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DECISION UPHOLDS THREE CHIEF TRIBAL GOVERNMENT  

Constitutional Group’s Appeal Overturned 
Akwesasne Territory.  The Interior Board of Indian Appeals (IBIA) has affirmed the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs’ (BIA) decision of October 2007 to continue to recognize the St. Regis Mohawk 
Tribe’s Three Chief Government.  The September 17, 2009 decision means that the BIA will conduct 
government-to-government relations with the tribe’s Three Chief Government. 
            In 1995, the Constitutional group challenged the BIA’s recognition of the Three Chief 
Government.  They argued that the BIA should consider them as the recognized Tribal Government.  
A referendum held on June 3, 1995 defeated the adoption of the Constitution by a narrow margin.  
The defeat led to a lengthy legal battle. 
            In 2004, U.S. Magistrate Judge David Peebles ordered the BIA to “…conduct a meaningful 
review and determine…whether to recognize the Constitutional Government” or to recognize “…the 
traditional Three Chiefs regime.”  Judge Peebles also instructed the BIA to “…address and resolve the 
ultimate issue of whether the Constitution was properly adopted by the Tribe…” and whether or not it 
was “…rescinded by subsequent referenda.”  
            BIA Eastern Regional Director Franklin Keel complied with Judge Peebles’ order by receiving 
and reviewing each party’s additions and briefs.  In 2007, Director Keel issued a decision stating, “I 
have determined…that the people of the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe have elected to be governed by their 
traditional Three Chief form of government, rather than the Constitutional Government…” 
            “We are pleased that the IBIA has upheld the Three Chief system,” said Tribal Chief James 
Ransom.  “This will allow us to continue to make progress and evolve our governmental system to 
meet tribal members’ needs.”  The current Three Chief system of tribal government is composed of 
six members on its Tribal Council – three Chiefs and three Sub-Chiefs.  Members of Tribal Council 
are elected to three-year staggered terms. 
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The St. Regis Mohawk Tribal Council is the duly elected and federally recognized 
government of the St. Regis Mohawk People. 

 
 
 
 


