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LOCAL
Tulalips' bid to collect sales tax from Quil Ceda gains support

Bill passes House by biggest margin ever

By LEWIS KAMB

SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER REPORTER

QUIL CEDA VILLAGE -- It's barely 2:30 p.m. on a rain-soaked Thursday, but already parking is scarce outside the Wal-Mart here, in this booming business park just off Interstate 5 north of Marysville.

Among the flock of shoppers pushing carts back to a sea of cars, Ernie Fortney, 62, an Arlington salesman and regular customer of this slice of commercial suburbia, is willing to give the Tulalip Tribes' pitch a chance.

At first, he's resistant to the idea. But when told the essence of the tribe's reasoning for why it -- not Snohomish County -- should receive the local portion of taxes generated from groceries and other goods sold by the big box and convenience stores and other non-tribal businesses here, Fortney flips positions like the bad wheel on his shopping cart:

"Sure, why not," he says, pausing over his own basket filled with about $100 worth of groceries. "If the tribe's already paying to maintain everything here, why not?

"I don't have a problem with it. If they're going to use (the tax revenue) to keep this a place where people want to come and spend their money, why should I?"

Opponents can ramble off several reasons, but as with Fortney, state lawmakers are now considering the tribe's proposal -- which in recent years has become a perennial bill before the Legislature -- like never before.

Already approved by the House this year by its biggest margin ever (93-3), the measure -- House Bill 1721 -- not only would mean millions of dollars in future revenue for the Tulalips, it would also set a precedent for Native American tribes around the state, and likely the nation. 

The bill is now being considered by the Senate Ways and Means Committee, which faces a deadline today to pass it -- and any other fiscal bills that members want to be heard by the full Senate -- out of committee.

The measure would have the state recognize Quil Ceda Village -- now a federally recognized "political subdivision" of the tribe -- as a municipality, a first-of-its-kind designation for such a tribal enterprise in this state or any other.

And, like any other city in Washington, Quil Ceda would be allowed to receive a portion of the local-option taxes generated from sales within its boundaries -- revenue that now goes to Snohomish County.

For at least five years, the tribe has proposed that Quil Ceda itself should receive such tax spoils from its wildly successful, and still growing, business park located within 2,000 acres west of Interstate 5 that the federal government has taken into trust, and off local tax rolls, for the tribe.

After all, the tribe argues, it is the Tulalips who have shouldered the $45 million in costs to put in the roads, sewer, water and power lines needed for Quil Ceda. And it's the tribe that continues to provide the basic services and maintenance to a "village" that has created some 3,000 mostly non-tribal jobs.

Meanwhile, "the county has contributed nothing," Tracie Stevens, a legislative policy analyst for the tribe, told a Senate committee last week.

Opponents say that's untrue.

For one, the county provides ample services to the tribe paid for directly by taxes generated from Quil Ceda, they say. County-owned and -maintained roadways lead to the park. The county's fire and police departments serve the entire Tulalip Reservation. And county police now have to deal with thousands more incidents per year at Quil Ceda that have been created since the Tulalips' new casino opened there two years ago, county officials say. 

And just because it is federally recognized doesn't make Quil Ceda "a city" under Washington law, opponents say.

"It's not a city," says Gary Nelson, Snohomish County Council chairman. "There isn't a single citizen who lives at Quil Ceda Village."

But to some, it's the potential precedent the bill would set, not the lost tax revenue, that causes the most concern.

If passed, they say, what would stop any of the 28 other federally recognized tribes in Washington from doing the same thing as the Tulalips -- creating a tribal "city?"

And if that happens, opponents say, the Wal-Marts, Home Depots and other big-time developments simply will stream onto tribal lands, where they aren't subject to traffic impact laws, clean air requirements, building standards, the Growth Management Act or other typical regulations.

With two banks, a gas station, a chamber of commerce office, a string of convenience stores, big retailers such as Wal-Mart and Home Depot, a casino and an outlet mall set to open in May, there's no doubt Quil Ceda Village is a huge success.

So much so that the Tulalips were able to get the federal Interior and Treasury departments to designate the business park as a "political subdivision" -- essentially a municipality -- of the federally recognized tribe.

Experts say they know of no other instance of a tribal venture -- and only one other case nationally -- in which the federal government has offered such a designation for a city: Washington, D.C.

The tribe notes it took eight years to gain the federal designation for Quil Ceda Village.

For opponents to say the current bill, which would create a new section of state law allowing "any Indian tribe that has a city ... to administer and collect tax," would suddenly open the floodgates to all tribes is ridiculous, supporters say. 

"It takes eight years to go through the (federal) process, so we have ample time" to study the issue, said state Rep. Ross Hunter, D-Bellevue, the bill's primary sponsor.

