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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On June 20, 2026, the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the District of Montana announced the sentencing
of Harold Blake Whitford Sr. — the final chapter in a multi-year, multi-defendant drug trafficking
prosecution rooted on Rocky Boy’s Indian Reservation (Chippewa Cree Tribe). The case exposed a
sophisticated pipeline that originated from a California state prison cell, passed through front
businesses on the reservation, and contributed directly to a double homicide on March 28, 2024.

This brief is issued by the National Native Justice Institute (NNJI) to assist tribal governments and
tribal law enforcement agencies in understanding the threat patterns documented in this case,
applying applicable legal authorities under tribal sovereignty, and accessing the full suite of NNJI
free resource guide toolkits available at nativejustice.us.

SECTION 1 — CASE THREAT INTELLIGENCE: WHAT THIS CASE

REVEALS

1.1 The Drug Pipeline Architecture

The Rocky Boy’s case is a textbook example of an externally controlled, cartel-linked drug supply
chain exploiting a remote tribal reservation. The key structural elements documented by federal
investigators include:

+ External Cartel Direction from Incarceration: The primary supplier, identified as Martin
Topete — an inmate at a California state prison serving time for a gang-related murder —
directed the operation via cellphone and FaceTime calls. This confirms that geographic and
custodial boundaries do not insulate Indian Country from organized cartel influence.

+ Embedded Front Businesses on the Reservation: The distribution network concealed
product in legitimate tribal businesses, including a pizza restaurant (Ziah’s Pizza Place) and a
licensed marijuana dispensary (High Society), as well as electronic gambling machines. Tribal
business licensing and gaming regulatory frameworks were weaponized as cover.

* Internal Tribal Intermediary: The primary on-reservation distributor was a former tribal court
judge and tribal citizen. This underscores the risk and the need for robust ethical oversight of
employees and licensed business operators.

» Multi-Generational Family Network: The operation integrated family members as couriers,
managers, and lookouts across state lines — a structure that complicates both prosecution
and community prevention efforts.
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* Fentanyl and Methamphetamine as Primary Commodities: Investigators documented
movement of 500-1,000 fentanyl pills at a time and approximately one pound of
methamphetamine over the documented supply period — quantities sufficient to fuel
community-wide addiction and overdose fatalities.

* Homicide as Enforcement Mechanism: The double homicide at the D and L Bar on March
28, 2024 —was connected by investigators to the drug network, including communications
between the cartel principal and victims in the days preceding the shooting.

1.2 Indicators Applicable to Other Tribal Communities

Tribal governments and law enforcement officers should treat the following patterns as actionable
threat indicators in their own communities:
* Unusual volume cash flow at small tribal businesses, particularly food service, gaming, or
retail locations
« Tribal business license holders with prior criminal history or known associations with external
gang or cartel networks
» Teenagers or young adults from outside the reservation community appearing without clear
purpose, especially in proximity to documented drug activity
* Matching gang tattoos on multiple individuals arriving together — a documented indicator in
this case (Castillo, Ibanez, and Sanchez had matching gang markings)
» Cell phone contacts using coded identifiers (in this case, “The One”) and FaceTime
communications with out-of-state numbers, particularly California
» Drug pricing lists, scales, and firearms found together in residential searches — the standard
evidence package for distribution-level possession
* Missing persons cases occurring in the same timeframe and social network as drug trafficking
activity.

SECTION 2 — TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY LEGAL AUTHORITIES FOR

RESPONSE

2.1 Tribal Drug Code Authority

Federally recognized tribes possess inherent sovereign authority to enact and enforce tribal drug
codes governing conduct on tribal lands. The Rocky Boy’s case may illustrate a gap created when
tribal codes lack provisions addressing: (1) controlled substance distribution through licensed tribal
businesses; (2) drug proceeds laundering through tribal gaming devices; and (3) conspiracy and
aiding and abetting liability for tribal members facilitating external cartel operations. NNJI
recommends a formal gap analysis of your tribal drug code against the conduct documented in this
case.

2.2 Tribal Business License Revocation

Tribal governments retain sovereign authority to revoke business licenses for enterprises used to
facilitate criminal activity. Establishing a tribal ordinance with explicit provisions for emergency
license suspension upon law enforcement notification — prior to conviction — can disrupt trafficking
infrastructure faster than the federal prosecution timeline.

2.3 Tribal Banishment and Exclusion Authority
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Tribes may exercise exclusion authority to remove non-tribal members — such as the cartel-
connected couriers and managers documented in this case — from tribal lands. Tribal exclusion
ordinances should be reviewed to ensure they cover individuals convicted in state or federal court
of conduct connected to tribal harm; individuals under federal indictment for drug trafficking
offenses affecting the tribe; and individuals whose presence has been identified by law enforcement
as a public safety threat.

