ,  d e d ic a te d  m e n ­
ta l h e a lth  fac ilitie s  a r e  l im ite d . P a tie n ts  in  n ee d  of 
e m e rg e n c y  a ss is ta n c e  m u s t  w a it a t  a fac ility  in  Poi­
so n , w h ic h  h as  e ig h t b e d s , u n t i l  th e y  c a n  g o  to  M is­
so u la  o r  K alisp e ll, a n d  o n ly  if  th o s e  p laces a re n 't  
a lre a d y  full.

F or n o w . C o n fe d e ra te d  S alish  a n d  K oo tena i 
T riba l H e a lth  p ro v id e s  m o s t o f  th e  m e n ta l h e a lth  
se rv ices  o n  th e  r e s e rv a t io n  in  a l im ite d  capac ity .

O n c e  u s e d  as a h o sp ita l by  th e  S is te rs  o f  C h a rity  
in  th e  1950s, th e  T rib a l H e a lth  c l in ic  in  St. Ig n a ti­
u s  s its  b e tw e e n  a la rg e  r e d  b a r n  a n d  th e  M ission 
C h u rc h .

In  1993, th e  C o n fe d e ra te d  S alish  a n d  K oo tena i 
T rib es  fo rm a lly  a s s u m e d  m a n a g e m e n t o f  h e a lth  
se rv ic es  f ro m  In d ia n  H e a lth  S erv ice  by in v o k in g  
P u b lic  Law  638 , a f e d e ra l  law  th a t  a llo w s t r ib e s  to  
ta k e  o v er p ro g ra m s  p re v io u s ly  m a n a g e d  b y  fed e ra l 
ag en c ies . T riba l H e a lth  to d a y  is  fu n d e d  by  g ran ts , 
fe d e ra lly  c o n tra c te d  m o n e y  a n d  b ill in g  fo r  se rv ices . 
It is ava ilab le  to  e n ro l le d  m e m b e rs  o r  d e s c e n d a n ts .

In  2014, th e  S alish  a n d  K o o te n a i T riba l C ounc il 
d e c la re d  th e  h e a lth  a n d  w e lln e ss  o f  th e  p e o p le  as a 
to p  p r io r i ty . A n n a  W h itin g -S o rre ll .  re g io n a l h ea d  
o f  T riba l H e a lth  a n d  th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  su ic id e  r e ­
d u c t io n  s tra te g ic  p la n , to o k  th a t  d e c la ra t io n  s e r i ­
ously .

W h itin g -S o rre ll’s  m is s io n  is to  in te g ra te  m e d ica l 
ca re  w ith  m e n ta l  h e a l th  ca re .

“W h e n  s o m e o n e  h u r t s  th e m se lv e s , i t  is a m e d i­
cal em erg en c y ,"  W h itin g -S o rre ll  s a id . "If so m e o n e  
is su ic id a l, i t 's  a m e d ic a l e m e rg e n c y . I t 's  n o t  a flaw  
in  th e i r  c h a ra c te r ."

O n  a w h ite b o a rd  in  W h itin g -S o rre ll 's  o ffice  is 
a s im p le  m a n tr a  sc ra w le d  in  m a rk e r : “B e in g  in  a 
g o o d  way." W h itin g -S o rre ll  s a id  th e y  m u s t look  
a t  p e o p le  h o lis tic a lly ; p h y sica lly , sp ir itu a lly , e m o ­
tio n a lly  a n d  e sp e c ia lly  m e n ta lly .

M e g a n  Inm ee, 26, a n d  h e r  n e p h e w  b ra in s to rm  id e a s  to  c o m b a t  su ic ide  a n d  m e n ta l illness o n  th e  F la th e a d  Ind ian  
R eservation . In m ee  lo s t h e r  f a th e r  to  su ic ide  in F ebruary . "I’m  h o p in g  a f te r  all th is  h a p p e n s , tribal h e a lth  m a k e s  
c h a n g e s  s o  ev e ry b o d y  c a n  g e t  th e  h e lp  th e y  n e e d ,” Inm ee  sa id .

She never t h o u g h t  to  seek ou t
m e n ta l h e a l th  se rv ic es  b e fo re .  N o t ev en  w h e n  sh e  
s ta r te d  lo s in g  fam ily  m e m b e rs .

M egan In m e e  d id n 't  k n o w  a n y o n e  in  h e r  fam ily  
w h o  h a d  b e e n  to  a th e ra p is t .  It w as a fo re ig n  c o n ­
c e p t, th o u g h  it s e e m e d  o n e  o r  tw o  re la tiv e s  d ie d  
e v e ry  year.

T h e  2 6 -y e a r-o ld  f ro m  th e  F la th e a d  In d ia n  R es­
e rv a tio n  d id n 't  e v e n  k n o w  h o w  to  in i t ia te  a n  a p ­
p o in tm e n t  w ith  a  m e n ta l  h e a lth  sp e c ia lis t . T h e n  
sh e  lo s t h e r  f a th e r .  It w as  su ic id e  a n d  sh e  k n e w  sh e  
n e e d e d  to  g e t  h e lp .

“I w a sn ’t  re a lly  o p e n  w ith  it  u n t i l  it h a p p e n e d ,"  
I n m e e  sa id . “I w as  lik e , 'O h  m a n , I n e e d  to  s ta r t  
ta lk in g ." ’

H er b o y f r ie n d  f in a lly  c o n v in c e d  h e r  to  go  to  
C o n fe d e ra te d  S alish  a n d  K o o ten a i T riba l H ea lth  
C lin ic  fo r  c o u n se lin g , b e c a u se  it h a d  h e lp e d  h im  a 
lo t  a f te r  h e  e x p e r ie n c e d  h is  o w n  tragedy .

H ow ever, sh e  c o u ld  o n ly  g e t in  fo r  an  a p p o in t ­
m e n t  th ro u g h  a fam ily  f r ie n d .  W h e n  sh e  t r ie d  to  se t 
u p  c o u n s e lin g  fo r  h e r  6 -y e a r-o ld  d a u g h te r  th ro u g h  
S u n b u rs t M en ta l H e a lth  S erv ices  in  P o ison , sh e  d id  
n o t  rec e iv e  a call b ac k  fo r  n e a r ly  th r e e  w eeks, a 
sig n  to  In m e e  th a t  th e  fac ility  p la c e d  m e n ta l h e a lth  
a s  a  low  p rio rity .

A fte r  all, I n m e e  c o u ld n 't  rec a ll e v e r  h a v in g  to  
w a it  fo r  a  d e n ta l  a p p o in tm e n t .  She w as  sh o c k e d  
th a t  th e r e  w as  a w a it  a t  all fo r  a  m e n ta l  h e a l th  a p ­
p o in tm e n t .

“I t sh o u ld  b e  th e  o p p o s ite ,” Im n e e  sa id . “I sh o u ld  
h av e  to  w a it a  w eek  o r  tw o  b e c a u s e  it 's  y o u r  te e th .  
I t’s im p o r ta n t ,  b u t  n o t as im p o r ta n t ."

In m e e 's  f a th e r  w as o n e -o f  10 p e o p le  w h o  h av e  
d ie d  f ro m  su ic id e  s in c e  O c to b e r  o n  th e  F la th e a d  
re s e rv a tio n .

In m e e  re c o g n iz e d  th a t  m e n ta l  h e a l th  n e e d s , if 
u n re c o g n iz e d  a n d  u n tr e a te d ,  ? a n  e n d  in  fa ta litie s .

M o n ta n a  h as  re m a in e d  in  th e  to p  five  s ta te s  w ith  
th e  h ig h e s t  su ic id e  r a te  fo r  n e a r ly  4 0  y e a rs , a n d  th e  
M o n ta n a  N ative A m e ric a n  p o p u la tio n  is e s p e c ia l­
ly v u ln e ra b le ,  w ith  a b o u t 28 d e a th s  p e r  1 0 0 ,000  
p e o p le , as c o m p a re d  to  13 p e r  1 0 0 ,0 0 0  fo r  th e  U.S. 
p o p u la tio n .  N ative A m e ric a n  y o u th  in  M o n ta n a  d ie  
f ro m  su ic id e  a t  a r a te  five tim e s  h ig h e r  th a n  o th e r  
g ro u p s  b e tw e e n  ag e s  11 to  24  s ta te w id e , a c c o rd in g  
to  d a ta  f ro m  th e  C e n te rs  fo r  D isease  C o n tro l  a n d  
P re v e n tio n  a n d  th e  M o n ta n a  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  P ublic 
H e a lth  a n d  H u m a n  S erv ices.

H o w ev er, m e n ta l  h e a lth  se rv ic es  in  r e s e rv a tio n  
c o m m u n it ie s  a r e  sc a rc e . A nd like  In m e e , p e o p le  
a re  h e s i ta n t  to  se e k  o u t  th e  se rv ic es  th a t  a r e  a v a il­
ab le .
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"In  t h e  e n d ,  if  y o u  d o n ’t fee l g o o d  a b o u t  y o u rse lf  
a n d  w a n t to  ta k e  c a re  o f  y o u rse lf , it d o e s n 't  m a t te r  
w h a t th e  c u r r e n t  issu e  o f  th e  d a y  is,” W h itin g -S o r ­
re ll  s a id . “W e h av e  to  f ig u re  o u t  w h a t d o  w e  do  
to  b u ild  th a t  in  o u r  p e o p le , th a t  th e y  w a n t to  fee l 
w ell.”

E v ery o n e  a t  T rib a l H e a lth  is  t r a in e d  o n  Q u e s ­
t io n  P e rsu a d e , R efer, a  n a t io n a l  t r a in in g  p ro g ra m  
th a t  fo c u se s  o n  th e  b e s t  m e th o d  fo r  p a t ie n ts  w h o  
m ig h t b e  su ic id a l. If th e  r e s p o n s e  to , “W ou ld  y o u  
lik e  to  see  s o m e o n e ? ” is "Yes,” T rib a l H e a lth  e i th e r  
p e rs o n a lly  in t ro d u c e  th e  p a t ie n t  to  a  c o u n s e lo r  o r  
d ir e c tly  r e a c h  o u t  to  m a k e  r e fe r ra ls .

D ow n th e  h a ll f ro m  th e  m e d ic a l w in g , B e h a v io r­
a l H e a lth  is  s ta ffe d  w ith  tw o  c lin ic a l p sy c h o lo g is ts  
a n d  a b o u t o n e  d o z e n  lic e n s e d  c l in ic a l so c ia l w o rk ­
e r s  a n d  a d d ic tio n  c o u n s e lo rs .

T he h e a d  o f  B e h av io ra l H e a lth , n e u r o p s y c h o l­
o g is t Je ra  S te w a rt, k n o w s w ell th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  
c o m m u n ity , i ts  fa m ilie s  a n d  issu es.

S tew art w ro te  th r e e  g r a n ts  in  h e r  f ir s t  five 
m o n th s  a t  T rib a l H e a lth  a n d  b r o u g h t  in  $1.5 m il­
lio n . m o s tly  u se d  fo r  su ic id e  a n d  d o m e s tic  a b u s e  
p re v e n t io n  in it ia t iv e s .

S te w a rt a lso  d o c u m e n te d  th e  c o r r e la t io n  b e ­
tw e e n  p e o p le  se e k in g  o u t  m e n ta l  h e a l th  se rv ic e s  
w ith  c h a n g e s  in  th e  c o m m u n ity , su c h  as w h e n  p e o ­
p le  g o t a s e t t le m e n t  o r  w h e n  d ia b e te s  sp ik e d . She 
fo u n d  th a t  h o lid a y s  a n d  p o w w o w s te n d  to  k ee p  
c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  g r o u n d e d  a n d  g ive th e m  
m o re  h o p e .

"So w h e n  th e re 's  s o m e th in g  in  th e  c o m m u n ity  
th a t  h a p p e n s  h is to ric a lly , w h e th e r  it 's  in  b e h a v io r ­
a l h e a lth  o r  ju s t  s o m e th in g  h a p p e n in g  o u t  th e re ,  it 
d o e s  m a k e  a d if fe re n c e  in  h o w  p e o p le  feel o r  h o w  
p e o p le  co p e ,"  S te w a rt sa id .

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  2010 c e n c u s , n o n -N a tiv e s  o u t ­
n u m b e r  N ative A m e ric a n s  2 - to - l  o n  th e  r e s e rv a ­
t io n .  S te w a r t sa id  e v e ry o n e , tr ib a l  o r  n o t,  m u s t  b e  
ta k e n  c a re  o f, b e c a u se  e v e ry o n e  is t ie d  to g e th e r .  If 
o n e  p e r s o n  is n o t w ell, i t  r ip p le s  o u t .

H ow ever, w h e n  tr a u m a  d o e s  h a p p e n  w ith in  th e  
c o m m u n ity . W h itin g -S o rre ll  s a id  it  is d if f ic u lt  to  
s to p  a n d  a c tu a lly  g r ie v e . In  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  T rib ­
a l H e a lth  b u i ld in g  is a  sm u d g e  ro o m , w h e re  c e ­
d a r  a h d  sw e e tg ra ss  a r e  b u r n e d ,  fo r  ta k in g  a  b re a k . 
W h itin g -S o rre ll s a id  it  is fo r  th e  h e a le rs  th e r e  to  
"be in  a g o o d  w ay.”

"1 ju s t  k n o w  th a t  y o u  g o t to  ta k e  c a re  o f  th e  p e o ­
p le  w h o  w o rk  h e re ,"  W h itin g -S o rre ll  s a id . “You 
n e v e r  re a lly  k n o w  w h a t is g o in g  to  h u r t  you ."

W h e n  JaN essa T aylor, 16 saw  a f r ie n d  p o s t  o n  
S n a p c h a t th a t  h e  c o u ld n 't  d o  it a n y m o re ,  d e p re s s e d  
th a t  h e  c o u ld n 't  p la y  so c c e r  o n  th e  v a rs ity  te a m , sh e

k n e w  sh e  h a d  to  re a c h  o u t .  She m e ssa g e d  h im  so m e 
e n c o u r a g e m e n t  a n d  to ld  h im  to  ju s t  k e e p  w o rk in g  
a t  it. H e sa v e d  th a t  m e ssag e .

JaN essa  h e r s e lf  h a d  b e e n  in  h is  s h o e s  ju s t  a y ea r  
ag o . It w as  w in te r ,  F e b ru a ry , a n d  sh e  k n e w  s o m e ­
th in g  w as w ro n g  w h e n  sh e  c o u ld  n o  lo n g e r  lo o k  in  
th e  m ir r o r .

S he d id n 't  fee l like  th e  h ap p y , s tra ig h t-A  15-year- 
o ld  e v e ry o n e  th o u g h t  sh e  w as. In s te a d ,  sh e  vvas 
o v e rw h e lm e d  b y  th e  s a d n e s s  s h e  f e l t  fo r  sn e a k in g  
o u t  to  h a n g  o u t  w ith  h e r  b o y f r ie n d  a n d ,  in  h e r  
e y e s , d is a p p o in t in g  h e r  c o m m u n ity .

" I t d e v a s ta te d  th e m  to  th e  p o in t  I w as  d e v a s ta te d  
th a t  I d id  i t ,” sh e  sa id .

E ven  h e r  n o r m a l  o u tle t ,  p la y in g  so c c e r , c o u ld n 't  
h e lp .  S he d o c u m e n te d  h e r  d e p re s s io n  in  a n  E n ­
g lish  essay.

"M y s h o e s  w e re  g ra y  a n d  w ith  e v e ry  s te p ,  se e m e d  
to  fa d e  in to  a d e e p  d a rk  b lack ."  h e r  es say  b e g in s .

A t o n e 'p o in t .  JaN essa  a s k e d  h e r  m o m  to  s ig n  h e r  
u p  fo r  th e ra p y , b u t  c h a n g e d  h e r  m in d  b e c a u s e  sh e  
w as  e m b a r ra s s e d  a n d  s c a re d .

S he a t te m p te d  su ic id e  a  w ee k  la te r .
JaN essa 's  m o m , A n n e sh a  A n d e rs o n , w as  in  th e  

m id d le  o f  w r i t in g  a s e n io r  th e s is  o n  su ic id e  fo r  
h e r  n u r s in g  d e g re e  a t  th e  tim e . A n d e rso n  lo s t h e r  
b r o th e r  to  su ic id e  s ix  y e a rs  e a r l ie r ,  a n d  a  p o e m  
w r i t te n  in  s c ra tc h y  h a n d w r i t in g ,  “M iles ' R e m e m ­

b ra n c e ,"  h a n g s  a m o n g  th e  fa m ily  p h o to s  in  th e  d in ­
in g  ro o m . S he sa id  sh e  h a d  n o  id e a  h e r  d a u g h te r  
w as  a lso  in  s u c h  a d a r k  p la c e .

“Y ou th in k  i t ’s n o t  g o in g  to  b e  y o u r  ch ild ,"  A n ­
d e r s o n  s a id . "N o b o d y  w a n ts  to  say it, th a t  th a t 's  g o ­
in g  to  b e  m y  ch ild ."

JaN essa  s p e n t  f iv e  d ay s  in  th e  e m e rg e n c y  ro o m . 
A t o n e  p o in t ,  th e  m e n ta l  h e a l th  w o rk e r  sa id  JaN es­
sa c o u ld  go  h o m e ,  b u t  A n d e rs o n  fo u g h t to  k e e p  h e r  
in  th e  h o s p i ta l  lo n g e r  to  re c e iv e  in te n s iv e  th e ra p y .

A n d e rs o n ’s b a c k g ro u n d  a llo w ed  h e r  to  a d v o c a te  
fo r  JaN essa , b u t  n o t  e v e ry o n e  is th a t  lucky.

As a n u r s e  a n d  O b s te tr ic ia n  m a n a g e r  fo r  St. 
L uke H o sp ita l in  R o n a n , A n d e rs o n  se es  a  lo t o f  p e o ­
p le  c o m e  in to  th e  ER d u r in g  th e  c l im a x  o f  a m e n ta l 
h e a l th  c r is is  o r  a f t e r  a  su ic id e  a t te m p t .  T h e  m e n ta l 
h e a l th  w o rk e r  w h o  is  o n  ca ll a t  t h e  t im e  d e te r m in e s  
if  a p a t ie n t  c g n  go  h o m e .

“S o m e tim e s  w e r e  h o ld in g  o n  to  th e s e  p a t ie n ts  
o n  th e  f lo o r  a n d  by  th a t  t im e , th e i r  c r is is  is o ver, 
a n d  th e n  th e y  d e e m  th e m  n o t  h a rm fu l  to  th e m ­
se lv es . a n d  th e n  th e y  s e n d  th e m  h o m e  w ith o u t  g e t ­
t in g  th e m  a p p r o p r ia te  c a re ,"  A n d e rs o n  sa id . "And 
so , i t  c a n  b e  a  c o u p le  d ay s . W h ic h  is re a lly  u n f o r ­
tu n a te ."

