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REPORT FROM THE PRESIDENT:

This is our fourth major study on Indian casino
gambling in Wisconsin.  Our first three studies dealt with
the economic, social, and criminal impacts of Indian
gaming in our state.  This particular study is a logical ex-
tension of the first three.  We decided to examine the lo-
cal effects of the largest Native American casino in Wis-
consin.  We asked Daniel J. Alesch, Ph.D., a senior fel-
low of the Institute, to examine the effect of Indian gam-
bling on metropolitan Green Bay.  Dr. Alesch is a profes-
sor of public and environmental affairs at the University
of Wisconsin-Green Bay.  His report paints a picture of a
very complex issue that is cutting both ways in Green
Bay.

There is little doubt that there are short-term
economic gains to Green Bay from having the Oneida
Casino.  The Tribe is the largest employer in the
metropolitan area, employing both Tribal members and
non-Indians.  In addition, some of the profits are being
plowed into additional economic development that will
not only benefit the Tribe, but also the community, in the
long term.  Tribal welfare rates have been cut dramati-
cally.

There are some real and many potential prob-
lems associated with the Oneida casino, however.  There
is no question that there are social problems being
caused by gambling in Wisconsin.  Compulsive gam-
bling has increased and there are few programs to help
these victims.  There is also the question of Indians hav-
ing a governmentally sanctioned monopoly on a billion-
dollar industry and whether a fair share of their profits
should be returned to local and state taxpayers.  Another
issue that Alesch raises is the Oneidas’ desire to pur-
chase land that was originally part of the reservation.
This could cause some serious political and economic
problems for non-Indian residents in the specific com-
munities where the Oneidas are purchasing large tracts
of land.

The interaction between the Oneidas and the lo-
cal communities seems to be very definitely on the up-
swing, and this is encouraging.  While it is certainly true
that the Oneidas are, for practical and historical reasons,
different from other Wisconsin tribes, the fact that they
are willing to negotiate may be a major indication that as
the current compacts between the State and Wisconsin
tribes expire, new agreements can be forged that benefit
the tribes, local communities, and the State in general.
That would be good news for all of us.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Oneida Tribe of Indians of Wisconsin is enjoying its first generation of prosperity in more than two
centuries.  For the Oneidas, the gaming franchise has been more successful than all previous anti-poverty programs
in providing jobs, self-esteem, and a bright future.  Today, the Oneidas employ 3,350 people, making them the
Green Bay metropolitan area’s largest single employer.  The Tribe employs 1,200 non-Indians and about 300 non-
Oneida Indians.  The Oneidas see gaming as a capital-acquisition activity; they are helping to ensure their long-term
economic future by investing income from gaming in diverse economic enterprises.  Unlike many tribes, they are
not splitting the gaming revenue “melon.”

The real story, however, goes far beyond the surprising statistics and the prudent Oneida development
strategy.  Oneida gaming activities are having significant impacts on the surrounding community.  Some effects are
very positive.  Others are not so positive.

All of the evidence suggests that Oneida gaming enterprises are having a positive economic impact on the
region, but experts disagree on the size of the impact.  One might think that money spent on gaming would not be
spent elsewhere in the local economy.  What is happening, however, is that the money spent at the gaming estab-
lishments quickly finds its way back into the local economy.  Tribal employees spend their wages in the local econ-
omy, often on the same kinds of things the gamblers would have spent it on.  Some individual businesses are, no
doubt, feeling the effects — but one sees no evidence of widespread hardship.

The costs to the area, should Indian gambling be abolished, would be substantial.  Tribal employment
would decline precipitously.  A substantial share of the money wagered is from out-of-state visitors.  Not only
would it be lost, but local gamblers report that they would leave the state to gamble elsewhere.  The Oneidas would
be unable to shoulder the costs of services to the reservation, so the costs would have to be borne by local govern-
ments.

Not all of the effects of gaming are positive, however.  Legalized gambling contributes to increased prob-
lem gambling, with adverse consequences for families and increases in crimes like embezzlement.  The compact
regulating Indian gaming should provide for a “franchise fee” — a small percentage of proceeds  —  to help cover
the social costs of problem gambling.

