WASHINGTON, D.C.

Woes highlighted
in 1992 audit
persist today

By Diana MARRERO
DESERT SUN WASHINOTON BUREAV

The Bureau of Indian Affairs in
Palm Springs, which manages
millions of dollars in commercial
leases for Indian landowners in
the area, continues 10 be plagued
with problems found in an audit
15 years ago, documents show.

‘The local agency was the sub-
ject of a recent investigation by an
internal auditor who found the of-
fice had not yet implemented all
recommendations made in a
1992 audit teport that found se-
rious deficiencies in the agency's
handling of leases.

Management problems at the
BIA arc costing members of the
Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla
Indians untold amounts of money
because of delays on lease agree-

: | ments, overdue payments and the

failure to assess proper annual
rent increases, documents show.

The troubles within the Palm
Springs office are emblematc of
problems that have dogged the
BIA for years, expetts say.

“The problems you have therg
with understaffing and the lack of
systems and resources are a re-
flection of what you find in BIA
offices around the country,” said
John Doffert, general counsel for
the National Congress of Amer-
ican Indians.

Nedrs Darling, a spokeswoman
for the BIA, said she could not
comrnent on the investigation in-
to the Palm Springs office be-
causc the inguiry was not yet
closed. But she defended the
wrk of the agency in general, say-
ing .officials are working to ad-
dress jts problems. :

“It’s a difficult job people ate
dom_g,” Darling said. “We're
wackling the issues as we can,”

The BIA ig under the Interior
Department and collects about
$330 million a year in royalties
f‘nd leases on behalt of 300,000

Probe: Local
Indian Affairs
office troubled

%A substantial amount of
trust income has gone
uncollected and much of it
may be now uncollectible, for

Robert McCarthy
attorney for the Palm Springs office
of the Burcau of Indian Affxirs

department is the subject of a
class-action lawsuit by Indian
landowners across the country
who say the agency has squan-
dered millions in land revenues.
Trust fund accounts from land
in Palm Springs and other South-

ern California communities

.amount to about a fifth of the in-
come generated from trust lands
navionwide, said Vicki Forrest, a
regional trust administrator for
the Interior Department in
Southern California.

The Agua Caliente control
much of the land in the Palm
Springs area, with individual trib-
al members owning about 19,400
acres and the tribe itself owning
about 3,200 acres, according to
an Interior Department figure re-
ported by the Tiller’s Guide to In-
dian Country.

Mismanagement clalmed

The investigation into the Palm
Springs office was opened in Oc-
tober following claims of gross
mismanagement of Indian trust
funds made by Robert McCarthy,
attorney for the office.

“We confirmed that the BIA
Palm Springs office has not im-
plemented all of the O1G’s audit
recommendations, and officials
conceded that problems remain
within the lease management pro-
gram,” says a recent letter by Earl
E. Devaney, the Department of
Interior’s Inspector General.

Otﬁqi]s locally also said their
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failed to meet certain standazds

for action. McCarthy says he

plans 1o appeal the decision.
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rysufficient, according to the let-
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tion has not been closed, said Mil-
dred Washington, a records spe-

cialist at Interior.
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