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Masked demonstrators sit atop drilling equipment on Thursday, April 30, 2026, in
Pennington County, S.D., with a banner reading Sacred ground not mining bound.
(AP/Angel White Eyes)
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SIOUX FALLS, S.D. — May 5, 2026
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Nine Native American tribes in South Dakota, North Dakota and Nebraska are suing
the federal government in a bid to stop exploratory drilling for graphite near a
sacred site in the Black Hills.

A small group of opponents has been demonstrating at the drilling location and at
the mining company's headquarters in what they call a land defense effort since
they learned ground was broken on the drilling project in late April.

The tribes filed their federal lawsuit Thursday in South Dakota against the U.S.
Forest Service and U.S. Department of Agriculture, alleging the agencies violated
federal law by greenlighting a project near a site called Pe'Sla, a meadow in the
central Black Hills used for tribal ceremonies, prayer and youth camps year-round.
Buffalo regularly graze at the site, the suit said, adding the project poses a threat to
wildlife.

Graphite has many industrial uses, including in batteries, lubricants, certain auto
parts and in blast furnaces, according to website of the European Carbon and
Graphite Association.

Land rights in the Black Hills

The project is the latest point of tension between tribes and mining interests in the
lush pine and spruce-covered Black Hills, which encompass over 1.2 million acres
(485,000 hectares), rising from the Great Plains in southwest South Dakota and
extending into Wyoming.

The region is a yearly destination for millions of tourists boasting such attractions as
Mount Rushmore and wildlife-filled state parks. Yet for even longer, it has been
sacred to Sioux tribes who call the area He Sapa and consider it "the heart of
everything that is," according to the complaint.

Some of the landscape was altered by an 1870s gold rush that displaced Native
Americans. And more recently, a new crop of miners driven by rising gold prices
have sought to return to the landscape.

The 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie granted the Sioux Nations rights to the Black Hills,
but the U.S. broke the treaty after gold was discovered. Though the Supreme Court

https://bsky.app/intent/compose?text=Tribes+sue+to+halt+exploratory+drilling+in+Black+Hills+near+sacred+ceremonial+site+https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncronline.org%2Fprint%2Fpdf%2Fnode%2F330031
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncronline.org%2Fprint%2Fpdf%2Fnode%2F330031
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.ncronline.org/print/pdf/node/330031&via=NCRonline&text=Tribes sue to halt exploratory drilling in Black Hills near sacred ceremonial site
mailto:?subject=National%20Catholic%20Reporter%3A%20Tribes%20sue%20to%20halt%20exploratory%20drilling%20in%20Black%20Hills%20near%20sacred%20ceremonial%20site&body=I%20wanted%20to%20share%20this%20article%20with%20you%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncronline.org%2Fprint%2Fpdf%2Fnode%2F330031
https://www.ncronline.org/print/pdf/node/330031
https://apnews.com/article/azilya-marty-two-bulls-art-performance-58835e0287e6817d0a6c0e60b272628c
https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-south-dakota-native-americans-kristi-noem-fireworks-displays-2122bd80c69e0499e870e0cf6cd6cb64
https://pdflink.to/2d4ee015/?fbclid=IwY2xjawRkXV9leHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETE0OFM4c3hSU0JlUGs4VkRhc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQQMjIyMDM5MTc4ODIwMDg5MgABHtmqJj1nufBur9NiggOo4hAlPu2g5vTJJ6YfasmIDYMy5FxBZW05X5w5xmA2_aem_d64H1GUGOVnFARztKxnaZw
https://apnews.com/article/gold-rush-mining-south-dakota-black-hills-a7560f583c0c6677d1d8f42b5546a64b


ruled the Sioux were owed compensation, they have not accepted it and consider it
unceded territory.
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Impacts on Pe'Sla

The complaint said the project by Rapid City-based mining company Pete Lien &
Sons would impact the use of Pe'Sla for traditional, cultural and religious purposes
by the tribes, and that the Forest Service did not consult with the tribes before
approving the project.

Tribes bought parts of Pe'Sla in 2012, 2015 and 2018, and an agreement between
the tribes and the Forest Service established a two-mile (three kilometer) buffer
zone on public lands around the site, according to the complaint.

Because Pe'Sla was not included as an affected area and no environmental review
was conducted, the approval violates the National Historic Preservation Act and
National Environmental Policy Act, the lawsuit alleges.

Pete Lien & Sons, which supplies materials like limestone, sand and gravel, did not
return phone or email requests for comment Thursday, Sunday and Monday.

Oglala Sioux Tribe President Frank Star Comes Out said in a statement that the
lawsuit is "a historic demonstration of unity" between the nine tribes. The tribes are
separate, distinct federally recognized tribes sharing cultural and linguistic roots, but
each with its own government and land base.

"We as Lakota people have been coming and praying and holding ceremony at these
places for over 2,000 years," said Wizipan Garriott, president of Indigenous
advocacy group NDN Collective and a member of the Rosebud Sioux Tribe. "And so
us being here is a continuation of countless generations before us. And it's important
that these sacred places be protected for future generations to come."

Groups sue over the project

The Forest Service granted a permit to the project in February without an
environmental review because the agency said it qualified for a categorical



exclusion by having a duration of less than a year and not posing impacts to
environmental and cultural sites.

But tribal opponents disagree that those requirements were met and said drilling
projects are often a first step leading to future mines.

Besides the lawsuit from the tribes, NDN Collective and other environmental groups
have also sued to stop the project.

Some of the drilling pads are in the buffer zone around the site, according to NDN
Collective. The project calls for the company to drill up to 18 holes down some 1,000
feet (300 meters) to collect samples.

On Thursday, opponents demonstrated with signs reading "Protect Pe'Sla" and
"Sacred ground not mining bound" near two drilling pads to block access. NDN
Collective said the Forest Service told them drilling was paused for the rest of the
day and the contractors were sent home.

The Forest Service said it had no comment on the project because it is the subject of
active litigation.

The NDN Collective said it will continue actions at the sites as needed to protect
Pe'Sla.

"As Lakota, we pray as long as we need to," Garriott said.


