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Billy Frank Jr., chairman of the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission, participated in the Tribal Summit
at Suquamish's House of Awakened Culture, April 24. — Image Credit: Melinda Weer / Herald
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OLYMPIA — Billy Frank Jr., a key figure in advocating Native American fishing rights and
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salmon habitat protection for decades, has died, the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission
announced May 5.
Frank was chairman of the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission for more than 30 years.
He was 83.
A Nisqually Tribe member, Frank was known specifically for his grassroots campaign in
defense of fishing rights on the Tribe’s Nisqually River north of Olympia in the 1960s and
1970s. Frank was arrested more than 50 times in the "Fish Wars" of the 1960s and 1970s.
In 1970, the U.S. sued the State of Washington on behalf of the Treaty Tribes, alleging the
state was preventing Tribes from exercising the fishing rights guaranteed them under treaties
signed with the U.S. On Feb. 12, 1974, U.S. District Court Judge George H. Boldt ruled in
favor of the Treaty Tribes. An article in the treaties states “The right of taking fish at usual and
accustomed grounds and stations is further secured to said Indians in common with all
citizens of the Territory.” Boldt interpreted “in common with” to mean an equal share, 50
percent of the available salmon harvest.
But Boldt’s ruling, upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court, did more than affirm Indian fishing
rights. It upheld treaties as being supreme over state law, as stated in the U.S. Constitution. It
established Treaty Tribes as co-managers of the salmon fishery. And it spawned other actions
designed to protect salmon, because — as Frank stated in the ensuing years — if there is no
salmon fishery, then the treaty is violated.
The National Congress of American Indians issued this statement May 5:
*

*

*

The National Congress of American Indians is grieving the loss of Billy Frank Jr. A member of
the Nisqually Tribe, Billy spent his life fighting for our right to fish and protect our own waters
and fiercely advocated for the complete fulfillment of treaty commitments by the federal
government.
Billy Frank, Jr. has been the chairman of the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission since its
inception in 1974. NWIFC was created following a Supreme Court decision “that re-affirmed
the Tribes’ treaty-reserved fishing rights and established them as natural resources comanagers with the State of Washington” and serves “to assist member tribes in their role as
natural resources co-managers.”
NCAI President Brian Cladoosby had the honor of growing up under Billy Frank Jr. As he did
with Brian, Billy guided many young leaders across the country and shared with them the
importance of natural resources and the value of treaty rights. Together, with Billy's teachings
to sustain culture and a unique Northwest quality of life, we will continue to work together to
protect all that is important to our Tribes.
Upon learning the news, President Cladoosby said:
“Indian Country has lost one of the greatest leaders who fought to protect salmon, water, and
quality of life for our people. The loss of a Billy as our teacher, mentor, and elder is
immeasurable. Our very way of life is only possible because of the battles Billy fought —
without his personal sacrifices, Tribes in the Northwest would look very different. My own life
would be very different if I had not had been blessed by Billy’s teachings, example, and love.
My prayers go out to his family and the many, many others whose lives he touched.”
Billy Frank Jr. has walked on but will never be forgotten. NCAI lifts up his family, friends, and
tribe.
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Visit www.nwifc.org for more information about Billy’s work and legacy at the Northwest Indian
Fisheries Commission.

Poulsbo Police officer on leave during
investigation - North Kitsap Herald
27 people recommend this.
Poulsbo
mailboxes
Facebook
social
plugin

hit in theft spree; suspect

No written account will ever truly encapsulate Billy’s life, but this New York Times article
presents Billy and his work admirably.
*

*

*

Lummi Nation Chairman Tim Ballew was at the NCAI's mid-year conference in Chehalis when
the announcement was made of Frank's passing.
"We just found out — God bless him," Ballew said. "… There was actually a meeting that he
was getting ready to go to, and he was working right up until the end fighting for the cause,
God bless.
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"It's a devastating loss for all of Indian country. He was a major fighter for sovereignty and
fishing rights. And we are suffering a big loss throughout the country today. Our prayers and
thoughts go to him and his family."
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