Not only is the bill also narrowly tailored for the Tulalips' Quil Ceda Village venture, supporters add, but it's also a "pilot project" that requires lawmakers to re-examine the matter down the line. Any other tribe seeking similar taxing authority would have to win its own legislative approval.

Supporters also point out the state wouldn't lose a dime under the proposal. The Department of Revenue would still get its 6.5 percent take in sales taxes. Community transit in Snohomish County would still garner a .9 percent tax on each non-tribal sale.

The only difference would be that Quil Ceda, the municipality, would get 0.85 percent of the 1.0 percent local-option tax now collected on non-tribal sales by the county. The remaining .15 of that 1.0 percent sales tax would go to Snohomish County.

Under state estimates, the county would lose about $710,000 this fiscal year and $1.5 million from 2005 to 2007. Should the park's outlet mall open on time, the county would also lose out on an estimated $1.3 million through 2007.

The tribe, meanwhile, would gain about $862,000 this year; $1.85 million from 2005 to 2007; and an additional $1.6 million over the same time if the outlet stores are in place. It's money the tribe and its supporters say Quil Ceda would use for continued maintenance and services. 

"In order to create continued growth, we must have access to continue revenue streams ... just as other cities do," said Caldie Rogers, president of the Marysville-Tulalip Chamber of Commerce.

But Tom Mitchell, co-president of the Marysville Tulalip Community Association, a group of non-tribal Tulalip reservation residents and others, warned lawmakers last week the bill "most probably is unconstitutional."

That's because it would allow tribal governments to tax non-tribal citizens, creating taxation without representation, Mitchell says. And if approved, he said, the measure "will be contested as a matter of law."

Still, after winning the most House support ever, the bill's prospects seem better now than in past sessions. For the past two years, the House approved the measure only to see it die in the Senate Ways and Means Committee. Former committee chairman Republican Sen. Dino Rossi was an opponent of the bill. Sen. Margarita Prentice, D-Renton, now chairs the committee.

"I realize that I'm a Democrat and considered a friend of the tribe," Prentice said last week. "But I'm very reluctant to move this without some serious thought. I'd have to be convinced we're not going to do any long-term harm everywhere in the state."
Money woes threatening tribal health programs
By LEVI PULKKINEN, Staff Writer 

Tribes forced to limit some medical services

Declining federal financial support of Indian health programs is curtailing the services that have been guaranteed to tribal members under treaty provisions.

A continuing funding shortfall in an Indian Health Service program has forced most Northwest tribes to limit the medical services for which they'll pay off-reservation providers.

Most tribes now only pay off-reservation providers for "Priority 1" procedures — emergency room treatment, kidney dialysis, life-saving surgery — said Leon John, office coordinator at the Swinomish Tribal health clinic. The payment restriction stops many tribal members from going to their regular physician or seeking preventative treatment, John said.

"It's been a big change," he said. "It makes it impossible to do preventative care outside the clinic."

Indian health advocates fear the shortage of funds could jeopardize three decades of progress in improving Native American health. Even U.S. Sen. John McCain of Arizona, the Republican chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, has argued that the funding shortfalls are harming Native Americans.

In Washington, Oregon and Idaho, Indian Health Service provides medical service to 158,000 American Indians and Alaskan Natives. Nationwide, more than 1.4 million Native Americans use the IHS system.

Congress has consistently increased funding to the Indian Health Service program that pays for tribal members' off-reservation care, called Contract Health Services. As part of the federal budget process, Congress is currently considering a $27 million increase for the program in 2006.  

But funding increases for the program haven't kept pace with skyrocketing medical costs. And some question the federal government's commitment to meeting its trust responsibilities and treaty obligations to the tribes.

Funding gap grows

Treaties with the tribes and federal law require the government to supply tribal members with health care, said Ed Fox, executive director of the Northwest Portland Area Indian Health Board. The health board is a tribal medical care advocacy organization supported by the tribes.

Many of the treaties included promises of medical services or a provision requiring that a doctor be hired for the tribes at the government's expense, Fox said. In addition to the treaty obligations, he said federal policy reflects the government's "legal and moral obligation to provide health care to American Indians and Alaskan Natives."

The government effort hasn't brought American Indians' level of health to that of mainstream America.

According to a congressional report, a Native American's life expectancy is nearly four years shorter than the U. S. average. Native Americans are 312 times as likely to get diabetes than the U.S. average, and Native Americans are much more likely to suffer from heart disease, tuberculosis and other ailments.  

Becky Johnston, director of the American Indian Health Commission for Washington state, said the Indian health care system can be thought of as "prepaid health insurance."

"In return for 400 million acres of land, the federal government promised the tribes health care," Johnston said.

As with private insurance, the price of tribal health care has increased dramatically in recent years. Federal support, Johnston said, has not kept up.