JaN essa  n o w  re c e iv e s  m e d ic a tio n  a n d  re g u la r ly  
se e s  a th e r a p is t  a t  T rib a l H e a lth .

A n n e s h a  A n d e rso n  h e lp s  h e r d a u g h te r  Ja N e ssa  p u t o n  m a k e u p  b e fo re  sch o o l. J a N e ssa  w a s  d ia g n o s e d  w ith  clini­

c a l  d e p re s s io n  a  y e a r  a g o  a n d  s a y s  s h e  c o u ld n 't g e l  o u t o f  b e d  m o s t d a y s  w ith o u t th e  h e lp  of h e r  m o m .
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Tribal H ealth  services h o ld s  a  com m un ity  conversa tion  in re s p o n se  to  e ig h t recen t su icides o n  th e  F la th ead  reservation

R o sem a ry  E p p e r s o n , JaN essa 's th e ra p is t ,  is a l i ­
c e n se d  c l in ic a l so c ia l w o rk e r  a n d  o n e  o f  six  c l in i­
c ia n s  a t T rib a l H e a lth .

E ach m o rn in g , b e h a v io ra l h e a l th  sp e c ia lis ts  
m e e t w ith  th e  m e d ic a l c lin ic  to  go  o v e r  a lis t o f  p e o ­
p le  w hc^m ay  n e e d  c o u n s e lin g  la te r  a n d  m a k e  su re  
c lin ic ia n s  a re  a v a ila b le  a t  c e r ta in  tim e s  to  r e f e r  p a ­
t ie n ts .  W a lk -in  a p p o in tm e n ts  a re  a lso  av a ilab le .

E p p e rso n  sa id  m a n y  re a c h  o u t  fo r  se rv ices , b u t 
few  a c tu a lly  sh o w  u p . JaN essa th in k s  p e o p le  d o  n o t 
se ek  o u t  h e lp  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  s tig m a .

“It's  like  p e o p le  w a lk  a r o u n d  w ith  th e s e  w alls 
b u i l t  a r o u n d  th e m  a n d  w h e n  so m e o n e  c ra ck s  i t ’s 
lik e , 'O h , h is  w a ll 's  c ra c k e d , th a t 's  n o t  g o o d ," ' J a ­
N essa sa id .

E p p e rs o n  sa id  p e o p le  in s te a d  se lf-m e d ic a te  
th r o u g h  h a r d  d ru g s . P a tie n ts  d is a p p e a r  f ro m  th e r ­
apy. T h e  su ic id e  h o t l in e  re c e iv e s  u p  to  12 ca lls a 
w eek . Like JaN essa , m a n y  p a t ie n ts  w a it  u n t i l  th e y  
h a v e  to  go  to  th e  ER f o r  a  m e n ta l  h e a lth  em erg en c y . 
If s o m e o n e  d o e s  n o t  e n d  u p  in  th e  ER, th e y  m a y  go 
to  jail.

“P eop le  a re  v ery , v e ry  s c a re d  to  c o m e  to  T ribal 
H ea lth ,"  E p p e rso n  sa id . “I t 's  a  re a lly  sm all to w n , 
a n d  w ith  th e  tr ib a l  e le m e n t,  th e re 's  a lo t o f  tig h t 
fa m ilie s  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  a re  ju s t  r e la te d  a n d  c lose  
to  e a c h  o th e r ,  a n d  th e y 'r e  re a lly  sc a re d  o f  g o ss ip ­
ing."

S o m e tim e s  e ld e r s  a re  h e s i ta n t  to  c o m e  in  b e ­
c a u se  th e y  m a y  view  m e d ic in e  w ith  su sp ic io n .

E p p e r s o n  a lso  sees  N ative A m e ric a n  m e n  a s  the  
m o s t  d if f ic u lt  to  ge t th r o u g h  th e  d o o r .

“I 'v e  b e e n  to ld , 'L ook , I ca m e  d o w n  h e r e  th r e e  
t im e s  a n d  m a d e  th r e e  d if fe r e n t  a p p o in tm e n ts ,  b u t 
t u r n e d  a r o u n d  in  th e  p a rk in g  lo t  b e c a u s e  I w as 
r a is e d  to  b e lie v e  an  In d ia n  m a n  w h o 's  b e in g  s tro n g  
sh o u ld  n e v e r  d o  s o m e th in g  like  th is ,”' E p p e rso n  
sa id .

A  few  m ile s  d o w n  th e  ro a d , P a tty  S tev e n s , 57, 
ta k e s  a d if fe r e n t  a p p ro a c h  to  m e n ta l h e a l th  issues.

S tev e n s , w h o se  o n ly  ru le  is “d o n ’t  k n o c k  th e  
s e c o n d  tim e  y o u  visit," is a tr ib a l  c o u n c il  r e p r e ­
s e n ta t iv e . S he r u n s  a h o rs e  c a m p  fo r  k ids, a m o c ­
c a s in -m a k in g  c irc le  a n d  o th e r  c u l tu r a l  e v e n ts  th a t  
b r in g  p e o p le  to g e th e r .

"W e're  ju s t  d o in g  g o o d , p o s it iv e  b e h a v io r ,"  S te ­
v e n s  sa id . "And I th in k  th e re 's  s o m e th in g  to  th a t .  I 
th in k  it 's  a w ay  o f  hea lin g ."

F irm ly  a g a in s t a  B and-A id  a p p ro a c h  to  p r o b ­
le m s  w ith in  th e  c o m m u n ity , S tev e n s  h as  t r ie d  to  
e d u c a te  h e r s e lf  a n d  o th e rs  o n  s u ic id e  p re v e n tio n  
b y  a t te n d in g  t r a in in g  a n d  s p r e a d in g  th e  w o rd . She 
a lso  ta lk s  to  h e r  g ra n d s o n  a b o u t  h is  s tru g g le s  w ith

d e p re s s io n  to  u n d e r s ta n d  m o re .
H er g ra n d s o n  e x p la in e d  it as fe e lin g  like  th e  

w o rs t d ay  o f  h is  life  se v e n  days a  w eek . A lth o u g h  
h e  s tru g g le d  w ith  low  se lf -e s te e m  a n d  e a t in g  d is o r ­
d e rs , h e  n e v e r  th o u g h t  a b o u t  su ic id e  u n t i l  h is  dad  
k illed  h im se lf .

S tevens th in k s  a lo t o f  d e p re s s io n  is l in k e d  to  
low  se lf-e s te e m , so  sh e  fo c u se s  o n  t r a in in g  y o u n g ­
e r  p eo p le .

"W e g o t to  ta k e  b e t te r  c a re  o f  o u r  k id s  so  th e y  
d o n 't  ge t th e m se lv e s  in to  th o s e  k in d s  o f  s i tu a t io n s ,” 
S tevens sa id .

T h ro u g h  a U n ity  L e a d e rsh ip  m in is try , S tevens 
a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d , W illie , w o rk  to  h e lp  y o u n g  p e o ­
p le  rec o g n ize  s o m e o n e  in  t r o u b le  a n d  a llo w  th e m  
to  ta lk  a b o u t w h a t is g o in g  o n  in  th e i r  lives.

S tevens o p e n s  u p  h e r  h o u s e  as a sa fe  p la c e  fo r 
p e o p le  to  ta lk  o r  to  g e t  c le a n , e v e n  if th e y  d o n 't  
n ec essa rily  h a v e  c o n v e rsa tio n s  a b o u t th e i r  s t r u g ­
gles. She a lso  e n g a g e s  w ith  p e o p le  o n  F acebook  
w h o  p o s t su ic id a l th o u g h ts  a n d  p r iv a te ly  m e ssag e s  
th e m .

S tevens ' g ra n d s o n  to ld  h e r  th a t  su ic id e  a t te m p ts  
a re  th e  re su lt  o f  a b u i ld u p  to  th e  m o m e n t,  n o t  ju s t  
th e  r e s u lt  o f  a n  in s ta n t  th o u g h t.

"I th o u g h t if y o u  c o u ld  s p e n d  so m u c h  m o re  
tim e  b u ild in g  th e  s e lf -e s te e m  o r  th e  'I 'm  w o rth y ' 
k in d  o f  s tu f f  in  p e o p le , th e n  it  w o n 't  e v e r  g e t to  
th a t,"  S tev e n s  sa id .

M egan  In m e e  sa t in  th e  b ack  o f  th e  T rib a l F itness 
C e n te r  in  S t. Ig n a tiu s , s u r r o u n d e d  by  h e r  m o th e r , 
h e r  b r o th e r  an d  h is  tw o  so n s , b e h in d  a  s e m i-c irc le  
o f  a b o u t 80  p e o p le .

F ood  c o v e re d  a  ta b le . E v ery o n e  b o w e d  th e ir  
h e a d s  as so m e o n e  ask ed  th e  C re a to r  to  w a tc h  o v er 
th e  assem bly , a n n o u n c in g : "W e a re  a ll o n e  fam ily .” 
T riba l H e a lth  m e n ta l  h e a l th  p ro fe s s io n a ls  s to o d  
by in  b lu e  t - s h i r ts  to  h e lp  p e o p le  w h o  m ig h t w an t 
co u n se lin g .

P atty  S tev en s se w e d  b e a d s  o n to  a m o c ca s in . 
A nna  W h itin g -S o rre ll  w a n d e re d  a m o n g  th e  c row d . 
E veryone w as  g a th e r e d  fo r  a c o m m u n ity  c o n v e r ­
sa tio n  to  a d d re s s  th e  r e c e n t  su ic id e  c lu s te r  o n  th e  
re se rv a tio n .

D u rin g  th e  c o n v e rs a tio n , th e  f a c il i ta to r  re a d  
o v e r  th e  su ic id e  r e d u c t io n  s tra te g ic  p la n .  She to ld  
e v e ry o n e  to  b re a k  in to  g ro u p s  a n d  "m ak e  th e  v i­
s io n  re a l.”

P o te n tia l s o lu t io n s  a p p e a re d  o n  s h e e ts  th e  
g ro u p s  w ro te  o n : m a k e  p e o p le  fee l a c c e p te d , h av e  
safe p la c e s  w h e re  p e o p le  d o n 't  fee l iso la te d , b r in g  
p e o p le  b ac k  to  th e i r  ro o ts ,  re a c h  o u t  to  e ld e rs  a n d  
h o ld  p o s it iv e  a c tiv itie s  fo r  c h i ld re n .

In m e e  a g re e s  w ith  h o ld in g  m o re  a c tiv itie s  fo r
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y o u n g  p e o p le . S he w a n ts  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n s  to  
k n o w  th a t  i t  is o kay  to  g e t  h e lp ,  s o  th e y  d o n 't  fee l 
lo n e ly  o r  th a t  th e y  c a n 't  ta lk  a b o u t  th in g s .  S he e s ­
p ec ia lly  w a n ts  g r ie v in g  fa m ilie s  to  co m e  to g e th e r .

She sa id  th a t  e v e n  a b r ie f  “I k n o w  h o w  y o u  fee l,"  
c a n  h e lp .

In m e e  a n d  h e r  fa m ily  n o w  m u s t  m o v e  fo rw a rd ,  
b u t  h e r  h o p e  is t h a t  T rib a l H e a lth  w ill b e  m o r e  
c o n s is te n t  in  h o ld in g  c o m m u n ity  c o n v e rs a tio n s  
a n d  ac tiv itie s , im p ro v in g  th e i r  re s p o n s e  t im e  a n d  
a d v e r tis in g  th e i r  m e n ta l  h e a l th  se rv ic e s  m o re ,  n o t  
jU st as a  re s p o n s e  t o  a  su ic id e  c lu s te r .  S he w a n ts  
m o re  p e o p le  to  sh o w  u p  to  th e  e v e n ts  a n d  h o p e s  
th e r e  w ill b e  c h a n g e .

W h itin g -S o rre ll, a m a z e d  a t  th e  n u m b e r  o f  p e o ­
p le  w h o  sh o w e d  u p  f o r  th e  c o m m u n ity  d is c u s s io n , 
s a id  T riba l H e a lth  w ill n o t  n e e d  to  h o ld  a  s im ila r  
c o n v e rsa tio n . S he h o p e d  th e  s tr a te g ie s  b r o u g h t  u p  
in  th e  w o rk s h o p  w ill la s t lo n g  te rm .

JaN essa T ay lo r ta lk s  a b o u t  h o w  s h e  h a s  g ro w n  as 
a p e r s o n  in  h e r  essay:

"I w a n te d  to  t r y  o n  so m e  n e w  s h o e s , a n d  I w as 
n o w  in  th e  r ig h t  p la c e  a t  th e  r ig h t  t im e  w ith  a ll th e  
h e lp  I n e e d e d ."

A fte r  h e r  su ic id e  a t te m p t ,  JaN essa  o p e n e d  u p  to  
h e r  so c c e r  te a m m a te s  a n d  to  h e r  b o ss  a t  H a llm a rk  
a b o u t w h a t h a p p e n e d .  H e r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h e r  
m o th e r  h a s  a lso  g ro w n  s tro n g e r .  JaN essa  sa id  she 
w o u ld  "s te p  r ig h t  o n  i t ” i f  sh e  saw  a n y  s y m p to m s  
in  h e r  s ib lin g s , w h o  a ll s a t o n  th e  c o u c h  r e a d y  fo r  
sc h o o l w h e n  th e  a m b u la n c e  c a m e  to  g e t  h e r  th a t  
d a y  la s t w in te r .

B ut sh e  w o u ld  l ik e  to  se e  m o r e  c o n v e rs a tio n s  
h a p p e n in g . A lth o u g h  p e o p le  p o s t  o n  F aceb o o k  
a b o u t su ic id e  a t te m p ts ,  th e y  d o n ’t  n e c e s s a r i ly  ta lk  
a b o u t  it, e sp ec ia lly  in  sc h o o ls . A n d  th e i r  sy m p to m s  
d o  n o t  c h a n g e .

"S o m e tim e s  th e y  c o u ld  th in k  th e y  a r e  r e a c h in g  
o u t  o r  h a v in g  a c o n v e r s a tio n  in  th e  h o p e s  o f  g e t t in g  
h e lp , b u t  in  r e a li ty  i t  c o u ld  b e  h u r t in g  th e m ,"  sa id  
B ran d y  C o u tu re ,  p r o g ra m  m a n a g e r  a t  th e  C e n te r  
fo r  P re v e n tio n  a n d  W e lln ess  a t  t h e  Salish  K o o te n a i 
C ollege.

JaN essa th in k s  h o ld in g  a s se m b lie s  o v e r  m e n ta l  
h e a lth  w o u ld  h e lp . S he sa id  n o w  th a t  ju s t  h a v in g  
so m e o n e  to  ta lk  to  a b o u t  m e n ta l  h e a l th  is m o re  r e ­
lie v in g  th a n  m e d ic a tio n .

" I t’s lik e  g e t t in g  y o u r  h a i r  c u t  a t  a  sa lo n ,"  JaN essa 
sa id . "E v e ry b o d y  n e e d s  to  g e t t h e i r  h a i r  c u t .  I se e  it 
like  th a t ,  ju s t  th e  s a m e . Y ou n e e d  to  g e t  y o u r  h a ir  
c u t, a n d  y o u  n e e d  s o m e b o d y  y o u  c a n  ta lk  to . I d o n ’t 
k n o w  w h y  i t ’s su c h  a  r a r e  th in g ."0

F la th e a d  c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  g a th e r  t o  socia lize  a n d  m a k e  m o c c a s in s  a t  P a tty  S tev en s’ h o m e . S tevens, d e ­

sc r ib e s  h e r  h o m e  a s  a  s a fe  h a v e n . "I th ink  y o u  c a n  h e a l o r  b e  well if y o u 're  ju s t d o in g  th in g s  th a t  a r e  p a r t  o f  you r 
cu ltu re  a n d  b e in g  a ro u n d  o th e r  p e o p le  th a t  a r e  hap p y ,"  S tevens sa id .
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Jay D O ld  M ouse  h a s  to  w alk 5 0  fee t u n a s s is te d  b e fo re  h e  c a n  rece iv e  a p p ro v a l  fro m  IHS fo r a  s e c o n d  p ro s th e tic  leg . "I'm g o in g  to  g e t  o n  it b e c a u s e  I w a n t th a t  leg." O ld  
M o u se  sa id . "T h a t's  th e  only  th in g  h o ld in g  m e  b a c k  is c a n  I m a k e  5 0  feet?"

Northern Cheyenne community clashes over diabetes care
S t o r y :  Ni c k  C a l l a h a n  P h o t o s :  D e r e k  M i n e m y e r
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H P
Tribal P res id en t J a c e  Killsback s p e a k s  to  Jay  D O ld  M o u se  a b o u t  th e  d ifferences b e ­
tw e e n  w h a t  N o rth e rn  C h e y e n n e  dialysis p a tie n ts  w a n t,  a n d  w h a t  th e  tr iba l council 
s e e s  a s  a  realistic  in v es tm en t in d ia b e te s  p re v e n tio n  o n  th e  re serva tion .

O ld  M o u se  le a rn e d  to  m a k e  a n d  p la y  th e  N o rth e rn  C h e y e n n e  flu te  fro m  his e lders . 

H e p la y s  o n  c e re m o n ia l o c c a s io n s . •

It’s  a l m o s t  idyllic;
th e  m o d e st, sky b lue  h o m e  th a t  s ta n d s  o n  th e  s id e  of 
a hill, w a tc h in g  th e  h ighw ay r u n  in to  th e  h o rizo n . Be­
h in d  Jay D O ld M ouse's h o u se  a re  e m p ty  h o rse  co rrals . 
T h e re  h as  b ee n  n o  sign  o f  h o rse s  g raz ing  th e  lan d , o r  
ru n n in g  th e  h ills  in  m on ths .

E x te n d in g  fro m  his f ro n t d o o r  is a  m ak esh ift w h e e l­
c h a ir  r a m p  c o n s tru c te d  o f  loose  b o a rd s  a n d  covered  
w ith  a  lo n g  ru b b e r  m at. T he ra m p  leads d irec tly  to  h is 
tru ck .

Inside , O ld M ouse nav igated  th e  n a r ro w  hallw ays of 
h is  sm all h o u se  w ith  h is  w heelcha ir, w eav ing  b e tw e en  
h is  liv in g  ro o m  a n d  his k itch en . H e w h ee led  h im se lf  to  
th e  th re sh o ld  o f  h is b a th ro o m , d e m o n s tra tin g  h o w  th e  
tig h t q u a r te rs  d o n 't  fit h is w h ee lch a ir. He c lim b ed  o u t 
o f  th e  chair, c len ch in g  th e  b a th ro o m  doorw ay , sh o w ­
in g  h o w  h e  squeezes in to  th e  show er.