The Oneidas’ efforts to buy back their original 1838 reservation make non-Indian homeowners inside the
old reservation boundaries apprehensive about the future and frustrate planners and developers.  Oneida land acqui-
sition raises important questions for local governments overlapping the original reservation — questions about the
impact on the tax base, about who pays for what services, and about how they can manage their futures, given the
Oneidas’ sovereign status.  Affected parties should collaboratively develop a plan for the land area to reduce ambi-
guity and friction.  The Federal government should not place any land in trust that is not within the boundaries of
the 1838 reservation, to reduce adverse impacts on tax bases and the ability of local governments to carry out their
obligations.

Two local governments, the Towns of Oneida and Hobart, will considerably be affected by the Oneidas’
land-acquisition program should the Federal government continue to place the Oneidas’ land in trust.  In Hobart, the
Oneidas own land (taxed and untaxed) with a “tax value” equal to approximately 36% of the Town’s total tax levy.
Before long, the Oneidas could elect a slate of Town officials in Oneida, creating a prima facieconflict of interest.

If this report had been written as little as two years ago, it would have been much different.  Interaction be-
tween the Oneida Tribal government and local government was characterized mostly by confrontation and litiga-
tion.  Few local officials were optimistic that relationships with the Oneidas would work out satisfactorily.  Today,
just a short time later, the story is much different — much better, and much more optimistic.  Confrontation and liti-
gation still exist, but one sees a lot more cooperation and collaboration.

The Oneidas are entering fee-for-service agreements with local governments.  One sees cooperation in eco-
nomic-development activities and infrastructure projects.  The Tribal Chairperson participates in the informal
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monthly meetings held by local-government elected officials.  The Oneidas are participating in a cooperative effort
with other local governments and the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources in finding ways to improve re-
gional water quality.  Locals are finding ways to pragmatically work together to deal with important issues and con-
cerns.

Not everything is rosy, and not everyone is happy.  Many issues remain.  Some non-Indians resent what
they see as inequities between Indian and non-Indian rights and obligations, especially those involving taxes.  Some
cannot understand why a person who is mostly white can claim the special rights of being Indian.  Nor can they un-
derstand why local taxpayers should bear costs generated by Indians.  Some Oneidas harbor resentment against
whites for 300 years of antipathy, neglect, and poverty.  Oneidas see their tax exemptions as payment negotiated
long ago for giving up millions of acres of land to white settlers.  Each group looks at the situation from a different
perspective — but, to their mutual credit, they have set aside some fundamental issues in order to pragmatically deal
with issues that need resolution right now.  Some processes are in place, and others are being developed.  This is a
major step forward. 

Not all of the issues can be worked out at the local level.  Some issues require new policies at the State and
Federal levels.  Some may require reconsideration and renegotiation of century-old treaty provisions.  New issues
will most certainly arise in the next five years that will require even more cooperation and collaboration than exists
today.



After languishing for 150 years in the backwash of economic development in the Green Bay area, the
Oneida Tribe of Indians of Wisconsin (hereinafter “the Tribe”) is experiencing its first generation of prosperity.
The prosperity is the result of a bingo and casino gambling franchise, hard work, and a good location.  The Tribe is
using gaming proceeds to build a diversified economic base on the reservation, portending a bright future for its
members.  The new prosperity is having substantial impacts on both the Oneidas and their non-Indian neighbors in
metropolitan Green Bay.  Some of those impacts are very positive.  Others are not.  This report identifies and exam-
ines those effects.

The analysis is timely.  The compact between the Oneidas and the State of Wisconsin that establishes the
conditions under which gaming takes place on the Oneidas’ reservation lapses in 1998.  It is being renegotiated
now.  An assessment of the effects of gaming on the Oneidas and the larger community, therefore, should be of im-
mediate interest.

The importance of the story, however, goes far beyond the implications for a renewed compact.  It has to
do with how the Oneidas are using their earnings to secure a prosperous long-term future, providing a model for
other indigenous people.  It has to do, too, with the exceptional efforts of Oneida tribal leaders and local officials to
work out ways to deal pragmatically with pressing financial and governmental issues.  Finally, it has to do with how
the Federal government is essentially ignoring the local economic, social, and political effects of its Indian treaties
on non-Indian communities.

