
Irrigation on the Crow Reservation / tribal and community benefits of the proposed Hardin Unit, Big
Horn County, Montana
by Raymond Eugene Borton

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Faculty in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY in Agricultural Economics
Montana State University
© Copyright by Raymond Eugene Borton (1964)

Abstract:
Irrigation on the Crow reservation is a complex problem involving groups and institutions as well as
economic considerations. This thesis shows the background and current status of the problems which
must be considered in making development decisions and plans for the Hardin Unit, This 42,600 acre
project is to be made possible by the Yellowtail Dam, now under construction.

Tribal benefits from the Hardin Unit depend on the solution of complex heirship problems and Indian
administration policies. Development and operation of irrigated land by Indians would require
extensive changes in education, credit, employment and attitudes.

The indirect benefits to be gained by the Hardin community are considered, Business expansion
through farm and non-farm population is the basis for measurement. The benefits are compared to the
indirect costs including income foregone and social expenses.

This investigation prompts the following recommendations: (1) Land ownership may be simplified
through an expanded tribal purchase program and by revision and passage of the Church Bill in
Congress. BIA. policies on limitations to heirship status and formation of Indian land enterprises plus
encouragement for Indian owner-operators expansion through education and credit facilities would also
be helpful, (2) Indian administration may be assisted through more Indian employment and
responsibility within the BIA, contracting new activities to agencies outside the BIA, expanding and
improving tribal organization, (3) Indian education will be aided by expansion and improvement of
existing programs emphasizing teacher recognition, materials adaptation, parental involvement,
preschool training and job training for adults, (4) Credit programs should be expanded for those Indians
who are interested in and able to operate farms and ranches. (5) Indian employment will be enhanced
through continued full employment policies, discouragement' of reliance on outside income, industrial
development and tribal enterprises.

The development of the Hardin Unit may be recommended as an economy stabilizing measure. It
would add to short sugar production and subtract from surplus wheat. The question of sharing costs
between taxpayers in general, landowners and/or water users and the community residents receiving
indirect benefits remains. The formation of a conservancy district is recommended.

The value of the indirect benefits to the Crow Tribe is investigated and found to be slight with respect
to stabilization benefits and the development of socio-economic complexes. Employment and business
expansion will benefit the Crow only if there is a high demand for labor and more Indians take an
active part in farm and non-farm business operations.

This report concludes with a discussion of the alternative methods of irrigation development as
proposed by Sargent in his accompanying study. 
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