"W hen  1 lost m y  firs t leg, sim p le  tasks w ere  a  c h a l­
len g e . C u t y o u r  leg off a n d  ju s t  see,” O ld M ouse said. 
"And to  lose th e  o th e r  o n e  b eco m es a d o u b le  c h a l­
len g e .”

O ld  M ouse w as d iagnosed  w ith  d iab e te s  a t 28 years 
o ld . a n d  has b ee n  co p in g  w ith  th e  d isease  fo r m o re  
th a n  tw o  decades. It’s a c o n d itio n  in  w h ich  p a tie n ts  
a n d  d o c to rs  try  to  avoid th e  w o rs t case scen a rio s , o f 
w h ic h  th e re  a re  plenty . In  2016, h e  fo u n d  h im se lf  in  
o n e  o f  th o se  w o rs t case scenario s . Twice.

In  M arch , th e  d o c to r  sa id  th e y  h a d  to  tak e  h is  leg.
In  S ep tem b er, th e y  h a d  to  tak e  th e  o th e r  o n e .
D iabe tes h as  lo n g  b ee n  a n  ep id em ic  o n  In d ia n  r e s ­

e rv a tio n s , w ith  Native A m ericans h av in g  th e  h ighest

ra te  o f  type II d iab e te s  in  th e  U n ited  States. It's a w ell- 
k n o w n  p ro b lem . I t’s also w ell-k n o w n  th a t d iab e te s  is 
p reven tab le , a n d  its  sy m p to m s cu rab le , by  instilling  
m a jo r  lifestyle changes. H ow ever, because  th e  In d ian  
H ealth  Service is a m ed ica l ca re  o rgan ization , m o s t o f 
its  fu n d in g  h as  b e e n  fo cu sed  o n  tre a tin g  sy m p to m s of 
th e  d isease a f te r  i t’s b e e n  co n tra c te d .

But tr ib e s  like th e  N o rth e rn  C heyenne , in  s o u th ­
ea s te rn  M ontana, a re  d e b a tin g  th e  b es t m e th o d s  to 
fig h t th e  disease. I t’s a co n v e rsa tio n  th a t  c a n  b e  se en  in 
tw o  co m p e tin g  tr ib a l p ro p o sa ls . O n e  is a  tr ib a l dialysis 
cen te r, w h ich  w ou ld  tre a t  p a tie n ts  w ith  vary ing  levels 
o f  k idney  dam age, a n o th e r  d ia b e tic  w orst case sc e n a r­
io; th e  o th e r  is a  co m m u n ity  gym , to u te d  as a strateg ic 
m a n eu v e r to  help  instill active lifestyles in  a n  e ffo rt to 
p rev e n t d iabetes.

S om e say th e  p ro p o se d  gym  w o u ld  have m o re  v a l­
u e  in  th e  lo n g -ru n , as a dialysis c e n te r  w ou ld  passively 
c o n d o n e  th e  sp rea d  o f  d iab e te s . H ow ever, p a tie n ts  say 
a tr ib a l dialysis c e n te r  is d esp e ra te ly  n ee d ed . It is l i te r ­
ally a life su s ta in in g  necessity .

“Looking a t th e  g e n e ra tio n  co m in g  u p . w h ere  we 
have h igh  ra te s  o f obes ity  a lread y  a n d  d iab e te s  in  o u r  
c h ild ren , we d o n ’t  w a n t to  b e  se ttin g  th e m  u p  to  fail, 
b u t  th a t’s w h a t w e re  d o in g ,” sa id  Jace Killsback, N o rth ­
e r n  C h ey en n e  tr ib a l p re s id e n t. "I can  serve  30 dialysis 
p a tien ts , o r  I can  serve 300  y o u th , o r  3 ,0 0 0  resid en ts  
h e re  fo r  a n ice  c o m m u n ity  a n d  fitness c e n te r  th a t 
w o u ld  also ad d re ss  dialysis p re v e n tio n .”

T he sto ry  o f  type II d iabe tes, a v ers io n  o f  th e  d isease

th a t is c o n tra c te d  la te r  in  life, in  In d ia n  C o u n try  is n o t 
new . P revalence o f  d ia b e te s  is h ig h e s t a m o n g  Native 
A m ericans w ith  a ra te  o f  15.9 p e rc e n t, a c co rd in g  to  th e  
A m erican  D iab e te s  A ssociation . T h is is m o re  th a n  d o u ­
b le  th a t o f  w h ites.

T he d isease , in  w h ich  th e  b o d y  s to p s  p ro p e r ly  b u r n ­
in g  sugars d ig e s te d  in  ca rb o h y d ra tes , c a n  y ie ld  a  n u m ­
b e r  o f  sy m p to m s a n d  h e a lth  a ilm e n ts  as th o se  su g a rs  
b u ild  u p  w ith in  th e  body 's system s o v er tim e . S ym p­
to m s ra n g e  f ro m  m ild , dizziness, f re q u e n t u r in a tio n , 
to  severe, in c lu d in g  b lin d n e ss  a n d  k id n e y  fa ilu re .

H ow ever, d ia b e te s  is u n iq u e  in  th a t p a tie n ts  o f te n  
have th e  ab ility  to  tre a t  it in to  rem iss io n . It's a  c o n t in u ­
o u s b a ttle  in  w h ich  p a tie n ts  m u s t co n s is ten tly  m o n ito r  
d ie t to  m a in ta in  b lo o d  su g a r  levels, reg u la rly  ta k e  th e  
p re sc rib ed  m e d ica tio n s  a n d  live an  ac tive lifestyle.

Yet, m o st re se rv a tio n s  a re  ru ra l a n d  c o n s id e re d  
“food deserts."  w h e re  fre sh  p ro d u c e  is ex p en siv e  a n d  
scarce. P atien ts m u s t re ly  o n  a  c ro w d ed  a n d  u n d e r ­
fu n d ed  IHS system , a n d  co m m u n ity  d ev e lo p m e n t fo ­
cuses o n  essen tia l p ro jec ts , w h ich  usually  d o esn ’t  i n ­
c lude  gym s o r  o u td o o r  rec re a tio n  facilities.

A bou t 44  p e rc e n t o f  th e  N o rth e rn  C h e y en n e  p o p ­
u la tio n  is y o u n g e r  th a n  20 years o ld , ac co rd in g  to  the  
U nited  S tates C ensus B ureau . W ith  su ch  a  la rg e  y o u th  
p o p u la tio n  to  co n sid er, K illsback is ta k in g  a im  a t  th e  
lo n g - te rm  o u tlo o k  o f  d iabetes.

He e s tim a tes  it w ou ld  tak e  a b o u t $700 ,000  to  b u ild  a 
dialysis c e n te r  in  Lam e D eer. If th e  tr ib e  w e re  to  m ake  
an  in v e s tm e n t o f  th a t m a g n itu d e , K illsback said  h e  
w an ts  to  m a k e  th e  g rea tes t im p a c t possib le.

B uild ing  a fitn ess  c e n te r  w o u ld  leave th o se  30  d ia l­
ysis p a tie n ts  in  d ire  s tra its . It’s  a  d ifficu lt d ec is ion  a n d
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K illsback know s it. But, a f te r  decades living o n  th e  re s ­
e rv a tio n , h e  also k n o w s th e  effects o f  d iabetes.

It b eg a n  w ith  b lack  sp o ts  o n  h is  feet, th e n  th e  u lcers 
ap p e ared . O ld M ouse's legs eventually  b ecam e infected  
a n d  h a d  to  b e  am p u ta te d , o r  h e  likely w ou ld  have died, 
h e  said.

A fter th e  u lc e rs  a p p e a re d  o n  h is foot, O ld M ouse saw 
a d o c to r  in  Billings th a t suggested  stem  cell tre a tm e n t 
o n  h is  feet, to  reg ro w  th e  skin . B ut IHS d en ied  th e  tre a t­
m e n t th re e  tim es, each  tim e  calling it  ex p erim en ta l 
tre a tm e n t, O ld M ouse said. He still w onders  if th e  tre a t­
m e n t cou ld  have saved his legs, h a d  IHS app roved  it.

"Let’s try  it, m aybe  I cou ld 've  still h a d  m y legs. May­
b e  it  w ou ld 've  w o rk e d  a n d  I lost th e m  anyway, b u t at 
least try,” O ld M ouse said . "D on't ju s t d en y  it. T hey 're 
n o t G od.”

IHS p a id  $19,000 fo r  a  p ro s th e tic  fo r h is left side. He’s 
still w a itin g  fo r  a  rig h t o n e  to  m atch , a n d  h e’s h o p in g  
IHS will pay fo r  th a t o n e  as w ell. If so, IHS will spend  
nearly  $40 ,000  fo r b o th  o f  O ld M ouse's p rosthetics,

IHS h as  a  b u d g e t o f a b o u t $4 ,000  p e r  p e rso n  p e r  
year. T he n a tio n a l average sp e n t by h ea lth  ca re  o n  p a ­
tie n ts  is tw ice th a t, a t  $ 8 ,000  p e r  p e rso n  p e r  year. W hile 
IHS b ro ad ly  to u ts  its efficiency w ith  such  lim ited  r e ­
sources, efficiency d o esn 't always transla te  to  quality  
care.

A fter th e  in fec tio n  in  O ld M ouse's legs, h is  d o c to r 
to ld  h im  his k idneys w ere  fu n c tio n in g  a t ab o u t 15 p e r ­
cen t. T hey  a re  failing, a n d  fast. O ld M ouse is in  a  p re -d i­
alysis stage, a n d  h e  h a sn ’t  com e to  te rm s w ith  it  yet.

“I’m  still in  g o o d  sp irits  ab o u t m y  legs, b u t n o t in  
good  sp irits  a b o u t dialysis,” O ld M ouse said. “Dialysis is 
a gam e changer.”

T h ere  a re  c u rre n tly  30  peop le  o n  N o rth e rn  C hey­
en n e  w h o  n eed  dialysis, u p  fro m  18 in  2010.

Type II d iab e te s  is th e  lead in g  cause fo r k idney  fail­
u re  in  th e  U n ited  States. H igh b lood  sugar over tim e 
d im in ishes  th e  k idneys' ab ility  to  filte r a n d  clean  th e  
b lood . T he m ost c o m m o n  fo rm  o f  dialysis is h em o d ia l­
ysis, in  w h ich  a p a t ie n t  goes to  a  clinic a n d  is hooked  up  
to  a  m ach in e . B lood is lead  via c a th e te r  o u t o f  th e  body 
an d  in to  th e  m ach in e , w h ich  acts as th e  k idney  an d  fil­
te rs  th e  b lo o d  b e fo re  a n o th e r  c a th e te r  leads it back  in to  
th e  body.

A bout h a lf  o f  all d ia b e te s  p a tien ts  ex perience  som e 
fo rm  o f nerve  dam age, acco rd ing  to  th e  A m erican  D ia­
be tes  A ssociation. N erve dam ag e in  th e  fee t can  b e  e s ­
pecially  p ro b lem atic . It can  cause loss o f  fee ling  in  th e  
feet, w h ich  m akes it h a rd e r  to  d e tec t so res th a t can  eas­
ily b eco m e in fec ted . In  2010, th e re  w ere  73,000 low er 
lim b  am p u ta tio n s  in  d iagnosed  d iabetes p a tien ts  over 
th e  age o f  20, ac co rd in g  to  th e  A m erican  D iabetes As­
sociation .

Dialysis p a tie n ts  o n  N o rth e rn  C heyenne m u s t com ­
m u te  m o re  th a n  100 m iles to  Billings th re e  tim es a week

fo r  tre a tm e n t. T he co m m u te  can  tak e  its  toll.

I t’s ju s t b e fo re  sun rise , a n d  W inslow  W hitec rane  is 
a lread y  in  h is  d rivew ay w aitin g  fo r h is  ride . It’s T h u rs­
day  m orn in g , h is  day fo r  dialysis.

He d o esn 't daw dle.
“T he v an  pu lls  u p , hon k s a n d  w aits five m inutes," 

W h itec ran e  said . “If y o u 're  n o t  o u t in  five m in u tes , you 
ge t left."

N orm ally, W hitec rane  takes th e  IH S -provided  van  to  
Billings. I t p icks h im  u p  an d  d ro p s  h im  off a t h is  house 
in  A shland.

T he ca r m akes its way to w ard  L am e D eer to  p ick  up  
a n o th e r  dialysis patien t.

E lrena W h ited irt m akes h e r  w ay o u t o f  h e r  h o m e to ­
w ard  th e  car. She h as  a canvas bag  a to p  h e r  sh o u ld e r 
filled w ith  b lankets, w a te r a n d  food . She's com e p re ­
p a re d  fo r  a long  day.

“W e k ind  of give each  o th e r  su p p o rt to  m ake th e  tr ip  
easier, because m e a n d  h im  always e n d  u p  g e ttin g  stuck 
w ay in  the  back  o f  th e  van," W h ited irt said.

W h ited irt an d  W inslow  are  tw o  o f  the  30  peop le 
f ro m  N o rth e rn  C heyenne w ho  m ake th e  co m m u te .

W h ited irt sa id  th e  d isd a in  fo r  th e  co m m u te  is u n i­
versal a m o n g  th e  patien ts .

O u tsid e  th e  cap ito l b u ild in g  in  Lam e D eer a  fire 
b u rn e d  w ith  m o u n d s  of firew ood n ex t to  it. T he fire

b u rn ed  fo r Rock Red C herries, a  tr ib a l ch ief w h o  h a d  
d ied  recently. Killsback said  th e  fire  will b u m  fo r  2  days 
so Red C herries ' sp irit c a n  fin d  its way.

Red C herries  w as a  dialysis p a tie n t th a t m ade  th e  
sam e co m m u te  as W hitecrane an d  W hited irt. But th e  
drive w ore  o n  h im , a n d  h e  s to p p e d  m ak ing  th e  tr ip .

“He could 've ju s t  kep t going. He w ou ld 've  b ee n  still 
alive today. A nd th e re 's  a lo t o f  th e m  th a t h a p p e n e d  to," 
W hited irt said. “T h ey  all q u it going. A nd th ey 're  gone 
now."

Dialysis p a tien ts  d o n ’t  have th e  lux u ry  o f  m issing  a 
day o f  tre a tm e n t o r  tak in g  a  day off. It is literally  life o r  
death.

'W e have to  go n o  m a tte r  w hat," W h ited irt said . "No 
m a tte r  w hat k ind  o f  co n d itio n  it is. We have to  go to  d i­
alysis.”

W hile th e  d rive  can  b e  physically taxing, th o se  on  
dialysis w ho  take IHS tran sp o rta tio n  pay little  o u t of 
pocket. IHS prov ides th e  ride  a n d  m eals a t  th e  e n d  of 
th e  day.

D iabetes has p ro v en  to  b e  a substan tia l financial 
b u rd e n  o n  a system  th a t is a lready  financially  s tra ined . 
A ccording to  th e  D ep a rtm en t o f  H ealth  a n d  H u m an  
Services, peop le  d iag n o sed  w ith  d iabetes have m edical 
costs th a t a re  m o re  th a n  doub le  th a t o f  a p e rso n  w ith ­
o u t d iabe tes, o n  average.

End stage ren a l d isease  is o n e  o f  th e  largest d rivers of

ja y  R ed  W o m a n  is a  h o m e  dialysis p a t ie n t  living in A sh land , ju s t o u ts id e  o f  th e  N o rth e rn  C h e y e n n e  re se rv a tio n . H e 
s a y s  h o m e  dialysis is libera ting  fo r h im  b e c a u s e  h e  is a b le  to  dialyze w hile h e  sleeps.
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E lrena W hited irt h a s  su ffered  fro m  h e re d ita ry  k id n ey  fa ilu re  fo r 23 y ea rs . S he  usua lly  le a v e s  h o m e  a r o u n d  8  a .m . a n d  d o e s n 't  g e t  h o m e  until 5 p .m .

M edicare costs, acco rd in g  to  th e  N ational In d ian  H ea lth  
B oard. In  2009, o n e  p a tie n t o n  dialysis cost M edicare 
ap p rox im ate ly  $ 80 ,000  a  year. R educing  th e  n u m b e r  of 
p a tien ts  o n  dialysis could  g rea tly  red u c e  th e  b u rd e n  on  
b o th  M edicare a n d  IHS.

T he U.S. G o v ern m en t estab lished  IHS to  p rov ide 
h ea lth  ca re  to  Native A m ericans in  ex ch an g e  fo r  th e  
land  c laim ed  by th e  fed e ra l g o v ern m en t. In  effo rts  to  
co m b at th e  d iab e te s  ep idem ic  sw eep in g  In d ian  r e s e r ­
vations, C ongress es tab lished  th e  Special D iabetes P ro ­
g ram  fo r  Ind ians in th e  Balanced B udget A ct o f  1997. At 
th e  tim e. C ongress alloca ted  $30 m illion  to  fu n d  th e  
p ro g ra m  p e r  year. T h a t figu re has since  in c re ase d  to  
$150 m illion.

T am m y R oundstone, d ire c to r  o f  w ellness a t N o rth ­

e r n  C heyenne Tribal H ealth , a  triba lly  ru n  h ea lth  c lin ­
ic, oversees th e  special d ia b e te s  p ro g ra m  fu n d in g  an d  
w orks w ith  co m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  w ith  d iabe tes. She 
sa id  m u c h  o f  h e r  jo b , a n d  th e  jo b  o f  th e  co m m u n ity , is 
a b o u t p rev en tio n  o f  a n d  ed u c a tio n  a b o u t d iabetes.

“I 'm  n o t ju s t  p u sh in g  p rev en tio n ,"  R o u n d s to n e  said. 
"I a m  p rev en tio n ,”

But sh e  is lim ited  in  w h a t sh e  c a n  do  in  h e r  ro le  at 
T ribal H ealth . T he facility d o es  n o t have a d o c to r  on  
staff, so  they  have to  re ly  en tire ly  o n  d iagnosis in fo rm a ­
tio n  fro m  th e  IHS clin ic  in  Lam e D eer.

O nce a  p a tie n t is d iagnosed , R o u n d s to n e  steps in 
to  help . She d o es  h e r  b e s t to  p ro v id e  th e  p a tie n t w ith  
a so u n d  n u tr it io n  a n d  p re v e n tio n  p lan , th o u g h  som e 
d o n ’t  follow  th ro u g h  w ith  it- R o u n d s to n e  sa id  som e 
p eo p le  lose th e  will to  h e lp  them selves, an d  o n ce  th a t 
occu rs, th e re  isn 't m u c h  sh e  can  do.