The Oneidas’ economic development during the past decade, funded by gaming, is a striking success story.
Giving the Oneidas the gaming franchise turned out to be superior to any public anti-poverty program in raising
both the short-term income and the long-term prospects of the Oneidas — a people who lived in abject poverty for a
century and a half.  It never would have been possible to levy a tax in Wisconsin or nationally that would have pro-
vided the Oneidas with the capital infusion for investment that gaming generated.  Simply put, gaming made it pos-
sible for the Oneidas to reach a level of prosperity that, only a few years ago, was simply beyond hope or contem-
plation.

The new Oneida prosperity affects both the Oneidas and the larger community.  Some of the direct and in-
direct effects raise important issues — issues largely ignored outside northeastern Wisconsin.  The Oneidas and
members of the larger community have been working to resolve some key issues and, while great progress has been
made over the past few years, some issues and tensions remain.

Some impacts and issues have been explored by others.  Several economic analyses exist.  Each of them
concludes that Indian gaming generates a net economic gain to the locale where the gaming takes place and to the
State, but they differ as to the size of that gain.  Some studies assess side effects of legalized gaming —  crime and
pathological gambling.  Newspaper journalists have looked at the impact of Oneida land purchases on local tax
bases.  No one, however, has taken a comprehensive look at the economic, social, and governmental consequences
of the Oneidas’ new prosperity on the local communities.  This is an attempt to do just that.  The focus is on the
principal consequences and side effects of Oneida prosperity, issues that have arisen, and how the parties have at-
tempted to deal with those issues.  The lessons learned should be useful to the Oneidas and the local mainstream
community as they try to cope with their respective and common concerns.  Moreover, many of these same issues
and concerns will arise elsewhere across the country as mainstream and Indian communities find themselves in sim-
ilar situations.

The report has three major objectives:

• to identify and examine both the positive and negative effects of gaming and the use of gaming revenues
on the Oneidas and on the greater Green Bay area;
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• to identify and examine how the Oneidas and the larger community have tried to deal with issues arising
from the Oneidas’ exercise of their new prosperity, the extent to which they are working out rough spots in
their relationship, the approaches they are using, and the difficulties that remain; and,

• to identify the implications of the Green Bay-Oneida experience for the Oneidas, the greater Green Bay
community, the State of Wisconsin and Federal governments, and to make recommendations about appro-
priate policy.

To understand the impacts of casino gambling on the Oneidas and the Green Bay community, it may be
necessary for the reader to blot out some popular misconceptions.  The Oneida reservation is not in Wisconsin’s
north woods, far from urban-industrial life.  It is entirely within the 350,000-person metropolitan area running along
the Fox River from Appleton and the Fox Cities to Green Bay.

The Oneida reservation was defined by treaty in 1838 to consist of 100 acres for each of the 654 Oneidas
living there at that time — 65,400 acres.  Today, the Oneida Tribe owns about 9,860 acres, scattered within the
boundaries of the original reservation.  That comprises about 15% of the original reservation.  Some of the remain-
ing 85% is owned by Indians, but not held in trust for the Tribe; most of the land within the boundaries of the origi-
nal reservation is owned by non-Indians.  The main campus of the Northeastern Wisconsin Technical College,
Green Bay’s Austin-Straubel International Airport, and  Green Bay’s main U. S. Post Office are all located within
the 1838 reservation boundaries.  So, too, are major highways, farms, and thousands of non-Indians living in com-
fortable suburban subdivisions.  The undeveloped land within the old reservation boundaries is more than passable
farm land and, because the land is conveniently located near Green Bay and Appleton, is under continual pressure
for development.

Few Oneidas look much like the stereotypes many people have of Native Americans.  Few are entirely of
Oneida descent; most have mixed racial and ethnic heritage.  This reflects a long history of intermarriage in north-
eastern Wisconsin between Indians and non-Indians, beginning when French-Canadian trappers frequently married
Indians in 18th Century Green Bay and continuing today.  Since members of the Oneida Tribe of Wisconsin can be
as little as one-fourth Oneida, many tribal members are physically indistinguishable from their non-Indian neigh-
bors.

