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Opposing Factions Take to Facebook in Oregon
Wildlife Refuge Dispute

LaVoy Finicum at the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge near Burns, Ore., last week.
JOE RAEDLE / GETTY IMAGES

By JULIE TURKEWITZ and KIRK JOHNSON
JANUARY 22, 2016

PRINCETON, Ore. — As more people beg the armed antigovernment protesters
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who took over the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge here three weeks ago to go
home, the protesters this week embarked on a new quest: a search for allies.

So far, few people seem to be lining up behind them. Residents of the town of
Burns, the largest nearby community, turned out in force on Tuesday to demand
that the protesters vacate. The governor of Oregon, Kate Brown, exhorted federal
officials to roust the group, which is led by the brothers Ammon and Ryan Bundy
and an ally, LaVoy Finicum. The F.B.I. tried talking to them this week, apparently
with no luck.

On Wednesday, the protesters tried to enlist support from the Burns Paiute Tribe.
The message — that the federally owned land of the Malheur refuge should be
returned to its original owners — might seem like one that would appeal to the
tribe, but it did not.

The Bundy group is also trying to recruit local ranchers. On Saturday, they plan to
hold a ceremony for ranchers to renounce federal ownership of public land and
tear up their federal cattle grazing contracts — an act they are calling a “declaration
of emancipation.” Just one person has confirmed attendance, a rancher from New
Mexico.

The conflict has spilled over into social media. One flashpoint was a trove of
ancient tribal artifacts belonging to the Burns Paiute and housed at the Malheur
refuge. The protesters asserted in a Facebook video that the relics were being
neglected, and the government workers also took to Facebook to say they were
safeguarding the items at the tribe’s request.

In one video posted to the Bundy Ranch Facebook page, Mr. Finicum is seen
examining boxes that he said contained grinding stones, projectile points and other
Paiute artifacts, which he said were near a rat’s nest. “This is how the Native
Americans’ heritage is being treated — to me, I don’t think it’s acceptable,” Mr.
Finicum said.

ADVERTISEMENT

At the refuge, Mr. Finicum agreed to take a reporter to see the artifacts. Entering
one of the Malheur buildings, he climbed down a narrow stairwell into a dark
basement. Then he began pulling items from boxes stacked on a metal shelf — a
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flint knife, obsidian arrowheads — each one wrapped in a plastic bag and carefully
labeled.

Mr. Finicum rolled his hands over a grinding stone. “Why does the federal
government get to keep these things for 30 years down in the basement? Either put
them out on display or give them to who they belong.”

He said he wanted to return the items to their owners — the Burns Paiute Tribe.
“We want to have a powwow or a confab, and we are trying to see what we can do
to help them,” he said.

The Fish and Wildlife Service’s Facebook page for the refuge immediately fired
back, pointing out that under federal management, the Burns Paiute Tribe had
access to

collect material for making of traditional crafts like baskets, cradle boards, mats
and boats. The artifacts were stored “with the full knowledge and blessing of the
Burns Paiute Tribe,” the posting said.

“The illegal occupants violated the security of the refuge,” the posting said. “These
artifacts have been curated and stored under lock and key.”

The chairwoman of the Burns Paiute Tribe, Charlotte Rodrique, said in an
interview this week with the Indian Country Today Media Network that the tribe
was “really worried about the status of the artifacts down there.”

The article said that about 4,000 artifacts belonging to the tribe were stored in
buildings controlled by the protesters, and that the tribe was demanding federal
action under a provision of a treaty signed in 1868 that guarantees government
protection against “bad men.” The Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979
also makes it a federal crime to remove, damage, deface or traffic in artifacts from
public land.

Ms. Rodrique did not return telephone calls or an email on Friday seeking further
comment.

In addition to their overtures to the tribe, Mr. Bundy and other leaders of the
occupier group have also spoken with the F.B.I., in a visit on Thursday to the
barricaded entry to the small airport in Burns, Ore., where federal law enforcement
agents have established their command post. On Friday, a new video was posted to
the Bundy Ranch Facebook page in which Mr. Finicum said that any speculation

https://www.facebook.com/malheurrefuge/posts/1698675557015817
http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2016/01/19/oregon-militia-nuts-hold-paiute-history-artifacts-hostage-163116
http://www.nps.gov/archeology/tools/Laws/arpa.htm
https://www.facebook.com/bundyranch/videos/948826018527540/?theater
https://www.facebook.com/bundyranch/videos/948826018527540/?theater
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about a withdrawal was erroneous.

“The F.B.I. has reached out to us,” he said in that video. But the talks did not
change anything, he said, about the group’s commitment to shift control of the
refuge lands into local hands.

Refuge employees, in a letter posted on the refuge website, reminded residents of
Harney County that government workers are part of the community, too.

“We can have effective disagreements and either find resolution, find compromise,
or simply agree to disagree,” the letter said. “But we do it with respect for the rule
of law.”
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