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Completion of the Last Indian Water Rights Settlement in Montana 

 

The Fort Belknap Indian Community (FBIC) is working with the Federal government, the State of 

Montana, Counties, irrigators and other water users to negotiate a settlement of its Indian reserved water 

rights.  FBIC’s water rights in the Milk River and surrounding basins have a senior priority date from the 

1855 establishment of the Reservation.  In return for peace and land cessions, the United States committed 

in treaty to provide FBIC with the water needed to make a homeland. 

 

Despite these promises, FBIC’s water rights remain unresolved and undeveloped.  In 1981, FBIC choose 

to negotiate rather than litigate its senior water rights.  After extensive consultations along the Hi-Line, in 

2001 FBIC, the State and Federal governments agreed to a Water Compact that set out the quantity and 

sources of FBIC’s water rights.  The Compact overwhelming passed the State legislature on a bipartisan 

basis.  All that remains is passing legislation in Congress to approve the Compact and settle FBIC’s 

damages against the United States for the mismanagement of water and resources. 

 

The water settlement bill was introduced in the Senate in 2019 and in the House in 2020.  The bill was 

reintroduced in the current Congress in 2021 and is now pending in the Senate.  In October 2021 the 

Senate Committee on Indian Affairs held a hearing on the bill.  Since the hearing, FBIC has been working 

with all parties to resolve issues and finalize the bill for passage. 

 

Bill Provides Critical Infrastructure and Economic Resources for the Montana Hi-Line 

 

FBIC is proposing significant funding for water infrastructure on the Reservation and the Montana Hi-

Line.  In addition to approving the Compact and avoiding litigation, the bill will provide funding to settle 

FBIC’s damage claims against the United States.  A key component of these negotiations is providing 

funding to mitigate impacts to irrigators and other water users as FBIC begins to develop its water rights. 

 

Working with the Bureau of Reclamation and the Milk River Joint Board of Control, FBIC is proposing 

$275 million to rehabilitate and restore the St Marys Canal, a part of the Milk River Project.  FBIC has 

also subordinated its senior water rights to Upper Peoples Creek irrigators and will build a dam and 

reservoir to better manage this shared resource.  FBIC will also be able to lease its waters for use by others. 

 

On the Reservation the bill will finally provide FBIC with the same water quality and security enjoyed by 

all Americans.  FBIC is proposing about $1.36 billion for water infrastructure (and it is under 

negotiations), and its administration and management, that will include upgraded irrigation facilities, 

expansion of the irrigation project, on farm development, water infrastructure for a clean and safe domestic 

water supply, a power plant for pumping water from the Missouri River, and wellness centers. 

 

As a part of the overall settlement, the bill also provides for the exchange and return of 58,553 acres of 

lands taken from the FBIC’s homeland over the last 150 years.  This includes about 14,000 acres of 

forested Grinnell Lands needed to provide FBIC with oversight of the watershed in the southern portion 

of the Reservation. 

 

FBIC Needs Full Support for the Settlement Package to Bring Infrastructure Investment to the 

Montana Hi-Line that will Provide Water and Economic Benefits for Generations of Montanans 