O th e r p a tien ts  m is tak e  th e ir  lo n g -te rm  tre a tm e n ts

fo r  cures.
"They s to p  a t M cD onalds -  w h ich  is b a d  fo r  ch ro n ic  

k idney  d isease  — o n  th e  w ay  over, an d  th e y  sto p  a t  M c­
D onalds o n  th e  w ay  back. O ne b u n  has so  m u c h  n itra te  
in  it, it th ro w s o ff th e ir  w ho le  dialysis," R oun d sto n e  
said . “A lo t o f  th e m  a re  aw are  o f  th a t. T hey 've a lready  
lost th a t co n c e p t o f  'I w an t to  h e lp  myself.'"

A n a lte rn a tiv e  to  dialysis a n d  th e  c o m m u te  to  Bill­
ings is p e r ito n e a l dialysis, also know n  as h o m e  dialysis. 
Instead  o f  trav e lin g  to  a dialysis clinic an d  h o o k in g  up  
to  a m ach in e , p e rito n ea l dialysis can  b e  d o n e  in  a p a ­
tie n t's  hom e.

Jay Red W om an, 51, is o n e  of on ly  t ty e e  h o m e  dialysis - 
p a tie n ts  o n  N o rth e rn  C heyenne . Red W om an  in itially  
trave led  to  Billings th re e  tim es a  week, b u t  h e  co u ld n 't 
d o  it  a n y m o re  a f te r  tw o  m on ths .

“Every o th e r  day, Tuesday, T hursday, Saturday, w e'd 
ge t u p  th r e e  o 'clock in  th e  m o rn in g . A larm  w o u ld  go  off
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Killsback, right, s a y s  b a sk e tb a ll is th e  favo rite  local p a s t im e  o n  th e  re se rv a tio n . H e w a n ts  to  invest tribal re so u rce s  in to  d ia b e te s  p rev en tio n  th ro u g h  cu ltu ra l a n d  lifestyle 

c h a n g e s .

like clockw ork a n d  get to  Billings a t  ab o u t f ive-th irty  in 
th e  m o rn in g . G et th e re  to  th a t  clinic an d  g e t in  th e re  
a n d  I'd b e  all groggy a n d  th ey 'd  hook  m e up. O ver th ree - 
a n d -a -h a lf  h o u rs  I w as o n  there ," Red W om an said.

Red W om an fo u n d  o u t ab o u t h o m e dialysis from  a 
n u rse , a n d  it im m ed ia te ly  p iq u ed  h is  in terest.

Vicki A rm istead , a  reg istered  n u rse  an d  tra in in g  co­
o rd in a to r  a t D ialysis C en te r Inc., sa id  h o m e dialysis has 
b e e n  a ro u n d  fo r  a  long  tim e, b u t  becam e p o p u la r  in  the  
1960s.

T he system  w orks by a ttach in g  a c a th e te r  to  th e  p a ­
t ie n t’s  ab d o m en , th e n  u sing  th e  p e r ito n e u m  as a  filter 
a n d  so lu tion  to  cle^n th e  b lood.

A rm istead  said a full cycle can  take eight to  10 hou rs 
to  com plete . T he tim e  req u ire d  is o n e  o f  th e  draw backs 
fo r  p a tien ts . But A rm istead  sa id  m any p a tien ts  use it in 
th e ir  sleep.

A rm istead  sa id  h o m e dialysis offers several benefits

to  p a tie n ts  b ey o n d  convenience.
“P eritoneal is m o re  like n a tu ra l k idney  function ,” Ar­

m is tead  said. "They d o n ’t have th e  u p s  a n d  dow ns
It also e lim inates th e  n ee d  to  b e  n e a r  a  dialysis clinic 

a t all tim es.
"1 have m o re  freed o m  a n d  m obility," Red W om an 

said. "I can  go cam ping . I ju s t h a n g u p  m y bag  a n d  dwell 
fo r an  hou r. It's su ch  a relief."

W ith  on ly  on e  p ro sth e tic  leg, O ld M ouse can 't do  ev ­
ery th in g  h e  w ants. In  M arch, h e  w as w aiting  fo r th e  o p ­
p o rtu n ity  to  prove h e  could  w alk 50 fee t w ith  a w alker 
an d  his o n e  p rosthe tic . In late April, h e  m anaged  th a t 
50 feet, e a rn in g  a p resc rip tio n  fo r h is seco n d  leg.

“1 w an t to  w alk  ou tside, m ow  m y law n a n d  feed m y 
horses," O ld M ouse said . His son  c u rren tly  takes ca re  of

th e  law n. O ld  M ouse gave aw ay his ho rses shortly  a fte r 
h is f irs t am p u ta tio n .

O ld  M ouse sa id  h e  will b e  ab o u t 80 p e rc e n t n o rm al, 
w ith  h is second  p rosthe tic . But as dialysis loom s, th a t’s 
so m e th in g  he 's struggling  w ith  m ore.

O ld  M ouse w an ts  a dialysis c e n te r  in  Lam e D eer. Like 
o th e rs , O ld M ouse views dialysis as a “d e a th  sen tence" 
a n d  he's w o rrie d  a b o u t th e  toll th e  long  co m m u te  will 
have o n  every  facet o f  h is life.

But fo r  now. O ld M ouse is focused  o n  b e in g  h o m e 
an d  m ak ing  im p ro v em en ts  to  his house. He's m ak ing  
a n  add ition , fitting  h im self w ith  a la rger b a th ro o m  to 
accom m odate  a w heelchair.

Losing h is legs w asn’t  so m e th in g  h e  ever expected , 
b u t in  th e  year since h e  lost th e m . O ld M ouse is a d ju s t­
ing  to  everyday life, an d  h as  com e to  peace w ith  h is legs.

"I'm  a lrigh t w ith  losing m y legs," O ld M ouse said . "I 
have to  be."0
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Two federa l p rogram s fall short  for Fort Peck's ve terans

S t o r y :  R e h a n a  A s m i P h o t o s :  P a r k e r  S i e b o l d

i T / V

Mitchell H e a d d re s s  g e ts  in to  a  v a n  th a t  ta k e s  him  to  his a p p o in tm e n t  a t  th e  V e te ran s  Affairs clinic in Miles City. H e is o n e  o f  m a n y  v e te ra n s  o n  th e  Fort Peck Ind ian  R eserv a tio n  

w h o  ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  th e  tribally  ru n  tr a n s p o r ta tio n  p ro g ra m .
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Something was wrong.
It w asn’t ju s t  h is  fa th e r 's  h e a lth  issues, w h ich  w ere  
tro u b lin g  o n  th e ir  ow n. It w as all th e  m o v in g  p arts : th e  
m iles to  ge t th e re , th e  b u rea u c racy  o f  try in g  to  sc h e d ­
u le  a  p ro p e r  d o c to r ’s  a p p o in tm e n t.

W es H eaddress, a n  A rm y v e te ra n  w h o  se rv e d  a to u r  
in  Iraq  d u r in g  h is  2001-2005 serv ice  years, h e lp s  o th ­
e rs  w ad e  th ro u g h  th e  In d ian  H ealth  Service an d  V eter­
a n s  A ffairs p ro g ra m s. He m akes su re  th e  v e te ra n s  o n  
th e  Fort Peck In d ian  R eservation  can  ge t to  th e ir  a p ­
p o in tm e n ts  a n d  th a t d o c to rs  a n d  h o sp ita ls  m ake  th e  
p ro p e r  re im b u rse m en ts .

But th is  tim e, it w as h is  fa the r, M itchell H eaddress, 
w h o  is also a  v e te ra n . Wes fie ld ed  p h o n e  calls a b o u t h is 
fa th e r ’s h ea lth , d e a lin g  w ith  th e  IHS clin ic  a n d  c o o r ­
d in a tin g  w ith  th e  F ort Peck W arrio r C e n te r  w h e re  his 
fa th e r  w as staying.

T h en  h e  fe lt like it w e n t w rong . T he local clin ic , 
r u n  by  IHS, tu rn e d  M itchell H eadd ress aw ay a f te r  a 
p e rfu n c to ry  checkup . T hey to ld  h im  h is  sy m p to m s 
w e re n 't se rio u s a n d  suggested  h e  go  to  a  m ed ica l c e n ­
te r  2  Vi h o u rs  away, to  th e  VA clinic.

“H e n eed s im m ed ia te  ca re  an d  (IHS) to ld  h im  th a t 
it's  n o t an  em ergency ,’'  Wes H eaddress said , shak ing  
h is  h ead . "They said  y o u  n e e d  to  fo llow  u p  w ith  y o u r 
VA m ed ica l p ro v id er, w h ich  is in  Miles City, so  th a t ’s

th e  la tes t p ro b le m  I’ve h a d  d e a lin g  w ith  th a t garbage."
T he h an d -o ff  w as m o re  f ru s tra tin g  c o n s id e rin g  

H eadd ress’ u n iq u e  p o s itio n . T h e  fa th e r  a n d  so n , like 
m o s t o f  W es H eadd ress’ c lien ts, h av e  b e e n  p ro m ise d  
tw ice o v er th a t  th e y ’d  b e  covered . As m e m b e rs  o f  a 
reco g n ized  N ative A m erican  tr ib e , th e  fed e ra l g o v e rn ­
m e n t  h as  ag reed  to  p ro v id e  th e m  h e a lth  ca re  in  h is to r ­
ic trea tie s . T h e n  in  ex ch an g e  fo r  th e ir  m ilita ry  service, 
VA p ro v id es m ed ica l b en e fits  a n d  assistance .

A m erican  In d ian s  a n d  Alaska N atives serve in  th e  
m ilita ry  a t a  h ig h e r ra te  p e r  c a p ita  th a n  an y  o th e r  race , 
ac co rd in g  to  a  2012 V eterans A ffairs R eport.

H ow ever, d esp ite  falling  u n d e r  th e  p ro te c tio n  o f  
th e se  tw o  federa l p ro g ra m s, Native A m eric an  v e te ra n s  
o f te n  e n d  u p  volleyed b e tw e en  th e  agencies, w h ic h  are  
se p a ra te d  by h u n d re d s  o f  m iles.

In  2010, th e  VA an d  IHS sig n ed  a  M e m o ra n d u m  of 
U n d ers ta n d in g  to  b e t te r  c o o rd in a te  h e a lth  ca re  b e ­
tw ee n  th e  tw o  system s fo r  N ative A m eric an  ve te ran s. 
T aking effect in  2012, th e  a g re e m e n t allow ed  IHS an d  
o th e r  tr ib a l h e a lth  p ro g ra m s to  b ill th e  VA fo r  d ire c t 
care .

B etw een 2012 a n d  2015, th e  VA re im b u rse d  IHS an d  
tr ib a l h e a lth  p ro g ra m s $16.1 m illio n  fo r  d ire c t care . 
B oth  th e  VA a n d  IHS h av e  b e e n  e x p e r im e n tin g  w ith  
te lem ed ic in e , a  w ay to  v irtu a lly  c o n n e c t ru ra l p a tie n ts  
in  th e ir  clin ics to  d o c to rs  in  o th e r  cities.

T h e  IHS also  p la n s  to  ex p a n d  th e  p a r tn e rs h ip  in  
2017 to  im p ro v e  its  p h a rm a cy  p ro g ra m  a n d  th e  w ay  
N ative A m eric an  v e te ra n s  can  b e  re im b u rse d  fo r  th e i r  
m e d ic a tio n  o n  a n a tio n a l level, a c co rd in g  to  a  s ta te ­
m e n t p u b lish e d  by  M ary L. S m ith , p rin c ip a l d e p u ty  
d ir e c to r  o f  IHS.

T h e  lack  o f  IHS reso u rce s  c o n tin u e s  to  b e  a p ro b le m  
o n  th e  F ort Peck re se rv a tio n , w h ich  has tw o  clinics: 
th e  C h ie f R ed sto n e  in  W olf P o in t a n d  V erne E. G ibbs 
in  Poplar, a b o u t 20  m iles  a p a r t. C linics d ea l m ostly  
w ith  o u tp a tie n t  services, su c h  as d en ta l, labs, n u rs in g , 
p h a rm a c y  p re sc rip tio n s  a n d  p rev e n ta tiv e  care . T h e  
re se rv a tio n  lacks a  fu ll-b lo w n  IHS hosp ital.

T h e re fo re , i t ’s n o t u n c o m m o n  th a t IHS re fe rs  p a ­
tie n ts  to  o ff-re se rv a tio n  c e n te rs  if  i t  can ’t  p ro v id e  th e  
n e e d e d  serv ice. If a p a tie n t n eed s a serv ice  th a t  th e  IHS 
clinic* c a n n o t p ro v id e , th e y  m ay  b e  re fe r re d  o u t to  a 
p a r tn e re d  h o sp ita l o ff  th e  rese rv a tio n  o r  o n e  o f  th e  
sm a lle r  c o m m u n ity  hosp ita ls  in  W olf P oin t a n d  Poplar. 
H ow ever, n o t  everyone  can  be re fe rre d  o u t, a n d  th e  
p r io ritiz a tio n  u sua lly  co m es d o w n  to  w h a t is k n o w n  as 
a  “life o r  lim b ” policy.

L ana Engelke h as  w o rk ed  a t  th e  V erne E. G ibbs 
H ea lth  C e n te r  in  P o p lar fo r o v er 20  y ears  as a  n u rs e  
a n d  as p a r t  o f  th e  e lec tro n ic  rec o rd s  team . T he F ort 
Peck Service U nit is u n iq u e  because  o f  h o w  fa r  th e y  a re  
fro m  te r t ia ry  ca re  a n d  o th e r  hospitals.

“I t’s alw ays go t to  b e  in  o u r  m in d  h o w  fa r  w e  a re  
f ro m  h o sp ita ls ,” Engelke said .

B ut e v e n  th e  n ea rb y  c o m m u n ity  h o sp ita ls  in  W olf 
P o in t a n d  P o p la r  a re  lim ited , since  th e y 're  ju s t  as ru ra l. 
W h e n  Engelke f irs t s ta r te d  w o rk in g  o n  th e  re se rv a tio n  
in  1997, IHS h a d  ju s t  s ta rte d  b illin g  m o re  serv ices to  
M edicare , M edicaid  a n d  la te r  th e  VA, allow ing  th e m  
le t th o se  re im b u rse m e n ts  fre e  u p  IHS fu n d in g  fo r  o t h ­
e r  p ro jec ts .

IHS as a w h o le  is h a n d ic a p p e d  d u e  to  its lack  o f  
fu n d in g . In  2017, th e  p ro p o se d  n a tio n a l b u d g e t fo r  
IHS w as $6.6 b illio n  to  cover a b o u t 2 m illion  A m erican  
In d ia n s  a n d  A laska Natives. In  co m p ariso n , th e  2017 
p ro p o se d  b u d g e t fo r  VA h e a lth  ca re  serv ices w as $65 
b illio n  to  c o v e r  o v e r  6  m illion  ve te ran s.

B eing a v e te ra n  w h o  is elig ib le fo r ca re  f ro m  th e  
VA is a  “d o u b le -e d g e d  s w o r d W e s  H ead d ress  sa id , as 
th e y  c a n  b e  p assed  a lo n g  to  VA o u tp a tie n t c lin ics  in  
Glasgow, M iles C ity  o r  Billings w h e re  th e  p a tie n t , if e l­
ig ib le fo r  VA m ed ica l ben efits , is a lso  p ro m ise d  access 
to  a p p o in tm e n ts  a n d  m ed ica l services.

“I t’s rea lly  to u g h  fo r  u s  v e te ra n s  to  te ll th e  IHS th a t  
w e a re  (veterans). They au to m atica lly  assu m e, ‘W ell 
th a t’s y o u r  h e a lth  ca re  p ro v id er,’” W es H ea d d re ss  sa id . 
“W e c a n  u se  b o th , so  w hy  n o t  tak e  ad v an tag e  o f  th e  o n e  
th a t 's  h e re  r a th e r  th a n  tra v e lin g  tw o  h o u r s  o n e  w ay 
a n d  tw o  h o u r s  back ?”

M itchell H ead d ress , 69, lo u n g e d  o n  a c h a ir  in  th e  
c o rn e r  o f  th e  w o o d e n  p o rc h  o f  th e  F o rt Peck W a rrio r  
C e n te r. A bove h im , a  sig n  r e a d  “V ete ran s H o n o rin g
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W es H e a d d re ss , d ire c to r  o f  V e te ran s  Affairs fo r the-F o rt Peck tribes, sells raffle tickets a t  a  fu n d ra is e r  o n  M arch  22, 

2017. T he a n n u a l  e v e n t ra ise s  m o n e y  to  h e lp  p a y  fo r v e te ra n s ' tr a n s p o r ta tio n  a n d  lo d g in g  w h e n  th e y  trav e l o ff th e  

re se rv a tio n  fo r m e d ic a l ca re .



W es H e a d d re ss , left, a n d  Mitchell H e a d d re ss  re c o u n t the ir ex p e rie n c e s  n a v ig a t in g  h e a lth  c a r e  b e tw e e n  IHS a n d  

th e  VA a s  N ative A m erican  v e te ra n s  o n  th e  Fort Peck re se rv a tio n .

V eterans.” H ea d d re ss  le an e d  back  ag a in st th e  wall, 
ta k in g  in  th e  fre sh  air. He’d  g e t b o re d  in sid e  th e  house 
all day. T here 's  n o  TV o r  rad io  un less h is  g ra n d d a u g h ­
te r  com es by to  sh o w  h im  h e r  new fang led  tab le t. He 
checked  his b lack  flip  p h o n e  res tin g  o n  th e  p o rc h  ra il­
in g  a n d  th e n  looked  o u t to w ard  th e  gravel driveway.

He w as k e e p in g  a n  eye o u t fo r a  n o n d e sc r ip t silver 
van  o w ned  by  th e  tr ib a l V eterans A ffairs office. He 
h a d  a d o c to r’s a p p o in tm e n t in  Miles City, a b o u t 2'A  
h o u rs  aw ay fro m  h is  h o m e  in  Poplar. H e h a d  g one  to  
th e  em erg en cy  ro o m  e a r lie r  th a t  w eek fo r  so m e p o s­
sible k id n ey  issues, b u t h e  w as to ld  to  fo llow  u p  w ith  
h is  p rov ider.

He se rv ed  in  th e  V ie tn am  w ar, a n d  he 's elig ib le fo r  
VA m edica l b en efits , so  th a t m e a n t o n e  o f  th e  VA c lin ­
ics o ff th e  re se rv a tio n .

It w as a lm ost 11 a .m . w h en  M onica C am pbell d rove 
u p  in  o n e  o f  th e  tw o  tr ib a l VA vans. C am pbell usually  
d o es  sec re ta ria l a n d  ad m in is tra tio n  w ork  a t th e  tr ib a l 
VA w ith  W es H ead d ress , b u t sh e  helps o u t w ith  t ra n s ­
p o r ta t io n  w h en  she can . She d o esn ’t  m in d  th e  driving, 
sh e  said. It gets h e r  o u t o f  th e  office.