2.4 TLOA and VAWA 2022 Enhanced Prosecution Authority

The Tribal Law and Order Act (TLOA) and the Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of
2022 expanded tribal court criminal jurisdiction and sentencing authority. Tribes with TLOA-
compliant courts may prosecute non-Indian offenders for qualifying offenses on tribal lands.

2.5 P.L. 93-638 Self-Determination Contracting for Public Safety

The Rocky Boy’s case reinforces the imperative of adequate tribal law enforcement capacity. Tribes
operating under P.L. 93-638 contracts for BIA law enforcement services have the right to negotiate
Annual Funding Agreements that reflect the actual threat environment. NNJI provides technical
assistance on 638 contract negotiations, audit compliance, and new tribal department development.

SECTION 3 — NNJI FREE RESOURCE GUIDE TOOLKITS

The National Native Justice Institute provides 25 free two-page resource guide toolkits available for
immediate download at nativejustice.us/crime-&-prevention. Each toolkit provides key identification
points, response guidance, grant resource references, and protocol tips calibrated to Indian
Country. The following toolkits are directly applicable to the threat environment documented in the
Rocky Boy’s case:

PRIORITY TOOLKITS — Immediate Application

NNJI Toolkit Relevance to This Case / Recommended Application

NNJI-01 Substance Abuse Toolkit Directly applicable to fentanyl and methamphetamine
distribution documented in this case. Covers identification of
drug trafficking organizations, community-level substance
abuse response, and grant funding resources including
SAMHSA COIPP and BJA CTAS. Recommended for tribal
health, social services, and law enforcement coordinators.

NNJI-23 Drug Interdiction Toolkit Patrol-level response protocols for intercepting drug shipments
entering the reservation. Covers coordination with DEA, FBI,
and U.S. Attorneys, traffic stops considerations under tribal and
federal jurisdiction, and chain-of-custody documentation.
Recommended for all tribal patrol officers and supervisors.

NNJI-11 Gangs in Indian Country Documents gang identification indicators applicable to this

Toolkit case, including matching tattoos, out-of-community recruitment,
and cartel affiliate structures. Covers reporting protocols to
National Gang Intelligence Center and multi-agency task force
coordination. Recommended for investigators and department
heads.
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NNJI Toolkit

NNJI-03 Meth Tribal Housing
Abatement Toolkit

NNJI-07 Criminal Jurisdiction
Toolkit

NNJI-20 Drug Endangered
Children Toolkit

NNJI-06 Missing Persons Toolkit

NNJI-17 Indian Country Victim
Services Toolkit

nativejustice.us

Relevance to This Case / Recommended Application

Addresses methamphetamine storage, production, and
distribution in residential and business settings. Covers
NAHASDA housing eviction authority, tribal housing authority
enforcement powers, and HUD coordination. Directly
applicable given the role of residential properties in this case.

Clarifies the federal-tribal-state jurisdictional framework for drug
crimes, homicides, and conspiracy offenses in Indian Country.
Essential for tribal officers responding to complex multi-
defendant cases involving non-Indian offenders and off-
reservation co-conspirators.

Documents the impact on children in households and
communities with active drug distribution. Covers mandatory
reporting, Child Protective Services coordination, and tribal
court protective order authority. Applies to any community with
active fentanyl or meth trafficking.

Directly relevant given the unsolved disappearance of Rickisha
Bear, 19, in February 2024. Covers NamUs registration, FBI
coordination, tribal code authority for missing person
investigations, and community notification protocols.

Addresses trauma-informed services for victims and survivor
families. Covers OVC grant resources, tribal VAWA services,
and coordination with state victim assistance programs.
Applicable to families of homicide victims and individuals in
recovery from substance use disorders connected to this case.

SUPPORTING TOOLKITS — Systemic Response

NNJI Toolkit Relevance to This Case / Recommended Application

NNJI-02 Tribal Policing Toolkit

NNJI-08 Crime Scene Toolkit

NNJI-09 Relation-Based Policing
Toolkit

NNJI-10 Trauma-Informed
Policing Toolkit

NNJI-15 Evidence & Property
Toolkit

Covers tribal law enforcement operating standards, officer
authority on tribal lands, and inter-agency coordination
protocols with federal and state partners.

Addresses scene preservation, evidence collection, and federal
agency notification for major crime scenes — applicable to
homicide and drug seizure cases.

Community policing strategies for building trust and
intelligence-sharing in communities impacted by long-term drug
trafficking and associated violence.

