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Good afternoon,

Attached for the Board's consideration is the written testimony of Rosebud Sioux Tribe President Kathteen Wooden
Knife regarding the League of Women Voters' Petition for Rutemaking, which is scheduted for hearing before the
South Dakota Board of Etections on June 30,2026.

President Wooden Knife was unabte to attend the hearing in person and respectfutty requests that her written
testimony be inctuded in the record. Counset witt provide printed copies of the testimony to the Board at the
hearing.

Thank you f or your consideration
Samantha Btencke

NATIVE AMERICAN
RIGHTS FUND
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Agenda ltem E - League of Women Voters' Petition.for Rulemaking, Section II

Before I begin, I want to apologize that I am unable to appear in person today. Thank you for
allowing me to subrnit this written testimony in lieu of appearing before the Board. I respectfully
request that this written testimony be accepted and included in the official record. I appreciate
the opportunity to share the Rosebud Sioux Tribe's perspective on these important issues.

My name is Kathleen Wooden Knife, and I serve as President of the Rosebud Sioux Tribe.
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this written testimony.

Our Tribe has always believed that every eligible voter should have a fair opportunity to
participate in our democracy. We have worked with state and local officials for many years to
improve access to the ballot, and we appreciate the opportunity to continue that dialogue today.
We are here with a simple request-that the Board initiate rulernaking on S.B. 175.

I am here to speak in support of Agenda Item E - the League ofWomen Voters'Petition for
Rulemaking - and specifically Section II of that petition, which calls on the Board to clarify
that photocopies of driver licenses, state identification cards, and Tribal identification cards must
be accepted as documentary proof of citizenship. That section speaks directly to the ba:riers our
members face, and we urge the Board to initiate rulemaking to address them.

Before I address the specifics of S.B. 175,I want to provide the Board with some context about
our corrmunity and the history of voting access challenges we have faced in South Dakota,
because that history is directly relevant to why these rules matter so much.

The Rosebud Sioux Tribe has approximately 35,000 enrolled mernbers, about 19,000 of whom
are adults. The Rosebud Indian Reservation covors approximately 1.2 million acres across Todd,
Mellette, Tripp, Gregory, and Lyman Counties. Poverty is pervasive on the Reservation -approximately 90 percent of families live in poverty, with a median household income of around

$18,000. Many members cannot afford a tank of gas and travel long distances only out of
necessity. Reliable vehicle access is uncommon, and vehicles capable of managing difficult rgad
conditions are scarce. Roads on the Reservation can be unpaved and impassable in winter- i*a
snow is present on the Reservation approximately eight to nine months of the year. Most homes
do not receive residential mail delivery, flffiy households share post office boxes, and broadband
access is limited or unaffordable for many families.

t

'.,\ ',d
_- /-, fOLi'!C 

'



The Rosebud Sioux Tribe has also been a plaintiff in federal litigation against the State of South
Dakota for violations of the National Votff Registration Act. In Rosebud Sioux Tribe v. Barnett,
the District Court of South Dakota recognized that the NVRA seeks to establish procedures that
increase the number of eligible citizens who register to vote. South Dakota was found to be
systematically failing to provide voter registration services at public assistance agencies and
motor vehicle offices - failures that disproportionately impacted our manbers and other Native
voters across the state. That case is not ancient history. It reflects an ongoing reality that our
mernbers face structural barriers at every stage of the voting process.

This is the context in which S.B. 175 is being implemented. It is why whether the Board adopts
rules carries real consequences for our community.

Many of our members live significant distances from county seats and other state and local
government offices. Reaching those offices requires a long drive, fuel expe,nse, and time away
from work - and that assumes access to a reliable vehicle. For our elders, individuals with
disabilities, and residents of our more remote communities, these are not minor inconveniences.
They are genuine barriers.

Internet access in parls of our community is limited, and obtaining, replacing, or submitting
offrcial documents can be a lengthy and difficult process.

Mail service presents additional challenges. Most of our members rely on post office boxes
rather than residential delivery, and mail service moves more slowly in our area. When election-
related materials arrive by mail, or when members need to retum documents to election
officials, timing matters significantly. Our Tribal identification cards are used by our members
in a wide range of interactions - with Tribal goverrment, federal agencies, state offices, and
local govemment. They are recognized, legitimate documents. It is essential that both voters and
election officials have clear guidance about how those documents will be fieated under S.B. 175.