H ead d ress  ra ise d  a h a n d  a n d  w aved to  C am pbell, 
b u t  h e  d id n 't  s ta n d  u p  fro m  h is  chair. He asked  if it was 
a lrig h t to  have a sm o k e  b e fo re  th e y  se t off. C am pbell

n o d d e d , still s ta n d in g  in  th e  drivew ay. She lit  a ciga­
re t te  o f  h e r  ow n, d igg ing  th e  to es  o f  h e r  shoes in to  th e  
gravel w h ile  th e  tw o  ch a tte d . S he’s n o t a  v e te ran , b u t 
she 's ra ised  tw o  so n s  w ho  jo in e d  th e  m ilitary .

H eadd ress ' a p p o in tm e n t w as a t 1:30 p .m . “I d o n ’t 
ev en  know  w h e re  th e  p lace is," h e  confessed . H e had  
b e e n  liv ing  in  Page, A rizona an d  cam e b ack  to  his 
h o m e to w n  to  take ca re  o f  h is  h ea lth . U ntil recen tly , b e ­
fo re  b e in g  d iag n o sed  w ith  d ia b e te s  a n d  hav ing  o p en - 
h e a r t  su rg ery  in  Billings, h e  c la im ed  to  b e  healthy . He's 
n ev e r h a d  to  u se  th e  VA system  in  M ontana.

C am pbell to ld  h im  n o t to  w o rry  a n d  p u t o u t h e r  
c ig are tte . She k new  w h ere  th e  clin ic  was.

W ith  a b o u t 147,000 sq u a re  m iles, M o n tan a  is o n e  of 
th e  largest "ca tch m en t a reas” in  V eterans Affairs, said 
M ike G arcia, th e  pub lic  affairs o fficer a t  F o rt H arrison  
V eterans A ffairs M edical C e n te r  n e a r  H elena. V eterans 
A ffairs m an ag es 17 o u tp a tie n t clinics, ho sp ita ls  a n d  fa­
cilities across th e  state .

Even w ith  a less d en se  ru ra l p o p u la tio n , it c a n  b e ­
co m e  a  ch a llen g e  to  m an ag e  all th e  clin ics over a large 
a rea , G arcia sa id . T hat's w hy  p a r tn e rs h ip  w ith  o th e r

Mitchell H e a d d re ss  g r a b s  his b a g  of m ed ica tio n  befo re  
traveling  to  Miles City for a n  a p p o in tm e n t a t  th e  VA clinic.
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hea lth  p ro v id ers  b ec o m e s so im p o rta n t.
The closest VA clin ic  to  th e  F ort Peck re se rv a tio n  is 

in  Glasgow, a b o u t a n  h o u r  away, b u t it's a sa te llite  c l in ­
ic w ith  few er services. M ost v e te ran s  e n d  u p  g o in g  to  
Miles City, 2 '/a h o u rs  away. If a v e te ran  fro m  F o rt Peck 
n eed s  su rgery , th e y ’ll have to  travel a b it f a r th e r  to  a 
full m ed ica l ce n te r, m aybe  five h o u rs  to  Billings, o r  
seven h o u rs  to  th e  VA M edical C e n te r  in  Fort H arrison .

Both leg isla tors a n d  d ire c to rs  o f  IHS a n d  V eterans 
Affairs n eed  to  seek o u t th e  Native A m eric an  p e rs p e c ­
tive if th e y  w an t to  deve lop  fu tu re  p ro g ra m s th a t  a d ­
d ress  h ea lth  ca re  fo r  tr ib a l ve te ran s, especially  in  r u ­
ra l M ontana, Wes H ead d ress  said . A lo t o f  p ro b lem s 
th a t p lague  ru ra l v e te ran s  a re  th e  sam e fo r v e te ra n s  
w h o  live o n  rese rv a tio n s, h e  a d d e d , b u t th e re  a re  also 
u n iq u e  issues.

“G et o u r  in p u t o n  it," h e  said . “D on 't ju s t  go by  w h a t 
you  h e a r  w e n e e d . Let u s  te ll you  w h a t w e need."

T he VA h as  c re a te d  p ro g ra m s to  fill th e  coverage

gaps a n d  rea ch  o u t to  ru ra l p a tie n ts . H ow ever, even  
th o se  a re  m ire d  in  b u re a u c ra tic  ru le s  a n d  haven 't 
b e n e f itte d  Native A m erican  v e te ra n s  en o u g h , Wes 
H ead d ress  sa id . T he C ho ice  P ro g ra m , fo r  in s ta n c e , ju st 
d id n ’t  w o rk  o n  Fort Peck.

T he C hoice P rog ram  is a 2014 co n g ressio n a l in it ia ­
tive d es ig n ed  as p a r t o f  th e  V ete ran s Access, A cco u n t­
ab ility  a n d  C hoice Act. T he act m a d e  su re  v e te ran s  
co u ld  receive ca re  a t non-VA clin ics if th e y  w ere  m o re  
th a n  40  m iles aw ay f ro m  a VA clin ic  o r  c o u ld n ’t see  a 
d o c to r  w ith in  30  days. T h e  p ro g ra m  rece iv ed  $10 b il­
lion  a n d  a tim e  lim it: th re e  y ea rs  o r  u n til th e  m oney  
is sp en t.

I t w as a good  co n cep t, G arcia  said , b u t  ru ra l M on­
ta n a  p ro v ed  to  b e  a  to u g h  h o st. F or o n e , th e  language 
in  th e  C hoice P rog ram  d o e sn ’t specify  if th e  c lin ic  has 
th e  serv ices a p a tie n t needs. So if  a  v e te ra n  w ere  39 
m iles aw ay fro m  th e  G lasgow  VA c lin ic  a n d  n e e d e d  to  
see  a specia lized  d o c to r, su ch  as a ca rd io log ist, th e y 'd

still b e  in e lig ib le  fo r  th e  C ho ice  P rogram .
T he p ro g ra m  is also r u n  th ro u g h  c o n tra c ts  m a n ­

ag ed  by  H ea lth  N et Federal Services, in s te a d  o f  V eter­
an s  A ffairs, in  M o n tan a . In  theo ry , G arcia sa id  th is  w as 
a w ay  to  p ro m o te  th e  ex p a n s io n  o f  p a r tn e re d  p ro v id ­
e rs  to  ge t m o re  c a re  to  v e te ra n s  in  ru ra l areas. I t d id n ’t 
w o rk  as well as p ro m ise d .

F o r v e te ra n s  o n  th e  F o rt Peck In d ian  R eservation , 
M o n tan a’s m o s t iso la ted , th e  co s t is on ly  m ag n ified  by  
d is tan c e  a n d  th e  lack o f  reso u rces.

“Y ou’r e  p ay in g  o u t  o f  p o c k e t w h e th e r  you  like it o r  
not," W es H ea d d re ss  said , s ince  p ro g ra m s  like C hoice 
o f te n  d is re g a rd  tim e  a n d  d is ta n c e  w h e n  it  com es to  
g e ttin g  to  a p p o in tm e n ts  o ff th e  re se rv a tio n .

T h e  C h o ice  P ro g ram  h a d  g o o d  in te n tio n s  b u t  d id n 't  
b ra id  to g e th e r  th e  cap ab ilitie s  o f  b o th  IHS a n d  V eter­
an s  A ffairs s tro n g ly  e n o u g h . T rib es  s till n e e d  to  re ly  
o n  fu n d ra is in g , n o n p ro f its  a n d  o th e r  p ro g ra m s  to  fill 
in  th e  gaps.
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W es H e a d d re s s  b r in g s  h is b a sk e tb a ll t e a m  to g e th e r  fo r a  ha lf-tim e h u d d le  d u rin g  th e  P o p la r Y outh  B asketball T o u rn a m e n t. H e a d d re s s  a c t s  a s  a  le a d e r  in th e  co m m u n ity , n o t 

only  a s  th e  tr iba l VA d irector, b u t  a ls o  a s  a  b a sk e tb a ll re fe ree  a n d  a  c o a c h  fo r his s o n  D ev o n ’s  t e a m



■           1-------------
fo r  v e te ran s  trav e lin g  to  th e ir  d o c to rs ' ap p o in tm e n ts

an d  th e  q u ie t con fidence  th a t com es fro m  b e in g  over 
six  fee t tall. He jo in e d  th e  m ilita ry  in  May 1997, w o rk ­
ing  o n  m edica l e q u ip m e n t. He knew  h e  q u alif ied  for 
VA m ed ica l ben efits , because  h e  h e lp e d  m a n y  ve teran s 
app ly  fo r th e ir  b en e fits  w hen  h e  w o rk ed  as a  case m a n ­
ag e m e n t te ch n ic ia n  fo r th e  Fort Peck W arrio rs  C enter.

V eterans a re  usually  eligible fo r  m ed ica l benefits 
if th e y  have se rv ed  in  active d u ty  a n d  rece ived  any 
h o n o ra b le  d isch arg e  o r  had  a se rv ice -re la ted  injury. 
In  M on tana , th e re  a re  a b o u t 74 ,000 v e te ra n s  eligible 
fo r VA ben efits , b u t on ly  ab o u t 47,000 a re  en ro lled , ac­
c o rd in g  to  a  2017 VA rep o rt.

F o u rs ta r sa id  th e  ro le  o f  a w a rr io r  is o n e  o f  th e  h ig h ­
es t h o n o rs  in  th e  com m unity , an d  w h en  a v e te ra n  r e ­
tu rn s  f ro m  service, th e y 're  usually  ex p e c ted  to  tak e  on

som e so rt o f  lead e rsh ip  position .
"We d o n 't  ow e it to  th e  U nited  S tates o f  A m erica to 

serve," h e  said . "But w e d o  anyways, in  d is p ro p o r tio n - 
al am o u n ts , b ecau se  o f  w h a t’s b ee n  passed  o n  th ro u g h  
gen era tio n s , as o u r  ro les  as w arrio rs . W e're su p p o se d  
to  p ro tec t an d  p ro v id e  fo r  o u r  com m un ity .”

F ou rsta r has n o  in te re s t in  u sing  th e  VA clinics. He 
tr ie d  apply ing  fo r  h is  m ed ica l b en e fits  in  th e  p ast, b u t 
th e re  w as always so m e issue — his ap p lica tio n  w ou ld  
get lo st on  th e  w ay  to  Glasgow, o r  so m e th in g  w o u ld  be 
w ro n g  o n  h is  fo rm . He d id n 't  th in k  it w as w o rth  p u r ­
su in g  if h e  w o u ld  ju s t ge t lo st in  th e  system  again , e s ­
pecially  w h e n  h e  cou ld  use th e  IHS facilities as a  m e m ­
b e r o f th e  tr ib e .

F o u rsta r s to p p e d  w o rk ing  a t th e  W arrio rs C e n te r  in

Mitchell H e a d d re s s  sm o k e s  a  c ig a re tte  o n  th e  fron t p o rc h  o f  th e  Fort Peck W arriors C en te r a s  h e  w a its  fo r his ride  to  a n  a p p o in tm e n t a t  th e  VA in Miles City. H e d o e s n ’t h a v e  a  

te levision  o r  rad io , s o  h e  s p e n d s  m u c h  o f his tim e  sitting o u ts id e  o r  re a d in g .
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D ecem ber a f te r  h e  ca u g h t p n e u m o n ia  a n d  fe lt h im se lf 
b u rn in g  o u t. H is b ac k g ro u n d  w asn ’t  in  soc ia l w ork , 
b u t h e  b ro u g h t h is  o w n  life ex p e r ie n c e  to  h e lp  re la te  
to  the  v e te ran s  w h o  cam e in  fo r  h e lp .

The F ort Peck W arrio rs C e n te r  is r u n  by  th e  Fort 
Peck H ousing  A u th o rity  w ith  a  g ra n t f ro m  V ete ran s Af­
fairs. R obin B ighorn , d ire c to r  o f  th e  h o u s in g  a u th o r ­
ity, oversees th e  th re e  d ry  h o u ses  w h ile  G ilana Rivkin 
coo rd ina tes  th e  p ro g ra m . B igho rn  sa id  it  c a n  b e  a 
challenging  p ro g ra m  to  o p era te .

M any o f  th e  v e te ra n s  h e  a n d  h is  o u tre a c h  te a m  talk 
to  a re n ’t sold o n  th e  idea o f  a cu rfew  a n d  d ry  h o u se . 
They 're u sed  to  th e ir  f re ed o m . T hese te m p o ra ry  h o u s ­
es also on ly  h av e  single ro o m s, so th e y  can ’t  h o u se  
families.

“I t’s very  d ifficu lt to  g e t th e  v e te ra n s  to  co m e  in," 
B ighorn said . “B ut th o se  th a t a re  w illing  to  u tilize  th e  
houses, th e y 're  d o in g  good."

The Fort Peck W arrio rs C e n te r  w orks a lo n g sid e  
o th e r  tr ib a l h e a lth  p ro g ra m s so re s id e n ts  like M itch  
can receive h o m e  visits f ro m  th e  T ribal H e a lth  D ia­
betes P rogram . B efore h is  a p p o in tm e n t in  M iles City, 
M itch an d  W es sa t a ro u n d  th e  k itch en  ta b le  w h ile  M i­
chelle A guilar a n d  M organ  M artell se t u p  sh o p  to  ch eck  
Mitch’s b lo o d  su g a r  a n d  b lo o d  p re ssu re .

H om e visits a r e  a d is tin c t e lem e n t o f  th e  p ro g ra m , 
since n o t every  p a tie n t can  m ake  it  to  th e  tr ib a l h e a lth  
office th a t’s a n n e x e d  to  th e  IHS clinic. M arte ll sa id  they  
also help  refill w a te r  coo lers  a n d  d o  p h a rm a c y  p ic k u p s  
from  th e  IHS clin ic .

“O n e good  th in g  a b o u t v e te ran s  is, in  so m e places, 
they take ca re  o f  you ,” M itch  H ead d ress  said , s it t in g  in  
his ch a ir  o n  th e  p o rc h  o f  th e  F ort Peck W a rrio rs  C e n ­
ter. “T he trib e s  a re  try in g  to  tak e  ca re  o f  th e ir  p eo p le , 
b u t it's th e  m oney.” F u n d in g  keeps g e ttin g  c u t a n d  
he w o n d ers  w h a t fu tu re  g e n e ra tio n s  w ill h av e  to  d ea l 
w ith.

He w o re  h is  sung lasses th is  tim e , h o p in g  fo r  th e  sky 
to  c lea r u p . T he w in d  b lew  th e  ash  fro m  h is  c ig a re tte  
o n to  th e  floor. H e d o esn ’t  h a rb o r  a n y  fa ith  in  IHS.

“You have to  b e  d ea d  b e fo re  th e y  d o  an y th in g  to  
you,” h e  said.

But even  th e  VA system  can  b e  fru s tra tin g . I t tu rn e d  
o u t M itch H ead d ress’ a p p o in tm e n t w asn 't u n til  th e  
nex t T hursday. It h a d  b ee n  a  w as ted  t r ip  to  M iles City.

“I th o u g h t m aybe  I co u ld  g e t so m e help ," h e  said . 
"But it  d id n ’t  w o rk  o u t.”

M itch H ead d ress  r e tu rn e d  to  Miles C ity  th e  fo llo w ­
ing  w eek  fo r  h is  ch e c k u p  w ith  a  VA d o c to r. H e felt like 
they sp e n t m o re  tim e  o n  h im , an d  overall, i t  w as a b e t ­
te r  experience. H e w as re fe rre d  by  h is d o c to r  to  com e 
back to  Miles C ity to  see a specia list, so m e th in g  like a 
urologist, h e  said , in  Ju n e . T h en , hopefully , h e ’ll k n o w  
w h a t’s w rong . 0

A s a  v e te ra n  a n d  le a d e r  in th e  co m m u n ity , L a n c e  F o u rs ta r  h e lp e d  o rg a n iz e  a n d  le a d  c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  in a  

w alk  p ro te s tin g  th e  K eystone  XL p ip e lin e  o n  M arch  26.2017.
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Rocky Boy's struggles for adequate  in fras truc tu re

S t o r y :  A b b y  L y n e s P h o t o s :  C h e l s e a  C u l p

I
Steel p ip e s  sit in a  field a b o v e  the  Tiber Reservoir, a ls o  k n o w n  a s  L ake Elwell. To d a te ,  21 m iles o f  p ipe line  h a v e  b e e n  c o m p le te d  of th e  a p p ro x im a te ly  54 m iles n e e d e d  to  re a c h  

R ocky Boy's In d ian  R eservation ,
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Every day since December,
Leana W right w akes u p  a n d  bo ils  a large p o t  o f  w a te r  
o n  h e r  stove. She d rags it to  th e  b a th ro o m  a n d  se ts  it 
o n  a  stoo l n e a r  th e  b a th tu b . She d ip s  in  a  loofa, an d  
rubs o u t a  soapy  la ther. T hen , sh e  w ashes h e r  face a n d  
body.

She h as  to  b e  qu ick  o r  th e  w a te r  will ge t cold.
It has b e e n  m o n th s  since  she 's b ee n  ab le to  take a 

show er in  h e r  h o m e . I t’s a  m u n d a n e  r itu a l tu r n e d  ro ­
m an tic ized  luxury : to  p u t h e r  h an d s  u n d e r  th e  w a rm  
w ate r spray  an d  w ash  h e r  h an d s  an d  face.

W right has lived in  a n  ag ing  tra ile r  ju s t  u p  th e  ro ad  
from  Rocky Boy A gency fo r 10 years. A t least once 
every year, she  loses access to  w a te r  a n d  has to  re p a ir  
p ipes be low  h e r  tra iler. It n eed s n ew  in su la tio n  an d  a 
h o t w a te r  hea ter.

P art o f th e  p ro b le m  is th e  o ld  p ipes. But p a r t  o f  it is 
shap in g  u p  to  b e  a co m m u n ity  issue.

W right w as o n e  o f  m o re  th a n  2 .500  p eop le  to  lose 
access to  c lean  d r in k in g  w a te r  th is  p as t w in te r  w hen  
th e  reservation 's w a te r  system  faced  its  w o rs t b reak  
yet, a n d  th e  loss o f  w a te r  p re ssu re  d am ag ed  h e r  
house 's o ld , fragile p ipes.