Applies trauma-informed response protocols for officers
interacting with community members in the aftermath of
homicides and sustained drug-related violence.

Chain-of-custody and evidence management protocols for drug
seizures, currency, digital devices, and firearms — all
documented evidence categories in this case.

FOR INFORMATIONAL PURPOSES ONLY | NNJI A Reservation Drug Pipeline Case 4



NATIONAL NATIVE JUSTICE INSTITUTE nativejustice.us

NNJI Toolkit Relevance to This Case / Recommended Application

NNJI-16 Federal Criminal Law Reference guide for tribal officers on applicable federal statutes

Toolkit including 21 U.S.C. § 841 (distribution), 18 U.S.C. § 924(c)
(firearms in furtherance of drug trafficking), and RICO
conspiracy provisions.

NNJI-25 Domestic Violence Addresses intimate partner and family violence dynamics
Toolkit common in households impacted by drug trafficking; covers
tribal VAWA special domestic violence jurisdiction.

NNJI-21 Vicarious Trauma Toolkit  Critical wellness resource for tribal officers and first responders
managing cumulative trauma exposure from homicide
investigations and community-wide drug crises.

SECTION 4 — RECOMMENDED ACTIONS FOR TRIBAL GOVERNMENTS

IMMEDIATE ACTIONS (0-30 Days)

Conduct an emergency briefing with tribal law enforcement leadership and the tribal attorney
general on the threat indicators documented in this case. Download and distribute NNJI
Toolkits 01, 23, 11, and 06 to all sworn personnel. Review tribal business licensing
ordinance for emergency suspension authority. Register any open missing persons cases
with NamUs.

SHORT-TERM ACTIONS (30-90 Days)

Conduct a tribal drug code gap analysis using NNJI Toolkit 07 (Criminal Jurisdiction) as a
baseline. Engage NNJI for a Drug Interdiction training consultation (NNJI-23). Review tribal
housing authority eviction policies for drug-related conduct under NAHASDA. Submit BJA
CTAS or SAMHSA COIPP grant applications to expand law enforcement and prevention
capacity.

STRATEGIC ACTIONS (90+ Days)

Develop or update a Tribal Public Safety Strategic Plan incorporating the multi-pillar
framework of enforcement, prevention, treatment, and sustainability. Explore DEA cross-
deputization and multi-agency task force agreements to address external cartel pipelines.
Assess P.L. 93-638 contract AFA levels against the documented threat environment.
Contact NNJI for consulting support on any of the above at info@nativejustice.us.

SECTION 5 — NNJI TRAINING & CONSULTING SERVICES

NNJI provides on-site, instructor-led training and consulting services tailored to the needs of tribal
governments and tribal law enforcement agencies. The following programs are directly responsive
to the threat environment documented in the Rocky Boy’s case:
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* Training: Drugs of Abuse (4—-24 hour): Comprehensive drug identification, trafficking
organization structures, and Indian Country-specific interdiction protocols. Includes fentanyl
and methamphetamine modules.

* Training: Patrol Drug Interdiction in Indian Country (4—24 hour): Vehicle stop procedures,
officer safety, evidence collection, and federal agency coordination for drug interdiction
operations.

* Training: Gangs in Indian Country Identification and Response (4—24 hour): Gang indicator
recognition, documentation, multi-agency reporting, and community prevention strategies.

» Training: Missing Person Protocol (4—24 hour): Case opening standards, NamUs protocols,
inter-agency coordination, and victim-centered investigation techniques.

* Prevention: Indian Country Drug Awareness (Prevention): Community-facing substance
abuse awareness programming for tribal members, youth, and school populations.

» Consulting: Tribal Drug Code Gap Analysis and Modernization: Expert consulting to assess
current tribal code provisions against documented trafficking methods and recommend
legislative amendments.

+ Consulting: P.L. 93-638 Contract Negotiations & Law Enforcement Department
Development: Technical assistance for tribes seeking to establish, expand, or renegotiate self-
determination contracts for public safety services.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

To download all 25 free NNJI Resource Guide Toolkits, visit: nativejustice.us/crime-&-prevention

To schedule a training consultation or request technical assistance, contact NNJI at
info@nativejustice.us or visit nativejustice.us/about/contact

National Native Justice Institute 100% Native American & Veteran-Led

nativejustice.us Protecting Native Communities
info@nativejustice.us Certified Training and Technical Assistance

This brief was produced by the National Native Justice Institute for informational and educational purposes. It does not constitute legal
advice. Tribal governments should consult with qualified legal counsel on all matters of tribal law and federal Indian law.
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