
President Shelly signs Navajo Department of Health Act into law

President Ben Shelly signs the Navajo Department of Health Act into law on 
Nov. 6, along with Vice President Jim. The legislation is a big step for Navajo 
self-determination. (Photo by Deswood Tome)

     WINDOW ROCK, Ariz.—
Navajo Nation President Ben 
Shelly signed the Navajo 
Department of Health Act 
into law on Nov. 6, 2014. 
     He said the legislation 
is an unprecedented step 
for a tribal nation in self-
determination.
     “This legislation affirms 
the Nation’s sovereignty by 
recognizing the Nation’s 
authority to determine what 
is in the best interest of our 
people’s health care in the 
future,” President Shelly 
said.
     The legislation amends 
an outdated 20-year-old law 
that only saw changes in 
piecemeal efforts. By joining 
other tribes exercising self-
determination through 
the compaction and 
contracting of specific 
health programs, the Navajo 
Nation established its own 
Epidemiology Center. 

     When the administration 
took office in Jan. 2011, Vice 
President Rex Lee Jim was 
tasked with responsibility 
over health and education. 
Over the course of the 
administration, he has 
worked on the tribal, state 
and federal level to protect 
the interests of the Navajo 
Nation. 
     “We firmly believe 
we are a sovereign nation 
and as a sovereign nation, 
there are certain essential 
governmental functions 
that we cannot, should 
not, ever give away to 
other sovereigns, entities 
and organizations,” Vice 
President Jim said. “These 
are basic governmental 
functions.
     “One is our ability to 
regulate and monitor 
programs within the Navajo 
Nation’s jurisdiction,” he 
added.

     The Navajo Department 
of Health will ensure the 
public health service needs 
are met through assessment, 
policy development and 
assurance. The department 
will diagnose and investigate 
health problems and 
health hazards in Navajo 
communities.
     President Shelly said, 

“(The department) will 
develop policies and plans 
that support individual and 
community health efforts. 
The department will enforce 
laws and regulations passed 
to protect health and ensure 
safety.”
     Vice President Jim said 
this effort wouldn’t happen 
overnight. Instead, it will 
take a number of years and 
a lot of hard work to make 
sure they are completed.
     “This means we will have 
to build capacity. We will 
have to hire new people who 
are experts in policymaking, 
who are experienced in 
rulemaking,” he said.
     The importance of 
consultations and public 
hear ings  cannot  be 
stressed enough, he added, 
because the participation 
from stakeholders will be 
instrumental in crafting 
language that provides fair 
regulations.
     In addition to working 
with health care providers on 
the tribal, state and federal 

levels, the department will 
also work toward another 
historic step, the creation of 
the first tribally administered 
Medicaid agency.
     A recent study by the 
U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services found 
that it is feasible for the 
Navajo Nation to operate 
its own Medicaid agency to 
ensure the Navajo people 
receive uniform coverage, 
regardless of the state they 
reside in.
     President Shelly said the 
legislation does not authorize 
the Department of Health to 
intercept or impede existing 
self-governance funding for 
contracted and compacted 
facilities on the Nation. 
The same holds true for the 
regulation of traditional 
practitioners and the use of 
traditional medicine.
     Vice President Jim said 
the Navajo Department of 
Health will not only regulate 
health care facilities and 638 
programs, but also health 
codes at restaurants and 
safety codes from swimming 
pools at hotels on the Navajo 
Nation. The legislation is all 
encompassing.
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