In fra s tru c tu re  o n  Rocky Boy’s  In d ian  R eservation  is 
in  d ire  n ee d  o f  a n  u p g rad e . A ging p ip e lin es  c o n t in u ­
ously fail to  de liv e r w a te r  to  o ld . o v erc ro w d ed  hom es, 
leaving vary ing  sec tio n s of th e  rese rv a tio n  w ith o u t 
clean  d rin k in g  w a te r  several tim es a  year. O n  to p  of 
th a t, e ffo rts  to  b u ild  a p ip e lin e  to  b r in g  w a te r  fro m  
Lake Elwell have b e e n  b locked  by  fu n d in g  issues an d  
an  em b ezz lem en t scandal. *

F rom  m id -D ec em b e r to  ea rly  Ja n u ary  th is  year, th e  
E nv iro n m en ta l P ro te c tio n  A gency issued  a bo il o rd e r

fo r th e  m o re  th a n  2 ,500  p eo p le  o n  th e  rese rv a tio n  
w a te r  system , a n d  T ribal W ater R esources sc ram bled  
to  deliver b o ttled  w a te r  to  its  resid en ts .

T he Rocky Boy's co m m u n ity  w a te r  system  consists 
o f  ab o u t 700 h o m es, w h ile  150 to  2 0 0  h o m e s a re  on  
ind iv id u al w ells. H om es w ith  w ells w e re n ’t  affec ted .

It w as a  cold  w in te r, a n d  r a th e r  th a n  pay  fo r  the  
p ro p a n e  to  h e a t th e ir  h o m es, a n u m b e r  o f  fam ilies 
vacated  to  sp e n d  th e  season  w ith  fam ily  a n d  friends. 
T ribal officials said th ese  fam ilies le ft w ith o u t sh u ttin g  
o ff th e  m a in  w a te r  lin es  in to  th e ir  vacan t hom es.

M any of th e  h o u ses  o n  th e  re se rv a tio n  a re  n o t 
e n e rg y  efficien t. T he in su la tio n  in  W right's t r a i le r  has 
fallen  ap art.

"And it costs m o n ey  — a lo t o f  m o n e y  — to  fix  it," she  
said.

Cold te m p e ra tu re s  th is  w in te r, a long  w ith  an  aging 
w a te r  p ip e lin e  system , w ith  low  p re ssu re  cau sed  p ipes 
to  freeze an d  crack, allow ing  c o n ta m in a te d  g ro u n d ­
w a te r  to  seep  in to  p ipe lines.

W hile n o t a n  u n c o m m o n  o c c u rre n c e  in  cen tra l 
M o n tan a , th e  effect w as ex a ce rb a te d  by a  low  supp ly  
o f  so u rce  w a te r in  th e  sm all aq u ife rs  sc a tte red  across 
th e  rese rva tion . This c re a te d  low  p re ssu re  in  th e  
w a te r  system  m ak in g  it e a s ie r  fo r  p ip es to  freeze an d  
crack. T h is te n d s  to  affect c lu ste rs  o f  ho m es a t  a tim e, 
e i th e r  severely  d ec reas in g  w a te r  p re ssu re  ev en  m ore , 
o r  w ip in g  o u t access to  w a te r  entirely .

R esidents o n  Rocky Boy's have b e e n  le ft w ith o u t 
access to  c lean  d rin k in g  w a te r  tim e  a n d  tim e  again , 
a n d  m a n y  p eo p le  d o n ’t  t r u s t  th e  ta p  w a te r  en o u g h  
to  d rin k  it. W righ t sa id  th a t  ev en  w h e n  she d o es  have 
w a te r  flow ing in -h o m e , it te n d s  to  have a  c h lo r in a te d . 
taste . M any p eo p le  b u y  b o ttle d  w ater.

T h e  Rocky Boy's re se rv a tio n , h o m e o f  th e  C h ip p e ­
w a C ree , looks like a  severe  d ro u g h t h as  ta k en  effect.

T h e re  a re  n o  g re e n  law ns o n  th e  re se rv a tio n . C h il­
d r e n  d o n 't  r u n  th ro u g h  sp rin k le rs  o r  sw im  in  pools. 
T h e  w a te r  su p p ly  is so low  th a t  p eo p le  c a n  g e t f in e d  
fo r  w a te r in g  th e ir  law ns in  th e  su m m e r. F illing  u p  a 
poo l co u ld  co m p le te ly  th ro w  o ff a n e ig h b o rh o o d ’s 
w a te r  system , b ecau se  its sto rag e  ta n k  w o u ld n ’t have 
e n o u g h  tim e  to  re p le n ish  itself to  de liv e r w a te r  to  
o th e r  houses.

T h e re  isn ’t  e n o u g h  so u rce  w a te r  to  ev en  have a c a r  
w ash  o n  Rocky Boy's.

R ight now , w a te r  is d ra w n  fro m  aq u ife rs  acro ss th e  
re se rv a tio n . It is c lea n ed  a n d  tre a te d  a n d  th e n  goes 
in to  a s to rag e  tan k . T h ere 's  o n e  sto rag e  ta n k  fo r  each  
n e ig h b o rh o o d . F rom  th e re , it goes to  p eo p le 's  hom es. 
P eople w h o  a re  o n  w ells have e i th e r  o p te d  o u t o f  the  
c o m m u n ity  w a te r  system  o r  have h o m e s to o  fa r  aw ay 
to  c o n n e c t to  a n y  p ipe lines.

To fix  th e  rese rv a tio n 's  w a te r  issues, T ribal W ater 
R esources D irec to r  D ustin  W hite  has b ee n  p u sh in g  to  
fin ish  c o n s tru c tio n  o n  a  p ip e lin e  to  b r in g  w a te r  from  
Lake Elwell, a lso  called  T iber Resevoir, a b o u t 50 m iles 
w est, to  Rocky Boy’s a n d  s u r ro u n d in g  c o m m u n itie s  in  
n o r th c e n tra l M o n tan a . It w o u ld  e lim in a te  th e  w a te r 
p re ssu re  p ro b le m  a n d  th e  w a te r  w o u ld  ta s te  b e tte r .

W hite  h a s  b e e n  w o rk in g  w ith  tr ib a l co u n c ilm en  
a n d  th e  C h ip p ew a C ree  C o n s tru c tio n  C o rp . to  secu re  
fu n d in g  fo r  th e  $228 m illion  p ro jec t th a t  w o u ld  b r in g  
30 .9  m illio n  ga llons o f  w a te r  p e r  day o v er f ro m  Lake 
Elwell to  Rocky Boy's.

At th e  r a te  a t  w h ic h  th e  p ro jec t is rec e iv in g  fu n d ­
ing , i t  w o n ’t  g e t  c o m p le te d  in  W righ t's life tim e . W hile 
tr ib a l officials h av e  m a n a g e d  to  se cu re  h a lf  o f  th e  
fu n d in g  fo r  th e  p ro jec t, i t  to o k  15 years. T h e  fu n d in g

S h a lee  R ussette , p ro je c t m a n a g e r  fo r th e  R ocky B oy 's/N orth  C en tra l M o n ta n a  R eg io n a l 
W a te r S ystem  Project, s t a n d s  b e s id e  a  6 0 -fo o l lo n g  tr e n c h  b o x  th a t  p ro te c ts  e m p lo y e e s  

w ork ing  o n  th e  pipeline..

Ira M oreno  in sp e c ts  th e  w a te r  fro m  his well. H e s a y s  his well m ig h t b e  a  little rusty, 
b u t h e  p re fe rs  th a t  o v e r th e  Rocky Boy’s  w a te r  sy s tem . "T h o se  g u y s  u p  th e re  a r e  

a lw a y s  o n  a  boil order," M o ren o  said .
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A bove: L e a n a  W right ex p e rien ce s  m ultip le p ip e  b reak s  every  year. This p a s t  w in te r w a s  particu larly  b a d ,  s h e  h a s  
b e e n  w ith o u t h o t w a te r  since  D ecem ber. To b a th e , s h e  boils h e r  w a te r  in a  single p o t. "You'd b e  sh o c k e d  a t  h ow  

little w a te r  w e  use . W e k n o w  h o w  t o  sa v e  w ater,” W right sa id . Below: W right boils a  la rg e  p o t o f  w a te r  a n d  c a rr ie s  it 

to  h e r  b a th r o o m  every  ev en in g  to  b a th e . She th e n  m ixes th e  bo iled  w a te r  w ith a  p o t  o f  co o le r w a te r  to  g e t  th e  right 

te m p e ra tu re . T h e  b o w l p la c e d  o n  to p  o f  th e  stoo l is strictly fo r rinsing. “It’s  ju s t like a  shower," W right said .

m echan ism  has slow ed  d u e  in  p a r t  to  a  slew  o f  em b ez ­
z lem en t convictions. At th e  ra te  th e  fu n d in g  is b e in g  
a llocated , a n d  as costs  c o n tin u e  to  rise , W hite  sa id  th e  
p ro jec t w on’t  get fu ll fu n d in g  fo r  a n o th e r  70 years.

O nce th e  p ro jec t g e ts  c loser to  co m p le tio n , W hite  
will app ly  fo r  g ra n ts  th ro u g h  th e  In d ian  H ea lth  S er­
vice to  u p g rad e  th e  w a te r  system  o n  th e  rese rv a tio n  it­
self a n d  ge t m o re  h o u se h o ld s  w h o  a re  n o w  u s in g  w ells 
o n  th e  co m m u n ity  w a te r  system . M ost p eo p le  o n  w ells 
d o n ’t  have th e m  regu la rly  te s ted , a n d  w a te r  fro m  th e  
lake will b e  b e t te r  th a n  an y  w ell w ate r, re s id e n ts  say.

A t th is  p o in t, a b o u t $160 m illion  is n e e d e d  to  co m ­
p le te  th e  pro jec t.

H ow ever, in  2013, re p o r ts  s ta r te d  to  su rface  re g a rd ­
ing  m issp en t o r  m issin g  g ra n t m o n e y  b y  th e  fo rm e r  
c h ie f executive o fficer o f  th e  C h ippew a C ree  C o n ­
s tru c tio n  C orp.,Tony B elcourt.

Federal officials te m p o ra r ily  h a lte d  co n s tru c tio n  of 
th e  p ro jec t in  2013 a f te r  a s tr in g  o f  allegations aga inst 
B elcourt th a t  h e  accep ted  b r ib e s  a n d  kickbacks fro m  
co n su ltan ts  a n d  c o n tra c to rs  w h o  w ere  aw ard ed  fe d e r­
ally fu n d ed  co n trac ts , in c lu d in g  fed e ra l s tim u lu s  aid.

B elcourt w as conv ic ted  in  2014. H e w as se n ten c ed  
to  7 !4 years in  p r iso n  a n d  o rd e re d  to  pay m o re  th a n  
$600 ,000  to  th e  C h ip p ew a C ree tr ib e  an d  th e  IRS.

W hite a n d  o th e r  em ployees a t  th e  com pany  said 
they  w ere  in  th e  d a rk  a b o u t th e  w ho le  th in g . W hite 
sa id  th e  tr ib e  has im p le m e n te d  n e w  policies to  p r e ­
v en t i t  f ro m  h a p p e n in g  aga in  a n d  is rea d y  to  m ove 
forw ard .

O n e th in g  is clear, th o u g h : Rocky Boy’s  res id en ts  
n eed  w ate r now , n o t in  seven  decades.

Leana W right is o n e  o f  m a n y  p eo p le  w ho  avoid 
d rin k in g  th e  ta p  w a te r  o n  th e  rese rva tion . It’s n o t 
th a t sh e  d o esn ’t  t ru s t  it. T he w a te r  ju s t isn’t always 
available to  her. a n d  sh e  dislikes h o w  m u c h  it ta stes o f 
ch lo rine .

Tribal W ater R esources m u s t m e e t federa l ch lo rin e  
levels s tan d ard s. O fficials say  th o se  levels a re  w h ere  
they  shou ld  be. H ow ever, W right said she can  taste  
ch lo rin e  in  th e  rese rv a tio n  ta p  w ater. H er h u sb a n d ’s 
socks tu r n  a lig h te r  sh ad e  of b lack  in  th e  w ash ing  m a ­
chine, as if w ashed  in  b leach , sh e  said.

She buys a  lo t o f b o ttle d  w a te r  a n d  is very  cau tious 
o f  th e  w ate r th a t com es o u t o f  h e r  faucets — w h e n  it 
com es ou t.

“A  show er is a luxury ,” sh e  said . "W ashing y o u r 
clo thes in  y o u r  ow n  h o m e  is a luxury."

W ater is on ly  o n e  c o m p o n e n t o f  a la rg e r in fra s tru c ­
tu re  p ro b lem  o n  Rocky Boy's. M any houses o n  th e  
rese rva tion  com e fro m  M alm strom  A ir Force base  in  
G reat Falls. T he s tru c tu re s  a re  old an d  n o t very  energy  
efficient.

A dditionally, th e  C h ippew a C ree  H ousing  A u tho rity
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has a list o f  m o re  th a n  500 p eo p le  w ho  w an t lo w -re n t 
hom es.

H ousing  is o n ly  ab le  to  p ro v id e  h o m e s to  a b o u t 10 
fam ilies a  year, a c co rd in g  to  E xecutive D irec to r U rsula 
Russette.

B uild ing a h o u se  in d e p e n d e n tly  is ex p en siv e  w h ich  
m ost res id e n ts  can’t  affo rd . So m o st p eo p le  e i th e r  
in h e rit th e ir  h o u ses  o r  w ait th e ir  tu r n  o n  th e  h o u s in g  
au th o rity  list. W righ t w as u n u su a l e, in  th a t sh e  w as 
ab le to  b u y  h e r  house .

M any p eo p le  live in  o v erc ro w d ed  houses. A t on e  
tim e, W righ t h a d  12 p eo p le  liv ing in  h e r  th e n - th re e  
b e d ro o m  hom e.

It's co m m o n  to  have tw o  to  th re e  fam ilies stay ing  
in  on e  u n it ,  R ussette  said . H ousing  co u ld  visit a  h o m e 
w here  tw o  p e o p le  live o n e  day, a n d  th e  n ex t day, it 
w o u ld n 't b e  u n u su a l fo r  a n o th e r  five p eo p le  to  b e  
living th e re , sh e  said.

Ira  a n d  Pearl M oreno  also have a h o u se  fu ll to  the  
b rim  w ith  six  kids, on e  elderly  g ra n d fa th e r  a n d  six 
cats. It's a  f iv e -b ed ro o m , tw o -b a th ro o m  h o u se  they  
in h e rited .

The M orenos have b ee n  in  th e ir  h o m e  fo r  n in e  
years, a lth o u g h  th e y ’ve on ly  h a d  access to  d rin k in g  
w ater, via a well, a t th e ir  house fo r  seven years. T hey  
had  to  nego tia te  w ith  H ousing  a n d  T ribal W ater Re­
sources fo r a few  years b e fo re  th e y  cou ld  m ove in.

They in itially  g o t a  w ell to  save m oney. P eople o n  
the  co m m u n ity  w a te r  system  have to  pay  a m o n th ly  
$25 flat fee.

T he M orenos also  m is tru s t th e  co m m u n ity  w a te r 
system  because  o f  a  co n ta m in a tio n  case in  2012, w h en  
so m eo n e  b ro k e  in to  a w a te r ta n k  an d  c o n ta m in a te d  
th e  w a te r  w ith  w o o d en  b o ard s, c o n c re te  a n d  an im al 
feces. Officials d id n 't  d iscover th e  co n ta m in a tio n  fo r 
weeks.

H ow ever, even  th e  M orenos' w ell w a te r  is visibly 
silty.

Som etim es, Ira  M oreno  will leave w ate r in  a p lastic 
co n ta in e r  o v e rn ig h t a n d  th e re  will b e  a re s id u e  the  
nex t day. T he w a te r  leaves a layer o f  ru s t o v er h is 
e n tire  show er, a n d  th e  M orenos have to  use a  special 
c lea n er to  ge t it off every  th re e  weeks.

Ira  M oreno , w h o  ad m its  h e  h a sn ’t  te s te d  o r  tre a te d  
th e  w ell w ater, sa id  it is d rin k ab le . Still, th e  M orenos 
te n d  to  rely  o n  b o ttle d  w a te r  fo r  d rink ing .

O b ta in in g  th e  r ig h t to  live in  th e ir  h o u se  w as a 
lengthy, ex h a u s tin g  o rdea l. T ho u g h  th e y  love th e ir  
h o m e a n d  have b ig  asp ira tions fo r  it. in c lu d in g  b u ild ­
ing  cab ins a n d  a d ock  o n  th e  lake, w a te r is a  m a jo r 
c o m p o n e n t th a t  isn 't w o rk in g  o u t fo r th e m .

If th e  T iber R eservoir w en t th ro u g h , th o u g h , th e  
coup le  sa id  th e y  w o u ld  c o n s id e r  g e ttin g  o n  th e  c o m ­
m u n ity  w a te r  system .
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T he on ly  th in g  in  th e  w ay o f  co m p le tin g  th e  T iber 
R eservoir p ip e lin e  is fu n d in g . If th e  tr ib e  h a d  the  
fu n d in g  it  needed , th e  p ro jec t co u ld  b e  co m p le ted  in 
fo u r  years.

R ussette is p la n n in g  to  go to  W ash ing ton , D.C. th is 
su m m er, a lo n g  w ith  m ayors f ro m  o th e r  co m m u n itie s  
re p re se n tin g  m o re  th a n  3 0 ,0 0 0  p e o p le  in  th e  reg ion  
th a t  will receive w a te r fro m  th e  p ip e lin e .

Sen. Jo n  Tester, D -M ont., sa id  h e  h as  h e lp ed  secu re  
fu n d in g  fo r th e  p ro jec t in  th e  p as t, a n d  he 'll c o n tin u e  
to  p u sh  fo r  fu n d in g  in  th e  fu tu re .

“Access to  safe, re liab le  d rin k in g  w a te r  is fu n d a ­
m e n ta l to  th e  h e a lth  o f  ru ra l co m m u n itie s  a n d  In d ian  
C oun try ,” h e  said.

T h o u g h  it’s n o t q u ite  as b a d  as o n  th e  rese rva tion , 
in fra s tru c tu re  is ag ing  in  co m m u n itie s  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  region.

R ussette  w e n t to  M o n ta n a  T ech o f  th e  U niversity  
o f  M o n ta n a  o n  a  fu ll-rid e  en g in e e rin g  sch o la rsh ip  
specifically  so  sh e  co u ld  com e back  to  th e  rese rv a tio n  
a n d  w o rk  o n  th e  T ib e r  p ro jec t fo r  th e  C h ip p ew a C ree 
C o n s tru c tio n  C orp .

K eely Barry, a n  e n g in e e r- in - tra in in g  fro m  a  f irm  in  
G rea t Falls, a lso  w orks o n  th e  p ro jec t. T he tw o  h o p e  to  
see  Lake Elwell b e c o m e  tr ib a l tru s t  land .

B arry  sa id  sh e  a n d  R ussette  a re  w o rk in g  o n  the  
p ro jec t to  h e lp  im p ro v e  th e  tr ib e ’s w a te r  system , 
w h ich  b a re ly  su s ta in s  everyone  o n  th e  rese rv a tio n  
even  w h e n  it's  ru n n in g  perfectly . T hey  w a n t everyone  
to  have re liab le  access to  c lean  d rin k in g  w a te r  o n  th e  
rese rva tion .

