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Why GAO Did This Study

What GAO Found

In 1974, the Settlement Act was
intended to provide for the final
settlement of a land dispute between
the Navajo and Hopi tribes that
originated nearly a century ago. The
act created ONHIR to carry out the
relocation of Navajo and Hopi Indians
off land partitioned to the other tribe.
ONHIR’s relocation efforts were
scheduled to end by 1986. However,
those efforts continue today.

As of December 2017, the Office of Navajo and Hopi Indian Relocation, and its
predecessor agency (collectively, ONHIR), has relocated 3,660 Navajo and 27
Hopi families off disputed lands that were partitioned to the two tribes and
provided new houses for them. Although the Navajo-Hopi Settlement Act of 1974
(Settlement Act) intended for ONHIR to complete its activities 5 years after its
relocation plan went into effect, the agency has continued to carry out its
responsibilities for over three decades beyond the original deadline and the
potential remains for relocation activities to continue into the future. For example,
GAO found that by the end of fiscal year 2018

GAO was asked to review ONHIR’s
operations. Among other things, this
report discusses (1) ONHIR’s
management and the status of
relocation activities and (2) executive
branch and legislative actions that may
be needed for ONHIR to close and
transfer remaining activities. GAO
reviewed documentation; interviewed
officials at ONHIR and other federal
agencies, as well as from the Navajo
Nation and Hopi Tribe; and conducted
two site visits to ONHIR’s offices and
the Navajo reservation in Arizona.

•

at least 240 households whose relocation applications were previously
denied could still file for appeals in federal court and if the court rules in their
favor these households could become eligible for relocation benefits under
the Settlement Act, and

•

ONHIR is still responsible for helping homeowners who might request repairs
for 52 relocation homes that remain under warranty.

ONHIR believes that it has substantially completed its responsibilities under the
Settlement Act and has stated its intent to close by September 2018. However,
ONHIR does not have the authority to close its operations and has not yet taken
the steps necessary to facilitate such a closure. GAO identified a number of
areas where either executive branch or congressional actions would be needed
to affect a closure of ONHIR, as shown in these examples:
•

The Settlement Act states that ONHIR will cease to exist when the President
determines that its functions have been fully discharged. ONHIR, however,
has not requested a determination nor provided specific information to the
President that could facilitate such a decision.

•

ONHIR has prepared a transition plan and identified potential successor
agencies that could assume its remaining activities. However, officials at
these agencies said they currently do not have authority under the
Settlement Act to undertake ONHIR’s activities. Without congressional
authorization these agencies would not be able to succeed ONHIR.

•

ONHIR has prepared an implementation plan to guide its closure but has not
yet taken necessary steps to ensure that all the key information about its
activities has been compiled. For example, ONHIR’s database for tracking
warranty requests is missing information, such as the date of warranty
repairs and other contractor information. Similarly, ONHIR has not prepared
complete information from its files on the remaining denied households who
could file for federal appeals. Federal internal control standards state that
agencies should identify and respond to risks and use quality information. By
not preparing complete information on the relocation activities it has been
engaged in, ONHIR places an effective transition of its functions to another
agency at risk. This is because any successor agency authorized to continue
these activities will not have the complete information needed to effectively
fulfill these functions.

What GAO Recommends
GAO is making four matters for
congressional consideration; including
that Congress provide successor
agencies necessary authority to
continue ONHIR’s remaining activities
if it closes. GAO is also making five
recommendations to ONHIR, including
that it request a closure determination
from the President and prepare
necessary information to facilitate the
transfer of its activities to a successor.
ONHIR neither agreed nor disagreed
with the five recommendations and
stated it had either already taken steps
or planned to once a successor is
identified. GAO continues to believe
the recommendations are valid, as
discussed in the report.
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