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[Letterhead] 

[Date] 
[Due July 29] 

 
The Honorable Doug Burgum 
Secretary of the Interior 
1849 C Street NW 
Washington, DC 20240 
 
Maureen Joe, Field Manager 
U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, Farmington Field Office 
6251 College Blvd., Suite A 
Farmington, NM 87402 
blm_nm_comments@blm.gov 

 
 

RE:  Evaluation of Potential Revocation of Chaco Withdrawal, NEPA No. DOI-
BLM-NM-F010-2026-0002-EA 

 
Dear Secretary of the Interior, Doug Burgum:   
 
On behalf of the [Native Nation, individual, organization], I respectfully submit these 
[government-to-government] comments regarding the Bureau of Land Management's 
Evaluation of Potential Revocation of Chaco Withdrawal (NEPA No. DOI-BLM-NM-F010-2026-
0002-EA). In summary, the government must rescind its efforts to diminish protected lands for 
corporate interests.  
 
The United States has a trust responsibility to Native Nations and Native Peoples and a 
corresponding obligation to engage in meaningful government-to-government consultation 
when federal actions may affect Native Nations, cultural landscapes, sacred places, and 
cultural heritage. That responsibility is reflected not only in the federal trust responsibility, but 
also in longstanding federal law and policy recognizing the importance of protecting Native 
cultural heritage and sacred places. Executive Order 130071 directs federal agencies 
managing federal lands to accommodate access to and ceremonial use of sacred sites and, 
where practicable and permitted by law, to avoid adversely affecting their physical integrity. 
Similarly, the National Historic Preservation Act2 requires federal agencies to identify and 
consider the effects of their actions on historic properties, including Traditional Cultural 
Properties and other places of religious and cultural significance to Native Peoples. [As a 
sovereign government, U.S. Citizen], [Native Nation has I have] a strong interest in ensuring 
that these responsibilities are honored through transparent, informed, and respectful 
decision-making.  
 
The Greater Chaco Landscape is among the most significant Native cultural landscapes in 
North America. It continues to hold profound cultural, spiritual, historical, and ancestral 

 
1 Exec. Order No. 13007, 61 Fed. Reg. 26771. 
2 54 U.S.C. § 306108 
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significance for Pueblo Nations, the Hopi Tribe, the Navajo Nation, and other Native Nations 
whose relationships to this landscape remain active today. In addition to its enduring 
importance to Native Nations, the Greater Chaco Landscape supports important ecological, 
scientific, and public values, including biodiversity, opportunities for scientific research, free 
undeveloped landscapes, and the protection of clean air, water and soils. Decisions affecting 
this landscape should reflect not only its archaeological importance, but also its continuing 
cultural significance and the federal government's obligations to Native Nations. 
 
The Greater Chaco Landscape is also inseparable from the history of Native dispossession in 
the American southwest.3 These lands are the ancestral homelands of Pueblo Peoples and 
other Native Nations whose relationships to this landscape predate the U.S. since time 
immemorial.4 Following Spanish colonization, Mexican governance, and the expansion of 
United States jurisdiction after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, vast areas of Indigenous 
ancestral homelands came under non-Native governmental control and were ultimately 
incorporated into the federal public land system. Although these lands are now managed as 
federal public lands, Native Nations continue to maintain enduring cultural, spiritual, and 
ancestral relationships with the Greater Chaco Landscape, which has been recognized by the 
federal government. Federal management of these lands therefore carries an ongoing 
responsibility to continue to recognize this history, honor Native Nation sovereignty, and fulfill 
the United States' trust responsibility when making decisions that affect these ancestral 
homelands. 
 
The Proposed Revocation is not Justified 
Public Land Order No. 7923 was established following years of government-to-government 
consultation with Native Nations, environmental review, archaeological and ethnographic 
research, and extensive public participation. The administrative record supporting that 
decision documented the extraordinary cultural significance of the Greater Chaco Landscape 
and the need to protect it from future mineral and gas leasing.  
 