Some Oneida men wear their hair long in the traditional way; many do not.  Some women wear traditional
adornments; others do not.  Mostly, Oneidas dress like everyone else in northeastern Wisconsin, drive the same
kinds of cars, shop in the same supermarkets, and frequent the same restaurants, video stores, and movie theaters.

The Oneidas are a proud people with a history of more than two centuries of working with non-Indian
American interests.  The Tribe’s ancestral home is upstate New York.  Oneidas are quick to point out that the Tribe
not only was never defeated in battle against the United States, but that it was never at war with the U.S. or the
colonists.  Indeed, they sided and fought with colonists against the British in the Revolutionary War.  During the
conflict, the Oneidas supplied corn to George Washington’s troops at Valley Forge, saving them from starvation in
that difficult winter (Halbritter, 1996).  For their trouble, the Oneidas’ homes were pillaged at the hands of other
tribes and some colonists.  Still, they are proud that their government was studied by Ben Franklin, one of Ameri-
ca’s founding fathers, and may have contributed to the American governmental model.

Over the years, they watched as hundreds of treaties with Indian peoples were ignored by the U.S.  For the
past 150 years, the Oneidas lived in poverty and obscurity in northeastern Wisconsin — while the community
around them prospered.  Now, in the first generation of prosperity, some Oneida people believe white people not
only begrudge them their prosperity, but are trying to find ways to get their hands on the money.  It isn’t hard to un-
derstand a slow burn, some hostility, mistrust, and caution in dealing with the mainstream community.
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Most members of the Oneida Tribe came to Wisconsin in 1822.  Their move to Wisconsin primarily was a
consequence of a Federal policy decision to move Indian tribes out of the East to western lands.  The policy was
first contemplated during Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, but did not become official U.S. policy until Andrew
Jackson’s administration (Nesbit, 1973).

The Removal Policy is subject to various historical interpretations.  Some see the movement as well-inten-
tioned.  The idea was that Native Americans would be moved west to the limits of anticipated white settlement.
There, they could be guaranteed perpetual rights on lands reserved for them.  Nesbit reports that “there was a grow-
ing humanitarian movement directed toward justice for the Indian that advocated removal (from the East) as a solu-
tion that would save them from further degradation and despair.”  According to the Oneidas, on the other hand,
“The state of New York and various land companies contrived to remove the Iroquois from their homelands, espe-
cially the Oneida whose land was in direct route of the Erie Canal” (Oneida Nation).

In 1820, Reverend Jebediah Morse of Connecticut was commissioned by the Federal government to make
recommendations concerning relocating Indians.  He visited Wisconsin that year and found, in Green Bay, a small
population of mostly French, Indian, and French-Indian families.  He concluded that the Green Bay area would be a
particularly good place for Indians to settle.  Two years later, Eleazer Williams led groups of Oneida, Stockbridge,
and Brotherton Indians to Wisconsin from New York and New England to what is now the Grand Chute area, on
the Fox River between Green Bay and Appleton.  Williams, himself a St. Regis Indian and an Episcopal minister,
was a colorful character (or charlatan, depending on what one reads).  He had convinced some people that he was
the lost Dauphin, heir to the French throne.  Loretta Metoxin, Oneida Tribal Historian, reports that his remains were
removed, not long ago, from New York where he died, and that they now lie buried on the Oneida Reservation.  He
is still remembered in the Green Bay area, where Lost Dauphin Road runs south from the De Pere, past Lost
Dauphin State Park.

In 1823, about 1,500 Oneidas obtained a land parcel from the Menominee Indians, who had been living in
the Green Bay area.  The land, west of Wisconsin’s Fox River and bordering on lands granted to individuals dating
from the late 17th Century, subsequently became the reservation.  About one-half of the reservation is in Brown
County and about half is in Outagamie County (see Figure 1 on the next page).