N e ith e r  w a n ts  p e o p le  to  have to  sp e n d  m o n e y  on  
b o ttle d  w a te r  o r  lim it th e ir  in ta k e  b ecau se  th e y 're  
a fra id  to  d r in k  f ro m  th e  sinks in  th e ir  o w n  h o m es.

“No o n e  sh o u ld  have to  live like that," B erry  said.O

OUR CULTURE IS UNIQUE. 
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For u rb a n  Ind ians , Medicaid succeeds w here  IHS fails

A c c u s to m e d  to  a  f a s t-p a c e d  life a s  a  p ro fessio n a l in W ash in g to n , D.C. a n d  Billings, M o n ta n a , Loren B irdR attler sa id  a  b ig  c h a lle n g e  to  living h o m e le ss  w a s  find ing  so m e th in g  

to  fill u p  his day.
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P rep arin g  his n o te s  b e fo re  testify ing in H elena , B irdR attler a d m its  th a t  w h e n e v e r  h e  s p e a k s  b e fo re  th e  B lackfeet Tribal B usiness C ouncil in B row ning, the ir first q u e s tio n  o ften  

involves w h a t  co lo r so ck s  he's w ea rin g .

It w a s  Friday, t h e  e n d  o f  a  b u s y  w e e k
fo r  L o ren  B ird R attle r . B lackfeet N ation 's  a g r ic u ltu r ­
al re so u rc e s  m a n ag e r. He w as d r iv in g  a r o u n d  th e  
Blackfeet In d ia n  R e se rv a tio n  in  h is  b a n g e d -u p  2001 
Buick L eSabre. H is a t t ir e  s to o d  in  s h a rp  c o n tra s t 
ag a in s t th e  ru g g ed  te r r a in  a r o u n d  h im : A  p u rp le  
c o lla re d  s h ir t  w ith  a m a tc h in g  p u rp le  p a t te r n e d  tie , 
p in s tr ip e  slacks, a  b lack  ov erco at.

H e w as sh o w in g  o ff  th e  m a n y  p ro je c ts  h e  h a d  g o t­
te n  in v o lv ed  in  s in ce  s ta r t in g  h is  n e w  jo b  in  Ju n e  2016: 
a n ew  w a te r  c o m p a c t th a t  h e  h e lp e d  pass th ro u g h  
tr ib a l co u n c il v o te  in  May. a c o n se rv a tio n  d is tr ic t, a 
n o x io u s  w eed  c le a n u p  a n d  p la n s  to  s u p p o r t  B lack­
fe e t fa rm e rs  a n d  p ro d u c e rs . H e a lso  c h a irs  th e  s ta te  
Y outh  S uicide P re v e n tio n  C o m m iss io n , w h ic h  r e ­
ce n tly  h e lp e d  p ass  a b ill in  th e  le g is la tu re  th a t  w o u ld  
a llo ca te  $1 m illio n  to  th e  cause .

T h is is w h e re  h e 's  c o m fo r ta b le . H e  h a s  a  lo n g  r e ­
su m e  w ith  a  sm o rg a s b o rd  o f  o rg a n iz a tio n a l d e v e lo p ­
m e n t, po licy  a n d  ad v o cacy  p o s itio n s , ta k in g  h im  to  
W ash in g to n , D.C. a n d  back . H e lis ts  p o s it io n s  w ith  
h ig h  p ro file  o rg a n iz a tio n s  like  th e  S m ith so n ia n  I n ­
s t i tu te ,  D e p a r tm e n t o f  D efen se  a n d , m o s t recen tly , 
as in a u g u ra l ex ecu tiv e  d ir e c to r  o f  W e ste rn  N ative 
V oice a n d  M o n tan a  N ative Vote.

T hose  last tw o  p o s it io n s  e n d e d  fo u r  y ea rs  ago. 
H e b e c a m e  sick a n d  th e n  h o m e less , leav in g  a gap 
in  h is  re su m e  fro m  2013-2016. H e p ic k ed  u p  tra sh , 
b a r te n d e d  a n d  s le e p t o n  b e n c h e s  a n d  in  a b a n d o n e d  
h o u se s  in  W ash ing ton  s ta te , h a v in g  fa llen  th ro u g h  
th e  cracks o f  b o th  th e  s ta te  a n d  tr ib a l  h e a lth  c a re  sys­
te m s  in  M on tana.

H e w as re b u ild in g  h is  life  in  S p o k an e , w h e re  h e  
rec e iv e d  h e a lth  ca re  th r o u g h  W a sh in g to n 's  M edica id

e x p a n s io n , w h ic h  M o n ta n a , a t  th e  tim e , h a d  fa iled  to  
pass itself.

I t sav ed  h is  life.

S ta te  o ffic ia ls  b e liev e  th a t  a l i t t le  less th a n  h a lf  o f  
M o n ta n a 's  p o p u la t io n  o f  7 0 ,0 0 0  N ative A m eric an s  
live in  u r b a n  a re a s . U rb a n  A m eric an  In d ia n s  a re  
d e s c r ib e d  a s  th e  “in v is ib le  tr ib e s ,"  a g ro u p  o f  p e o ­
p le  w h o  a re  p o o r ly  u n d e r s to o d , e x p e r ie n c e  g re a te r  
h e a lth  d is p a r i t ie s  a n d  a re  o f te n  ig n o re d  in  th e  n a ­
tio n a l  c o n v e r s a tio n  o n  A m e ric a n  In d ia n  h e a lth .

T re a ty  o b lig a tio n s  r e q u ir e  th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t 
to  fu n d  h e a l th  c a re  f o r  N ative  A m eric an s , a r e s p o n ­
s ib ility  th a t  is fu lf ille d  by  th e  In d ia n  H e a lth  S erv ice . 
H o w ev er, m o s t o f  th a t  m o n e y  is  c o n c e n tra te d  o n
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LEARN MORE TODAY AT SKC.EDU

T he Special  Forces Association 
(SFA) is a n o n -p ro f i t  f r a te rn a l  

o rg an iza t io n  for  c u r r e n t  a n d  r e t i r e d  
U.S. A rm y  Special  Forces so ld iers ,  

also k n o w n  as  “G reen  Berets .”

For m ore inform ation: www.sfa28.org 
or con tac t Bob Brugh a t  rgb@ m ontana.com

SFA Ch. 28 is the M ontana ch ap ter of the 
Army Special Forces Association.

Sa v e  Liv e s
Make a difference w ith  a degree o r certifica te from  SKC.

Nursing 
Medical Assistant  
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Emergency Medical Services
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Loren BirdRattler is a  re g u la r  a t  th e  T w o M edicine Grill, ju s t  a  s tone 's  th ro w  from  h is h o u s e  in E ast G lacier o n  th e  

B lackfeet Ind ian  R eservation .

re se rv a tio n s . Less th a n  1 p e r c e n t  o f  th e  n a tio n 's  IHS 
b u d g e t goes to w a rd  a  sm a tte r in g  o f  U rb an  In d ia n  
h e a lth  c e n te rs , $ 4 4  m illio n  o u t  o f  $5.7 b ill io n  n a t io n ­
w ide, a c c o rd in g  to  th e  U.S. D e p a r tm e n t o f  H ea lth  
a n d  H u m a n  S ervices 2016 b u d g e t.

T h a t sc a n t fu n d in g  co m es  in  th e  fo rm  o f  g ra n ts  
a n d  c o n tra c ts ,  w h ic h  o f te n  co m e  w ith  s tr in g s  a t ­
ta c h e d  a n d  sp ec ific  p a ra m e te rs ,  su ch  as d ia b e te s  o r  
to b a cc o  p re v e n tio n  p ro g ra m s . A cco rd in g  to  th e  U r­
b a n  In d ia n  H ea lth  C o m m iss io n , th e r e  is n o  u n ifo rm  
n a tio n a l po licy  re g a rd in g  U rb a n  A m eric an  In d ia n  
h e a lth  care .

IHS d o e s  n o t fo cu s  o n  tr ib a l  m e m b e rs  liv in g  in  
u r b a n  a re a s  b e c a u se  th o se  c o m m u n itie s  a re  n o t p a r t  
o f  so v e re ig n  n a tio n s , sa id  A re n  Spark , g o v e rn m e n t 
a ffa irs  d ir e c to r  fo r  th e  S e a ttle -b a se d  U rb a n  In d ia n  
H ea lth  In s titu te .

“(It) is  an  easy  o u t  fo r  th e m  b e c au se  th e n  th e y  
d o n ’t  h av e  to  s p e n d  as m u c h  m oney ," S p ark  said . 
“T h a t w ay you  d o n ’t h av e  to  p a y  a t te n t io n  to  all th e  
N ative p eo p le , w h ic h  w o u ld  b e  a m u c h  la rg e r  su m  of 
m oney."

Ju s t tw o  o u t  o f  th e  five u r b a n  In d ia n  h e a lth  c e n ­
te rs  in  M o n ta n a  h av e  a  c lin ic  w ith  lim ite d  p r im a ry  
c a re  a n d  o th e r  se rv ices , w h ile  th e  o th e rs  a c t m o s t­
ly as re fe r ra l c e n te rs .  B efore M o n ta n a  e x p a n d e d  its 
M ed ica id  p ro g ra m , m a n y  fell in to  a g a p  w h e re  th e y  
m a d e  to o  m u c h  m o n e y  to  q u a lify  fo r  M ed ica id , a n d

m a d e  to o  lit tle  to  a ffo rd  th e  h ig h  p re m iu m s  o f  p r i ­
v a te  h e a lth  in su ra n c e . It w as  c o m m o n  fo r u rb a n  In ­
d ia n s  se e k in g  t r e a tm e n t  f ro m  IHS to  d riv e  back  to  
th e  re se rv a tio n .

B ird R attle r  o p te d  o u t  o f  h e a l th  in su ra n c e  w h en  
h e  w as ex ecu tiv e  d ir e c to r  o f  W e ste rn  N ative Voice 
in  B illings. H e f ig u re d  h e  w as  h ea lth y , h e  said , a n d  if 
s o m e th in g  ev e r  a ro se , h e  c o u ld  ju s t  d riv e  to  th e  IHS 
h o sp ita l o n  th e  C ro w  re se rv a tio n .

In  2011, th e  sa m e  y e a r  h e  s ta r te d  w o rk in g  a t  W est­
e r n  N ative V oice, h e  b e g a n  a  n e w  m e d ica tio n  p r e ­
sc rib e d  b y  R iverS tone H ea lth , a  B illings-based  p u b lic  
h e a lth  n o n p ro f i t ,  f o r  a  c h ro n ic  illn ess  h e  d ec lin ed  to  
d isc lose .

W hile  th e  m e d ic a tio n  w o rk e d , h e  s ta r te d  d ev e lo p ­
in g  s id e  effec ts . Specifically , p sychosis. It w as g ra d u ­
al a t  f irs t, e n o u g h  fo r  h im  to  c o n v in c e  h im se lf  th a t 
n o th in g  w as w ro n g .

B ird R attle r sa id  h e  d id n ’t le t  h is  g ro w in g  in n e r  
s tru g g le s  a ffec t h is  w ork .

“I 'm  v ery  m e tic u lo u s  a b o u t h o w  th in g s  ap p ear. 
I ’m  a  p e r fe c tio n is t . I w a n te d  p e r fe c t  resu lts . T hat 
d r iv e  ( fo r  m y  w o rk ) n e v e r  s to p p e d  d u r in g  th a t  slow  
d eg ra d a tio n ,"  h e  said .

H is p ro b le m s  p e rs is te d , c u lm in a tin g  in  sp rin g

2013. H e q u it  h is  p o s it io n  a t  W e s te rn  N ative Voice 
a n d  w e n t  b ac k  h o m e  to  th e  B lackfeet re se rv a tio n .

H e s ta r te d  h av in g  su ic id a l a n d  h o m ic id a l th o u g h ts .
“1 ju s t if ie d  in  m y  m in d  th a t i t  w as O K  to  ta k e  a n ­

o th e r  life ,” h e  sa id . "T h e re  w e re  tim e s  I fe lt  I w as 
r e a d y  to  p ic k  u p  a g u n  a n d  b e g in  to  ta k e  p e o p le 's  
lives."

O n e  m o rn in g ,  h e  w oke  u p  a n d  k n ew  s o m e th in g  
w a sn 't r ig h t.  H e  d e c id e d  h e  n e e d e d  to  leave, b e fo re  
h e  a c tu a lly  h u r t  th e  p e o p le  h e  loved  th e  m o st: h is  
f r ie n d s , h is  fam ily  a n d  h is  lover. He p a c k e d  u p  h is  
su itc a se  w ith  th r e e  c h a n g e s  o f  c lo th e s  a n d  h is  m o th ­
e r  d ro v e  h im  to  th e  t r a in  s ta tio n . He w as o ff  to  S p o ­
k an e .

“1 g o t o n  th e  t r a in  w ith  n o  in te n tio n  o f  e v e r  c o m ­
in g  b ac k  h e re ,  n o  in te n tio n  o f  e v e r  h av in g  t ie s  w ith  
m y  fam ily ,” h e  sa id . "T h a t’s h o w  b a d  m y  s ta te  o f  m in d  
w as a t  th e  tim e."

It w as a  c h o ic e  t h a t  saved  h is  life , h e  sa id .
W a sh in g to n  p a s se d  M ed ica id  e x p a n s io n  th r e e  

y ea rs  b e fo re  M o n ta n a  d id , a n d  B ird R a ttle r  f i t  p e r ­
fec tly  in to  its  p a ra m e te rs .

W ith  h e a lth  in s u ra n c e , B ird R attle r  w as ab le  to  see  
a te a m  o f d o c to rs  in  S p o k an e . T h ey  q u ick ly  id e n tif ie d  
th a t  i t  w as  h is  m e d ic a tio n  c a u s in g  th e  p sy ch o sis , a n d  
p u t  h im  o n  a  d if fe r e n t  m e d ic a tio n . He w o rk e d  w ith  
th e  p ro v id e rs  o n  a p la n  to  p u t  h im  o n  th e  ro a d  to  r e ­
covery . H e h a d  a  w h o le  te a m  o n  h is  case: a  p h y sic ia n , 
a  p h y sic ia n 's  a s s is ta n t, a p h a rm a c is t a n d  a  n u t r i t i o n ­
ist. T h e  e x p e r ie n c e  w as "e o n s  ah e ad "  o f  w h a t h e  saw  
a t IHS, w h ic h  d id n 't  h av e  th e  re so u rc e s  to  p a y  su c h  
c lo se  a t te n t io n  to  h is  h e a lth .

H is m in d  b e g a n  to  c lear, h e  sa id , b u t  i t  to o k  t im e  
to  h e a l fully.

“I th in k  a b o u t  th o se  tim e s  a n d  I o f te n  e q u a te  it  to  
a n  LP re c o rd , w h e n  you  p u t  a s c ra tc h  in  it," h e  sa id . 
"Every t im e  th a t  n e e d le  co m es  a ro u n d , it's  g o in g  to  
h it  th a t  s c ra tc h . I t ta k e s  a  w h ile  to  b u f f  o u t  th o se  
sc ra tch e s , to  n o t  go  b ack  to  w h e re  y o u  w ere."

W h e n  th e  A ffo rd ab le  C a re  A ct ro lle d  o u t ,  it c a m e  
w ith  m u c h  p ro m is e  a n d  fan fa re , a n d  th e re  w as n o  
sh o r ta g e  o f  in it ia t iv e s  ta rg e tin g  N ative A m eric an s  fo r  
e n ro l lm e n t .  Yet m a n y  N ative A m eric an s  w h o  a re  e l­
ig ib le  fo r  in s u ra n c e  in  M o n ta n a  r e m a in  u n in s u re d .

O f th e  ro u g h ly  7 0 ,0 0 0  N ative A m eric an s  e lig ib le  
fo r  re d u c e d  c o v e rag e  in  M o n ta n a , o n ly  a b o u t 17,000 
have s ig n e d  u p . A n o th e r  ro u g h ly  2 2 ,0 0 0  a p p e a r  to  
h av e  in s u ra n c e  th r o u g h  th e i r  em p lo y e rs , a c c o rd in g  
to  a n  an a ly sis  o f  s ta te  a n d  fe d e ra l e m p lo y m e n t r e ­
c o rd s  by  th e  B illings G az e tte  in  S e p te m b e r , 2016.

H e le n a  In d ia n  A lliance , o n e  o f  th e  tw o  U rb a n  I n d i­
a n  H e a lth  C e n te rs  in  M o n ta n a  th a t  h a v e  a  c lin ic , h as  
b e e n  o n  th e  f r o n t  lin es . W h e n  th e  ACA m a rk e tp la c e  
firs t ro lle d  o u t .  E x ecu tiv e  D ire c to r  T ressie  S m ith  sa id
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Cotnnumtites.

Lesa  Evers, tribal re la tions m a n a g e r  a t  th e  M o n ta n a  D ep a rtm en t o f  H ealth  a n d  H u m a n  Services, s a y s  M edicaid  

c o u ld  b e  a  crucia l s te p  to w a rd  c lo s ing  th e  20 -y ear life e x p e c ta n c y  g a p  b e tw e e n  N ative A m ericans a n d  C a u c a s ia n s .

th e r e  w e re  a n u m b e r  o f  ch a llen g es: h ig h e r  p re m i­
u m s . a p p l ic a tio n  g litch e s  w ith  th e  A ffo rdab le  C are 
A ct w e b s ite  a n d  a  long , c o m p lic a te d  p rocess.

Ju lie  B u rro w s , e n ro llm e n t c o o rd in a to r , sa id  it 
c o u ld  ta k e  u p  to  th r e e  v isits, each  tw o  to  th r e e  h o u rs  
lo n g , to  g u id e  a  p e r s o n  th ro u g h  th e  p ro cess . A nd  b ig  
e n ro llm e n t ev en ts , n o  m a tte r  h o w  w ell-ad v ertised , 
p ro v e d  to  b e  in e ffec tiv e . S m ith  said .

"Most o f th o se  w e re  failu res,” sh e  sa id . “W hat we 
rea lly  n e e d e d  to  d o  w as ta rg e t p eo p le  a n d  g e t o n e- 
o n -o n e  w ith  th e m .”

M edicaid  e x p a n s io n , w h ich  w as e n a c te d  in  2015 
a f te r  th e  s ta te  le g is la tu re  passed  th e  H ea lth  a n d  
E co n o m ic  L ive lihood  P a r tn e rsh ip , o r  HELP Act, has 
su c c e e d e d  w h e re  th e  ACA p riv a te  in su ra n c e  m a rk e t­
p lace  fa lte re d . So far, n e a rly  10,000 N ative A m ericans 
h av e  e n ro lle d  in  M edicaid , a n d  m o re  sign  u p  every  
day, a c c o rd in g  to  a F eb ru ary  re p o r t  fro m  th e  M on­
ta n a  D e p a r tm e n t o f  H ea lth  a n d  H u m an  Services.