We must draw the Board's attention to the guidance implementing S.B. 175. That language
contains two significant problerns that require correction through rulemaking.

First, the guidance requires voters to present the physical card for driver's licenses, state
identification cards, and Tribal identification cards while permitting photocopies of birth
certificates, passports, naturalization certificates, and numerous other citizenship documents.
That distinction appears nowhere in S.B. 175 and places a disproportionate burden on Tribal
citizens.

Second, other guidance accepts Tribal IDs only if they are issued by one of South Dakota's nine
federally recognized tribes. Many Native people have connections that cross state borders. Some
are enrolled in federally recognized tribes outside South Dakota but live and vote here. The
location of a federally recognized Tribe does not determine whether someone is a United States
citizen. S.B. 175 recognizes that by referring simply to "a tribal identification card," and the
Board's rules should do the same.

The burden is well documented. In Todd County - home to the Rosebud Sioux Tribe - Native
voters face average drive times of roughly 50 to 55 minutes to the county seat, compared to
approximately l5 to 20 minutes for white residents. Tribal members in St. Francis, one of the
most populated oommunities on the Reservation, must travel 86 miles one way to Winner, South
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Dakota - the closest location offering voter registration through the County Auditor. That
means a 172-mile round trip simply to conduct election business. Reaching many Reservation
communities likewise requires approximately 89 miles of round-trip travel, underscoring the
signifi cant distances involved.

In Mellette County, which also encompasses substantial portions of the Rosebud Sioux
Reservation, Native residents must travel over 33 miles and approximately 41 minutes on
average to access in-person election services. Tribal members near Rosebud must travel
approximately 40 miles to the county auditor's office in White River. Native Americans make up
ovsr 55o of the voting age population in Mellette County, with a median household income of
just $23,750 and a poverty rate exceeding56%. No satellite voting office was available on the
Rosebud Reservation in2024, despite the availability of HAVA funding designated specifically
to address disparities ofthis kind.

Given the significant distances to reach a county auditor, many Tribal members on our
reservation rely on community members who are travelling to the county seat, the mail, or voter
regishation drives to deliver their voter registration applications, rather than registering to vote in
person. But the requirement that applicants present Tribal ID in person effectively eliminates
these more accessible options.

The in-person presentation requirement also creates a distinct and serious problem for Rosebud

Sioux Tribe members who have relocated to Rapid City. Rapid City has one of the largest urban
Native populations in South Dakota, and many Rosebud members reside there, having relocated
for employment, housing, or education. The Tribe's enrollment and identification office,
however, is located on the Reservation - approximately 170 miles from Rapid City. A member
living in Rapid City who needs to obtain or replace a tribal identification card faces a roughly
340-mile round trip to do so. If that member is then required to present the card in person rather
than submit a photocopy, they are effectively required to make two separate long-distance trips

- one to obtain the document, and one to use it to register to vote. Many urban members may
also lack a South Dakota driver's license issued after July 1,2025 indicating citizenship,
particularly if they have recently relocated, do not drive, or cannot afford the associated fees. For
these members, a tribal identification card is often the only realistic form of proof of citizenship
available to them - and accepting a photocopy is the only realistic means of making registration
accessible.

These circumstances make clear that requiring in-person presentation of Tribal identification
cards is not a nzutral administrative requirement. It falls most heavily on the communities that
already face the most significant barriers to participation.

We also urge the Board to ensure that S-B. 175 is implernented consistently across all counties.

Our reservation spans multiple counties, but our community boundaries often do not follow the

county lines. This can make it particularly confusing fbr our community members when state

laws are implemented differently across different counties. Voters in our communities are

currently receiving different information and facing different requirements depending on which
county they contact. That inconsistency undermines the integnty of the registration process and

creates a substantial risk that eligible voters will be disenfranchised not because of anything they
did wrong, but because of where they happen to live. The absence of clear, uniform statewide
standards raises serious concerns.
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We hope the Board will take this opportunity to provide the clear guidance that voters and
adminishators alike need. Our members are patient and remain committed to working through
the proper channels. This rulemaking process is precisely the kind of opportunity we are asking
the Board to use - and we are confident that getting these rules right will serve all South
Dakotans.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Kattrleen Wooden Knife
President
Rosebud Sioux Tribe
Cc; Rosebud Sioux Tribal Council
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