Sixty-five years after the Oneidas settled in Wisconsin, Congress enacted the Dawes Severalty Act (1887).
Dawes appears to have been motivated by good intentions; his plan was to assimilate Indians into mainstream
American culture by dividing tribal lands into 160-acre plots, giving those plots to individual Indians, and turning
Indians into farmers.  Land left over in each reservation after the allocations to individual Indians would be sold off
to white settlers.  It seemed like a good compromise at the time between westerners who wanted to get hold of some
of the large western Indian reservations and those people who believed that bringing the Indians into mainstream
American culture was in everyone’s best interest.

The effects of the Act were not as Dawes had intended.  In the case of the Oneidas, there was not enough
land on the reservation for every Indian to get 160 acres.  Heads of households got 90 acres.  Unmarried persons
more than 21 years old got 45 acres.  Others got 20 acres.  Some were given land parcels that added up to the cor-
rect allotment, but which were not contiguous.  An individual’s land could be spread over several locations (Metox-
in, 1997).

In the years following the allotment, many Indians sold their property to white settlers, were cheated out of
it by landgrabbers, or lost it when they did not or could not pay property taxes levied against the land.  Unemploy-
ment among Oneidas was high and the prospects of a windfall from selling the land was often too tempting for the
Indian family to hold on to it.  In the case of the Oneidas, most parcels were sold off and settled by non-Indians by
the end of the Great Depression, but some remained continuously in Indian ownership.  The Oneidas’ land consist-
ed, after all this, of a relatively few land parcels scattered within the boundaries of the old reservation.

In the century since the Severalty Act, Green Bay, Appleton, and the communities between and around
them have considerably grown, spreading out over much of the land that constituted the original Oneida reservation.
In Brown County, the original reservation overlaps about 20% of the City of Green Bay, a portion of the Village of

5



FIGURE 1 1838 Oneida Tribe of Wisconsin Reservation Boundaries
and Approximate Locations of Tribal Fee (Taxable)
and Trust (Tax-Exempt) Property, February 1997
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Source: Oneida Nation Land Management Office and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.



Ashwaubenon, and the entire Town of Hobart and, in Outagamie County, the entire Town of Oneida.  The old reser-
vation is now an integral part of the urban economic and social community.

Over the years, Oneida Tribal traditions faded, with only a few people keeping the language and culture
alive.  Many Oneidas left the reservation, seeking work in the Fox River Valley, Milwaukee, and Chicago.  Many
were assimilated into the mainstream economy and culture, becoming physically and socially indistinguishable
from their white neighbors.  During the past few years, however, the changes for individual Oneidas and for the
Tribe have been astounding, as gaming profits improved the life and economic prospects of virtually every Oneida
in northeastern Wisconsin. 

Indian gaming emerged during the past two decades in Wisconsin.  For all practical purposes, it dates from
a 1973 statewide referendum approving a State-constitutional amendment permitting bingo games for charities
(Thompson, 1995).  In 1975, after the State issued rules regulating such games, the Oneidas offered a bingo game as
a charity in the Green Bay area.

A series of actions and judicial rulings across the U.S. led to increased Indian gaming, so that by 1988,
state governments pressed Congress into enacting an Indian Gaming Regulatory Act.  The Act permits casino
games on reservations if the games are permitted for any purpose elsewhere in the state within which the reservation
is located.  If the state permits gambling, it is obligated to negotiate a compact with tribes seeking to initiate gam-
ing.

Wisconsinites have had mixed feelings and policies on gambling over the years.  Slot machines and punch
cards were visible almost everywhere in the State in the 1930s, but following World War II, church bingo and office
football pools became about the only visible forms of gambling.  Pressure for legalized gambling in Wisconsin
came mainly from those who wanted a State lottery similar to those that Wisconsinites saw in neighboring states.
Seeing an easy way to raise revenue without raising taxes, Wisconsin legislators and voters authorized a State lot-
tery.  Approval of a State lottery opened the doors for casino gambling on reservations.  In June 1991, Federal Dis-
trict Court Judge Barbara Crabb required that the State open negotiations with all tribes so that they could have casi-
no gambling.  Shortly after the State’s initial legal appeal failed, Governor Thompson negotiated compacts with the
tribes.  The compacts limited gaming to blackjack and machine gaming and stipulated that casinos would be permit-
ted until 1998.