H elena In d ia n  A lliance h as  b ee n  an  esp ec ia lly  e f ­
fec tive  p a r tn e r  in  th e  ro llo u t. In  2011, w h e n  th e  o rg a ­
n iz a tio n  f irs t s ta r te d  tra c k in g  in su ra n c e  n u m b e rs , 80 
p e rc e n t o f  th e i r  p a t ie n ts  w e re  u n in su re d , 9 p e rc e n t 
h a d  p r iv a te  in s u ra n c e  a n d  a lm o st 6 p e rc e n t w e re  o n  
M edica id .

In  th e  firs t q u a r te r  o f  2017, th e  n u m b e rs  have 
c h a n g e d  d ram a tic a lly : 39 p e rc e n t o f  p a t ie n ts  w ere  
u n in s u re d ,  17.6 p e rc e n t h a d  p riv a te  in su ra n c e  a n d  
39 p e rc e n t o f  p a t ie n ts  h a d  M edicaid. O verall, f ro m  
2015 to  2016, th e  c lin ic  saw  25 p e rc e n t m o re  p a tie n ts , 
w h ic h  S m ith  la rg e ly  a t t r ib u te d  to  M edicaid  e x p a n ­
sion .

"T ha t's  a b ig  th in g . Every o n e  o f  th o se  (peop le) 
m a tte rs ,"  sa id  Lesa Evers, tr ib a l re la tio n s  m a n a g e r  
fo r  th e  s ta te  D e p a r tm e n t o f  H ea lth  a n d  H u m a n  S er­
vices. "Every o n e  o f  th o se  n o w  h av e  access to  p re v e n ­
tive  ca re , to  d e n ta l  c a re , to  eyeglass, to  m e n ta l h e a lth  
a n d  su b s ta n c e  ab u se  serv ices , th is  w h o le  m y ria d  of 
co verage  th e y  d id n ’t  have b efo re ,”

Evers e x p la in e d  th a t  M edicaid  o p en s  u p  a  w ho le  
n e w  w o rld  o f  o p tio n s  fo r  N ative A m erican s, m a n y  
o f  w h o m  a re n ’t u se d  to  h av in g  p riv a te  h e a lth  in s u r ­
an c e . W h e re  b e fo re , if  th e y  w e n t to  IHS, th e y  cou ld  
b e  tu r n e d  aw ay if  th e i r  h e a lth  c o n d itio n  w asn ’t  life 
th re a te n in g , n o w  th e y  c a n  seek th e  t r e a tm e n t  a n d  
o p e ra tio n s  th e y  n e e d . A nd  if  a p a t ie n t  n e e d e d  ca re  
th a t  c o u ld n 't  b e  p ro v id e d  a t  an  IHS facility , th e re  
w e re  o n ly  so m a n y  d o lla rs  availab le to  r e f e r  th e m  to  
o u ts id e  h o sp ita ls .

H av ing  in s u ra n c e  c o u ld  b e  c ritica l in  c lo sing  th e  
life  e x p e c ta n c y  g a p  b e tw e e n  N ative A m eric an s  a n d  
o th e r  races , E vers sa id . A cco rd in g  to  a 2013 re p o r t,  
"T he S ta te  o f  t h e  S tate 's H ealth ,” o n  av erag e  w h ite  
m e n  in  M o n ta n a  live 19 y ea rs  lo n g e r  th a n  N ative 
A m eric an  m e n , a n d  w h ite  w o m en  live 20  y ears  lo n ­
g e r  th a n  N ative A m e ric a n  w o m en .

"T h a t’s a b ig  d e a l,” sh e  sa id . "If w e w o u ld 'v e  h a d

access to  p re v e n ta tiv e  ca re , if  w e  u n d e r s to o d  w h a t it 
is , if  w e  k n ew  w h a t it m e a n t to  p ro lo n g  life—to  s to p ­
p in g  d ise ase  o r  s lo w in g  d isease  — if w e u n d e rs to o d  
a ll th a t ,  m a y b e  w e w o u ld n 't have th is  2 0 -y ea r  d iffe r­
e n c e  in  lifespan ,"  E vers sa id .

T h e re  w ill always b e  ch a lle n g es  in  p ro v id in g  
h e a lth  in su ra n c e  to  N ative A m erican s, sh e  said. 
H e a lth  in su ra n c e  is a n ew  c o n c e p t fo r  m o s t in  In d ian  
C o u n try , a n d  i t ’s c o m p lic a te d , espec ia lly  fo r  a g ro u p  
o f  p e o p le  w h o  h is to rica lly  h av e  rec e iv e d  h e a lth  care 
w ith o u t h av in g  to  w o rry  a b o u t m ed ica l bills. T h e re ’s 
a w h o le  w o rld  o f  lin g o  th a t  n e e d s  to  b e  m aste red : 
p re m iu m s , copays, d e d u c tib le s  a n d  m o re .

“1 th in k , fo r  m o st p eo p le , i t  se e m e d  o u t o f  reach , 
so th e y  w o u ld  ju s t  c o n t in u e  to  u se  th e  lim ite d  se r­
vices th e y  have availab le to  th e m ,"  Evers said.

Lisa L aM ere, 35, w h o  lives in  B illings, is a C h ip ­
p ew a  C ree  d e s c e n d a n t a n d  q u a lif ie s  fo r  en ro llm e n t 
in  th e  fe d e ra lly  u n re c o g n iz e d  L ittle  Shell C hippew a 
T rib e . She h a s  e ig h t p re sc r ip tio n s . She u se s  th e m  to  
t r e a t  a  n u m b e r  o f  a ilm e n ts : d e p re ss io n , anx ie ty , d i­
a b e te s . h ig h  ch o le s te ro l, c h ro n ic  h e a r t  b u r n  a n d  a 
k id n e y  th a t  h as  b e e n  lo s in g  fu n c tio n  o v e r  th e  past 
year.

B efo re  sh e  qu alif ied  fo r  M edicaid  u n d e r  M on­
ta n a 's  HELP Act, sh e  h a d  to  sc ra m b le  th is  cocktail

o f  p ills to g e th e r  in  an  u n o r th o d o x  fash io n . She got 
th e  m a jo rity  o f  h e r  m e d ic in e  a t  th e  B illings In d ia n  
H ea lth  B oard . B ut th e y  d id n 't  h av e  e v e ry th in g , *so 
sh e  w e n t to  R iverS tone H ea lth  to  p ick  u p  tw o  o th e rs  
th ro u g h  a d is c o u n t p ro g ra m .

S om etim es , th e  C ostco  P h arm ac y  w o u ld  b e  c h e a p ­
er. O th e r  tim es , sh e  m a d e  th e  9 0 -m ile  t r ip  to  th e  
C ro w  re se rv a tio n  IHS facility, b u t  sh e  d id n ’t  like th e  
w ay th e y  t r e a te d  h e r . As a n  o u ts id e r , sh e  fe lt u n w e l­
co m e, like  th e  s ta ff  e x p e c te d  h e r  to  se ek  t r e a tm e n t  at 
h e r  h o m e  re se rv a tio n .

LaM ere c o u ld n 't  p ick  u p  all h e r  p re s c r ip tio n s  a t 
th e  sam e tim e . T h ey  ca m e  o n  d if fe re n t days. If  she  
m issed  a p ic k u p , a n d  d id n 't  ta k e  c e r ta in  m e d ic a tio n s  
fo r  ev en  a day. sh e  e x p e r ie n c e d  d e b ili ta tin g  h e a d ­
aches.

Just ta lk in g  a b o u t th e  p ro ce ss  m a d e  h e r  fee l tire d . 
LaM ere is a  w o rk in g  s in g le  m o th e r  o f  tw o, so  ta k ­
in g  h o u rs , so m e tim e s  fu ll days, o ff o f  w o rk  m u lt ip le  
t im e s  a m o n th  to  p ick  u p  p re s c r ip tio n s  o r  to  se e  th e  
d o c to r  to  g e t a n e w  p re sc r ip tio n , w as u n su s ta in a b le .

“I 'm  o n ly  35 y ea rs  o ld ,” sh e  sa id , la m e n tin g  sh e  
w as to o  young’to  h av e  so m a n y  h e a lth  p ro b le m s. “To 
be  o n  all th o se  m e d ic a tio n s  is a h u g e  hassle  to  b eg in  
w ith , a n d  th e n  th e  t im e  a n d  e n e rg y  it  to o k  to  w ait 
ev e ry w h e re  y o u  go, an y  se rv ices th a t  a r e  fo r  low  in ­
co m e, y o u  ju s t  h a v e  to  w a it fo r  a n  e x tra  lo n g  tim e .”

M ed ica id  c h a n g e d  th a t.  Now, LaM ere c a n  se e  h e r  
d o c to r  a n d  p ick  u p  h e r  p re s c r ip tio n s  a ll a t  th e  sam e
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place, th e  B illings C lin ic , w h ic h  is r ig h t n e x t to  w h e re  
she w orks. No m o re  sc av e n g er h u n ts  fo r  pills.

“1 d o n 't  k n o w  w h a t I w o u ld  d o  w ith o u t M ed ica id  
in  m y life," sh e  sa id . “I w o u ld n ’t have th e  sa m e  level 
of life  as I d o  n o w .”

M any  N ative A m eric an  le a d e rs  a n d  ad v o c a te s  w e re  
o n  th e  e d g e  o f  th e i r  se a ts  w h e n  D onald  T ru m p  w as 
e lec ted  p re s id e n t an d  R ep u b lican s to o k  o v e r  b o th  
h o u ses o f  th e  L eg isla tu re . T h e  a d m in is tra tio n  h as  
m a d e  it  a to p  p r io r i ty  to  re p e a l th e  A ffo rdab le  C are  
Act, w h ich  w o u ld  likely  in c lu d e  c u ts  to  M edica id .

T h e  H ouse o f  R e p re se n ta tiv es  fa iled  to  p ass a  r e ­
p la c e m e n t p ro g ra m , th e  A m erican  H e a lth  C are  A ct, 
in  M arch . In  la te  A pril, a n e w  v e rs io n  o f  th e  ac t n a r ­

ro w ly  p assed  th e  H ouse , a l th o u g h  e x p e r ts  a re  sk e p ­
tical th e  bill h a s  e n o u g h  s u p p o r t  in  th e  S en a te  to  fo l­
low  su it.

"T hey d o n ’t  have th e  v o te s  (to  ro ll b ack  M edic­
a id ).’’ sa id  M ark T ra h a n t, a n  in d e p e n d e n t  co lu m n is t 
w h o  h a s  b e e n  w ri t in g  a lm o s t d a ily  a b o u t th e  h e a lth  
c a re  d e b a te  o n  h is  w eb site  T ra h a n t R e p o rts . "You see 
a lot o f  co n serv a tiv e  s ta te s  d e c id e  th a t  th e  n u m b e rs  
w o rk e d  o u t.

T h a t in c lu d e s  S en . Lisa M urkow sk i (R-Alaska), 
w h o  sa id  sh e  w o u ld  n o t v o te  f o r  c u t t in g  d o w n  M edic­
aid  e x p a n s io n  so  lo n g  as s ta te  le a d e rs  still e m b ra c e d  
it, d e sp ite  h e r  c r itic ism  o f  th e  ACA.

As fo r  M o n ta n a , Sen. S teve D ain es  h a s  sa id  h e  su p -, 
p o r ts  c u t t in g  b ack  M edicaid .

In  th is  a d m in is tra tio n , n o th in g  is safe , T ra h a n t 
sa id . In  M arch , h e  sa id  h e  h a d  h e a r d  r u m o rs  th a t  Re­

p u b lic a n s  w e re  a lre a d y  w o rk in g  o n  a n o th e r  a t te m p t  
to  re p e a l  a n d  re p la c e  ACA, a n d  In d ia n  h e a lth  c o u ld  
b e  o n  th e  c h o p p in g  b lock .

"T h ey ’r e  all in  th e  ta rg e t  sigh ts, th e  q u e s tio n  is, can  
you  g e t c o n s e n su s?  T h a t’s th e  c h a lle n g e  now , th e y  
ca n ’t  g e t c o n s e n su s ,” T ra h a n t sa id  a t th e  tim e , n o t in g  
th a t  th e  d e b a te  o v e r  h e a lth c a re  h as  re v e a le d  d e e p  d i ­
v is io n s in  th e  R e p u b lic an  p a rty .M o n ta n a  h e a lth  ca re  
le a d e rs  a re  l is te n in g  closely  to  th e  n a tio n a l d e b a te , 
b u t a t  le a s t fo r  th e  tim e  b e in g , all th e y  c a n  d o  is k ee p  
o p e ra t in g  like  M ed ica id  e x p a n s io n  a n d  o th e r  p r o v i­
s io n s  o f  th e  A ffo rd ab le  C are  A ct a re  h e re  to  stay.

”1 d o n ’t  th in k  p e o p le  sh o u ld  b e c o m e  p a ra ly z e d  o r  
stifle  w h a t th e y ’r e  d o in g ,” DPHHS T riba l R e la tio n s  
M an ag e r E vers sa id . "W e h av e  i t  to d ay . L et’s u se  it  t o ­
day, le t ’s c o n t in u e  like  it’s g o in g  to  s ta y  in  p la c e  f o r  a 
w h ile .”
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h e lp e d  BirdRattler g e t  b a c k  o n  h is fe e t a g a in .
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O n C h ris tm a s  Eve o f  2015, B ird R attle r r e tu r n e d  to  
th e  B lackfeet re se rv a tio n . He re c o n n e c te d  w ith  h is 
fam ily, fo u n d  o ld  fr ie n d s  a n d  h e lp e d  his u n c le  ou t 
o n  th e  fam ily  ra n c h  in  B irch  C reek .

H e d ec id e d  to  stay.
In  th e  s p r in g  o f  2016, V erna B illedeaux, ex -o fficio  

m e m b e r  o f  th e  N a tu ra l R esou rces C o n serv a tio n  D is­
tr ic t .  e n c o u ra g e d  h im  to  a p p ly  fo r th e  new ly  c re a te d  
a g r ic u ltu ra l r e so u rc e  m a n a g e r  p o sitio n .

"1 love h is  en erg y , love h is  passion , love h is  vision," 
sh e  sa id  o v e r  th e  p h o n e .

So, h e  ap p lie d . He w as in te rv iew ed  a n d  h ir e d  a n d  
h e ’s b e e n  g o in g  90  m iles  p e r  h o u r  ev e r  since . W ork­
in g  a p o licy  a n d  o rg a n iz a tio n a l d ev e lo p m e n t jo b  is 
like  r id in g  a b ik e , h e  said .

T h in k in g  o n  it. B ird R attle r sa id  h e  likely  w o u ld  
h a v e  n e v e r  m a d e  it  b ack  to  th is  k in d  o f  p o s itio n , back

to  h is  h o m e , w ith o u t th a t  b re a k  in  S p o k an e  w h e n  he 
w as ab le  to  rece iv e  in su ra n c e  th r o u g h  M ed ica id  e x ­
p a n s io n . It w as  a slow  clim b  u p , h e  sa id , b u t  h e  m ade  
it.

“To b e  p a t ie n t  w as a h a rd  le sso n  fo r  m e ,” h e  said. 
“To b e  p a t ie n t  a n d  allow  th in g s  to  fall in to  p lace . I 'm  
sp ir itu a l. I d o  have a re la tio n sh ip  w ith  th e  C rea to r, 
I k n ew  th e  C re a to r  h a d  m e o n  a p a th  a n d  th a t  I ju st 
n e e d e d  to  b e  p a t ie n t  a n d  th in g s  w o u ld  m a n ife s t. A nd 
th e y  d id .”

B ird R attle r  s till v isits S p o k an e  ev e ry  n o w  an d  
th e n . I t’s like a seco n d  h o m e , h e  sa id . O n  a rec en t 
su n n y  A pril day, h e  c la m b e re d  d o w n  a s lo p e  o f  rocks 
u n d e r  th e  b rid g e  o v e rlo o k in g  th e  S p o k an e  Falls. He 
fo u n d  th e  sp o t w h e re  h e  h a d  c a m p e d  o u t  so m any  
tim e s  w h e n  h e  w as h o m eless . H e lo o k ed  o u t o n to  
th e  S p o k an e  River, w h ich , fu e le d  by  sn o w  m e lt fro m  
a g o o d  w in te r, w as h ig h e r  th a n  h e  h a d  ev e r se e n  it.

T h e  w a te r  w as rag in g , c o n s ta n t, b o ilin g  fo a m  w h ite . 
Spray w e tte d  th e  ro ck s  a n d  th e  l i t te r  w h e re  h e  h a d  
o n c e  s lep t.

H e th o u g h t o f  o th e r  U rban  In d ia n  A m erican s, 
w h o  p e rh a p s  d id n ’t  have th e  sam e re su m e  a n d  s u p ­
p o r t  system  as h e  d id .

“W h en  y o u 're  rea lly  ta lk in g  a b o u t th e  im p a c ts  (of 
M edicaid  e x p a n s io n ) o n  u rb a n  In d ian s , th e y 're  p r o ­
found ,"  h e  sa id . “You’re  rea lly  ta lk in g  a b o u t a p o p u ­
la tio n  th a t 's  in  th is  g ray  a re a , th a t  d o e s n 't  ge t d ire c t 
h e a lth  ca re  f ro m  In d ia n  H ea lth  Service, th a t  d o e sn 't 
have access to  h e a lth  c a re  o n  th e  re se rv a tio n , th a t 
d o e s n 't  h av e  access to  h e a lth  ca re  o ff  th e  re se rv a tio n , 
in  th e  u rb a n  a re a s  w h e re  th e y  resid e .

“T h a t is ju s t  e g re g io u s . I th in k  as a n  in d u s tr ia l,  a d ­
v an c ed  society , w e  can  d o  a h e llu v a  lo t b e t te r  in  c o m ­
ing  u p  w ith  so lu tio n s  to  ra ise  th e m  u p  a n d  p ro v id e  
a d e q u a te  h e a lth  c a re  fo r  them ."0
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A fter a  su ccessfu l c a re e r  th a t  to o k  him  a c ro s s  M o n ta n a  a n d  to  W ash in g to n , D.C., Loren BirdRattler fo u n d  him self o n  th e  s tre e ts  o f  S p o k a n e  a f te r  su ffering  d e v a s ta tin g  
s ide-e ffec ts from  a  m e d ic a tio n  h e  w a s  tak in g  fo r a  ch ro n ic  infection.
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