For 2006, Congress is considering a $525 million spending package to fund the Contract Health Services program. That would be a $27 million increase from the adopted 2005 budget.

But funding will still fall about $675 million short of the $1.2 billion the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs has suggested is necessary to fully fund the program.

The Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, which is chaired by McCain, has long complained that funding shortfalls in health care undercut progress being made in tribal communities around the country.

"The Committee continues to believe that the amount appropriated for (the Indian Health Service) is inadequate to meet the needs of Indian Country and IHS's stated mission of eliminating racial and ethnic health disparities," committee members McCain and Sen. Byron Dorgan, D-North Dakota, said in a letter to the Senate Budget Committee.

Considering cuts other federal programs are expected to receive in 2006, Fox said he was glad funding to the Indian Health Service and to the Contract Health Services program were increased.

"We did terrible, but did better than most people," Fox said.

Treatment delays

For tribal members, the funding shortfall to Contract Health Services has meant major changes in the way they access the health care system, said John of the Swinomish tribal clinic.

The funding problem has meant that some tribal members have stopped seeing their regular doctors for check-ups and other basic services, John said. He said the change has been particularly difficult for tribal elders.

"The elders, they're comfortable with a certain provider and it's pretty hard to trust somebody new," John said. "It's hard for them to get used to not being able to go to their doctor for the same reasons that they used to go for."

To meet members' health care needs, Johnston said tribes are grudgingly beginning to turn to other government programs, particularly Medicaid.

"There's long been a reluctance among American Indians and Alaskan Natives to participate in Medicare and Medicaid, because it has been looked at as a welfare program," Johnston said.

Quietly, tribes also have been using economic development money to pay for medical expenses, Fox said.

Fox said he believes that, unless more money is made available to fund tribal medical care, gains made during the past 30 years in the health of American Indians may begin to erode.

"It does take money to be healthy," he said. "You can jog all you want, but it still takes money."

Levi Pulkkinen can be reached at 360-416-2138 or by e-mail at levip@skagitvalleyherald.com 
NATIONAL
G2E shifts '06 convention dates

By Liz Benston 

LAS VEGAS SUN 

The gaming industry's largest conference and trade show is pushing back the dates of its 2006 event to fill the space vacated by the departing Comdex computer trade show at the Las Vegas Convention Center.

The American Gaming Association's Global Gaming Expo will be held Nov. 14-16 instead of its regular September time slot in order to move the annual show to the convention center's Central Hall from the nearby South Hall, organizers said. The Global Gaming Expo's one-day Training and Development Institute will be held Nov. 13.

This year's G2E is scheduled for Sept. 13-15 in the Central Hall with the one-day training institute on Sept. 12.

The move will give the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority more flexibility in show scheduling and should result in additional events, an LVCVA official said today.

"The jigsaw puzzle is moving quite a bit," said Chris Meyer, senior director of convention center sales for the LVCVA. "With G2E moving to the Comdex dates, it opens up some dates that were reserved in September and October. We have a couple of bookings right now that are on top of each other."

Meyer explained that the move is a win-win for G2E and the LVCVA because the growing gaming event will have more flexibility to expand in the future. In addition, events like the National Association of Convenience Stores and National Business Aviation Show should be able to solidify their future dates and open up space for still more events.

"The calendar is going to shift quite a bit," Meyer said. "But there will be a net gain of shows that we haven't had here before."

Meyer said fall months are the most popular for staging conventions in Las Vegas.

The Central Hall has more conference space than the South Hall and is more conveniently located, American Gaming Association Executive Director Judy Patterson said. The AGA organizes the event with Reed Exhibitions.

The South Hall's trade show floor is on two levels, while the Central Hall features a single floor that is more accessible, she said. Last year, an investment conference was located to the rear of the ground floor exhibit hall and far afield from the other conference sessions.

"That layout just doesn't work for our industry and the size of our show," Patterson said. "We surveyed exhibitors and attendees and everybody prefers the Central Hall."

The show also will have an option of expanding into the convention center's North Hall, which is located between the Central Hall and the Las Vegas Hilton, she said. The Central Hall also is more conveniently located to meeting rooms G2E needs.

Last year's attendance grew by 10 percent to 25,018 people and exhibitors rose 16 percent to 705. The event also features more than 100 conference sessions.

The Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority is projecting some 27,000 attendees for this year's show. Exhibitors are expected to fill some 275,000 square feet of convention space, Patterson said.

The South Hall is 934,988 square feet between two floors and the Central Hall is 635,722 square feet on one level.

This year, the Las Vegas Convention Center will host FireRescue Convention and Expo, with 3,000 attendance projected, an event for fire rescue personnel, firefighters and paramedics, Nov. 11-13; and the North American Kennel Federation Inc.'s North American Winner 2005 international dog show, 10,000 attendance projected, Nov. 17-20. Neither are calendared for 2006.