Shortly thereafter, the Oneidas built a large casino adjacent to their bingo hall and hotel, directly across
from Green Bay’s international airport.  Casino gaming revenues began to flow into Tribal coffers, and the Oneidas
and Green Bay changed forever.

The Oneidas’ culture embodies a strong sense of history and community.  Tribal members talk about the
Seven Generation perspective — a perspective in which policies are evaluated in terms of their effects today and
through the lives of the seventh generation hence.  In today’s catchphrase, the Oneida Tribe is committed to “sus-
tainable development.”  The Tribe seeks success for the long term, not for the next quarter’s bottom line.

Oneidas never forget that the Tribe is both a sovereign body and a corporation.  Besides being members of
the sovereign body and the corporation, Oneidas are bound by a common culture and by extended family ties.  In
some ways, the Oneidas resemble a church- or faith-based community.  Faith-based communities are cohesive and
focused by the religious beliefs shared by the community’s members.  Members work to support the community and
themselves.  Similarly, the Oneidas are concerned, first, with development of the Tribal community and, second,
with the prosperity of individuals and individual entrepreneurs.  The commitment to long-term well-being and com-
munity are very important cultural elements and, to a great extent, drive the Tribe’s development policies.

The Oneidas also resemble a large, diversified family business, with each family member having about the
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same number of shares.  Looking at the Tribe as a family business may help outsiders understand their processes.
Like any other family-owned business, members do not always agree about what to do and when to do it.  Tribal de-
cision-making processes are often time-consuming, as in most family businesses.  And, like some family business-
es, not all individual members are happy with the leadership.  Furthermore, some Oneidas are more committed than
others to the Tribe’s culture and traditions.

Today, the Tribe consists of 13,300 members, about one-fourth of whom live on the reservation.  Many
others live in Brown and Outagamie Counties outside the reservation.  Oneida Tribal members live in every county
in Wisconsin.  A large number live in the Milwaukee area.  In addition to the Wisconsin Oneidas, there are 1,100
Oneidas in upstate New York and 3,800 in Canada.

Gaming as a Means to an End

Not all Oneidas like the fact that the Tribe is engaged in gambling.  Indeed, the Oneidas lagged behind oth-
er tribes in getting into it.  Gaming is, however, a means to an end.  The Tribe is using gaming as a capital-acquisi-
tion machine that enables them to:

• provide employment to Tribal members;

• buy back land within the boundaries of the 1838 reservation;

• re-establish the Oneida language and cultural traditions;

• enhance individual and collective self-esteem;

• invest in non-gaming businesses to help ensure long-term economic well-being for the Tribe and its mem-
bers; and,

• otherwise exercise the Tribe’s rights under its treaty with the U. S. government.

The gaming enterprise not only provides jobs and training for Oneidas, but it enables them to set wage
rates at reasonable levels.  This is important, General Manager Artley Skenandore explains, because in some places,
non-Indian investors have looked at Indian reservations as sources of cheap labor.  The casino operation enables the
Oneidas to set a wage-and-salary benchmark, sending a signal to others and providing an alternative to minimum-
wage jobs.

The Oneida Business-Investment Strategy

The Oneidas began their economic-development efforts a decade or so ago in the traditional model.  They
created an industrial park and went out to find firms that wanted to lease land from them to build a store or factory
and to do business on Green Bay’s west side.  A few firms did just that, but not many and not very fast.  Some
Oneidas may have seen this as the consequence of prejudice against them, but it is more probably the case that not
many firms are interested in leasing property.  It is often to business’s advantage to own the land and, since there
were many other industrial parks up and down the Fox River Valley that were eager to sell land, that’s where they
went.

The Oneidas rethought their game plan and began to do some very smart things.  Their basic strategy was
to plow gaming revenues directly back into developing human resources, creating productive capital, and purchas-
ing the land constituting the 1838 reservation.  Casino profits do not get allocated to Tribal members — they go to
building the Tribe’s future.  The Shakopee Tribe in Minnesota divides its gaming profits by the number of tribal
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