The [Native Nation, individual, organization] opposes the proposed revocation of Public Land 
Order No. 7923. The existing withdrawal remains necessary to protect a living cultural 
landscape of extraordinary cultural, spiritual, historical, and ancestral significance. The 
Department has not demonstrated that the facts, circumstances, or public interest supporting 
the withdrawal have materially changed since Public Land Order No. 7923 was issued. Until 
such a showing is made, the existing protections should remain in place. 
 
If the Department nevertheless proceeds with evaluating revocation, it should clearly explain 
the legal, factual, and policy basis for reconsidering the withdrawal. Consistent with the 
Administrative Procedure Act’s5 requirements that federal agencies provide a reasoned 
explanation for their decisions, if the Department now proposes to revoke those protections, 
the environmental review should clearly explain the basis for reconsidering the withdrawal. 

 
3 Charles F. Wilkinson, Home Dance: The Hopi, Black Mesa Coal, and Conquest in the American 
Southwest (1996); Felix S. Cohen's Handbook of Federal Indian Law § 1.03 (Nell Jessup Newton ed., 
2012). 
4 Public Land Order No. 7923, 88 Fed. Reg. 37,266 (June 7, 2023). 
5 Administrative Procedure Act, 5 U.S.C. §§ 551–559 (1946). 



Association on American Indian Affairs 
Chaco Canyon Letter Template 

July 17, 2026 

 
Specifically, the Department should identify any new information that supports 
reconsideration of Public Land Order No. 7923, describe any material circumstances that 
have changed since the withdrawal was issued, explain whether previous findings regarding 
cultural heritage have been reevaluated, and clarify how the current administrative record 
differs from the record supporting the existing withdrawal. Providing this explanation would 
strengthen the administrative record, promote transparency, and allow Native Nations and 
the public to meaningfully understand and evaluate the basis for the proposed action. 
 
Protection of Native Cultural Landscapes 
The Bureau's environmental review acknowledges that only a portion of the Greater Chaco 
Landscape has been systematically surveyed for cultural heritage. Previous federal analyses 
found that less than 20% of the withdrawal area had been archaeologically surveyed and 
acknowledged the existence of an unknown number of undocumented archaeological sites 
within the withdrawal boundary.6 As a result, many archaeological sites, Traditional Cultural 
Properties, sacred places, and other cultural heritage, may remain unidentified, and the 
ecosystem relationships that sustain this landscape may also remain incompletely 
understood. However, the significance of the Greater Chaco Landscape is not dependent 
upon every archaeological site, cultural heritage, or ecosystem relationship being fully 
documented.   
 
Nor should the Greater Chaco Landscape be viewed solely as a collection of archaeological 
sites. It is a living cultural landscape whose significance includes traditional knowledge, 
sacred geography, cultural and religious practices, oral histories, and enduring relationships 
maintained by Native Nations. It also encompasses important ecological, scientific, and public 
values, including biodiversity, clean air, water, and soils, and opportunities for ongoing 
scientific research. These interconnected values warrant continued stewardship and 
protection, regardless of whether every feature has been formally identified or surveyed.  
 
Federal decisions affecting this landscape should be based upon the most complete 
information available. That information cannot be derived solely from archaeological surveys 
or scientific study. Native Nations are the experts on their own cultural heritage, sacred 
places, and enduring relationships to the Greater Chaco Landscape. The Department should 
ensure that Native knowledge and expertise meaningfully inform its decision-making before 
taking any irreversible action affecting this living landscape.  
 
Government-to-Government Consultation 
Meaningful government-to-government consultation is a fundamental component of the 
federal trust responsibility and the government-to-government relationship between the 
United States and Native Nations. Consistent with Executive Order 131757 and the 

 
6 U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, Final Environmental Assessment: 
Withdrawal of Public Lands within 10 Miles of Chaco Culture National Historical Park from Location and 
Entry under the United States Mining Laws and Mineral and Geothermal Leasing Laws (Farmington, NM: 
Bureau of Land Management, May 2023). 
7 Exec. Order No. 13,175, 65 Fed. Reg. 67,249 (Nov. 9, 2000) (requiring agencies to engage in early, 
meaningful, and Government-to-Government consultation with Native Nations on policies with Native 
implications). 
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Department of the Interior's Tribal Consultation Policy, 512 DM 48, consultation must remain 
central to the Department's decision-making process. Consultation is most effective when it 
occurs early, continues throughout the decision-making process, and provides Native Nations 
with a genuine opportunity to inform federal actions before decisions are made. The 
Department's consultation process should reflect these principles.  
 
The environmental review should clearly explain which Native Nations were consulted, how 
consultation informed the development of the proposed action, what concerns and 
recommendations were raised by Native Nations, and how those concerns were incorporated 
into the Department's analysis. It should also identify how consultation will continue before 
any final decision is made. Given the cultural, spiritual, and historical significance of the 
Greater Chaco Landscape, consultation should not be treated as a procedural requirement, 
but as an ongoing government-to-government dialogue that respects Native sovereignty, 
acknowledges the federal trust responsibility, and ensures that Native knowledge and 
perspectives meaningfully inform the Department's decision-making. 
 
Meaningful Public Participation 
Meaningful public participation is essential to the development of a complete administrative 
record and reasoned agency decision-making under the Administrative Procedures Act. The 
Department has provided only 14 days for public review of this proposal, a timeline that is 
significantly shorter than the public process supporting Public Land Order No. 7923, which 
included approximately 150 days of public comment, multiple public meetings, and years of 
consultation and analysis. This abbreviated review period does not provide Native Nation 
governments, community members, preservation organizations, researchers, or other 
interested stakeholders and members of the public with sufficient time to review the 
environmental analysis, evaluate its conclusions, and submit informed comments.  
 
A truncated public process risks limiting the information available to the Department and 
undermining the completeness of the administrative record supporting any final decision. 
Native Nations and the public have spent much time and money protecting Chaco Canyon – 
to ignore that clear intention and implement a 14-day review process seems clearly designed 
for the purpose of revoking Public Land Order No. 7923 – not for the benefit of the public or 
Native Country.  
 
Broader Implications for Native Nations Sovereignty 
Although this proposal concerns the Greater Chaco Landscape, its implications extend well 
beyond northwestern New Mexico. The way the Department fulfills its trust responsibility, 
conducts consultation, and evaluates cultural landscapes in this matter will influence future 
federal actions affecting Native Nations throughout Native Country. Federal decision-making 
affecting Native Nations should demonstrate respect for Native sovereignty, transparency, 
and accountability. These principles strengthen government-to-government relationships and 
help ensure that federal actions are informed by complete information and meaningful Native 
participation. 

 
8 Department of the Interior, Departmental Manual, pt. 512, chap. 4, "Department of the Interior Policy 
on Consultation with Indian Tribes" (November 30, 2022), https://www.doi.gov/document-
library/departmental-manual/512-dm-4-department-interior-policy-consultation-indian-0. 
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Recommendations to the Department 
For the reasons discussed above, the [Native Nation, individual, organization] demand that 
the Department fully rescinds this process and terminates any further efforts to diminish this 
protected area. In the alternative, the Department must approve the No Action Alternative 
and maintain Public Land Order No. 7923.   
However, if the Department is unwilling to listen to the voices that protected these lands in 
the first place, then it is bound by law and policy to extend the public comment period, 
continue meaningful government-to-government consultation with affected Native Nations, 
complete any additional cultural heritage identification and analysis necessary to fully 
evaluate the potential impacts of the proposed action, and ensure that Native knowledge, 
concerns, and recommendations are meaningfully incorporated throughout a complete 
environmental review process.  
 
We are a government of the People – by the People – for the People. The People have 
determined that these lands should be protected. If the government wants to upend what the 
People want, it must demonstrate that clearly, through the proper Rule of Law, and provide a 
complete and well-supported administrative record, that any proposed modification or 
revocation is supported by substantial evidence and consistent with the federal trust 
responsibility to Native Nations and applicable law – and is the will of the People.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
[Name] 
[Title] 
[Native Nation, individual, organization] 
 


