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 LINCOLN, Neb. — Discovery 
of a 210,000-gallon oil leak from 
the Keystone pipeline would seem 
to be poor timing four days be-
fore regulators in Nebraska decide 
whether to allow a major expansion 
of the system, but o�  cials say state 
law does not allow pipeline safety 
to be a factor in their decision.

The Nebraska Public Service 
Commission was scheduled to rule 
Monday if a Keystone XL expansion 
pipeline proposed by TransCanada 
Corp. can cross the state. The com-
mission’s decision is the last major 
regulatory hurdle for a project that 
has faced numerous local, state and 
federal reviews and lawsuits since 
it was announced in 2008.

Keystone operator TransCan-
ada Corp. shut down the existing 
pipeline early Thursday morning 
and workers were testing to deter-
mine the cause of the spill on ag-
ricultural land in Marshall County, 
South Dakota, near the North Da-
kota border, about 250 miles west 
of Minneapolis.

State and company o�  cials said 
the spill was not a threat to water-
ways or drinking water, but critics 
were quick to use the leak as an ex-
ample of what they see as the risks 
to the environment.

The Nebraska vote Monday will 
be on a proposed route for Key-
stone XL, a massive expansion that 
also would be operated by Tran-
sCanada. The new pipeline would 

JAMES MACPHERSON
Associated Press 

 Alcohol sales are drying up on an 
American Indian reservation in the 
heart of North Dakota’s oil patch 
after tribal o�  cials imposed new 
rules for retailers and wholesalers, 
including doubling the taxes on 
non-American Indian retail busi-
nesses that sell alcohol.

Bar and liquor store owners on 
the Fort Berthold Reservation re-
port they received their last ship-
ment of alcohol this week from 
distributors. The distributors are 
also subjected to the Three A�  li-

ated Tribes’ new rules that require 
permits and require records and 
businesses to be open for inspec-
tion by the tribe.

“We’re cut o� ,” Terry Clayton, 
owner of Ranchman’s 23 Saloon 
and Steakhouse, said Friday. “All 
deliveries have stopped.”

The reservation spans a million 
acres in west-central North Dakota 
and is home to the Mandan, Hi-
datsa and Arikara tribes. The move 
comes amid a higher tax rate that 
the tribes are attempting to charge 
oil companies that drill on the res-
ervation, which accounts for about 
20 percent of the state’s 1 million 
barrel-per-day oil production.

North Dakota Tax Commissioner 
Ryan Rauschenberger said the 
tribes’ action to impose their own 
taxes likely is a “test case for tribal 

authority over all commerce within 
boundaries of the reservation.”

Tribal o�  cials did not return 
telephone or email messages from 
The Associated Press. The tribe has 
said it needs higher tax rates to pay 
for road repairs, law enforcement 
and other consequences of oil de-
velopment on the reservation.

The Three A�  liated Tribes’ new 
7 percent tribal sales tax is in ad-
dition to the state’s 7 percent sales 
tax on alcohol that was imposed 
on the 22 non-American Indian 
owned businesses that sell alcohol 
on the reservation.

Rauschenberger said the state 
collected $325,000 in taxes from 
alcohol sales on the reservation 
last year. Tribal owned establish-
ments, including the Four Bears 
Casino, don’t collect or remit the 

state tax, which is not shared with 
the tribe.

Rauschenberger said state and 
tribal o�  cials have met in the past 
year on sharing the state tax, “but 
no agreement was reached.” He 
said the bulk of alcohol sales on 
the reservation are at the casino, 
which also must purchase alcohol 
from a North Dakota distributor 
under state law.

“I don’t think the tribes thought 
this through until they realized the 
casino is getting cut o� , too,” said 
Clayton, the steakhouse and bar 
owner.

Patrick Packineau, general 
manager of the casino, would not 
comment on alcohol deliveries to 
the facility.

Rules halt alcohol deliveries 
on North Dakota reservation
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University of Mary students Erin Peterson, front, Emily Klimisch, middle, and faculty member Katie Krukenberg, back, stand on the side of Memorial 
Highway, known as “the Strip” in Mandan, seeking donations as part of the university’s participation in the annual Freezin’ for a Reason to collect winter 
gear, food and raise awareness about the homeless. About 30 student volunteers partnered with the Missouri Valley Coalition for Homeless People at two 
other locations in Bismarck gathering donations.

Leak won’t 
a�ect last 
regulatory 
challenge

HOPE YEN
Associated Press 

 WASHINGTON — As part of its 
e� ort to expand private health care, 
the Department of Veterans A� airs 
has been developing plans to merge 
its health system with the Penta-
gon’s, a cost-saving measure that 
veterans groups say could threaten 
the viability of VA hospitals and 
clinics.

VA spokesman Curt Cashour 
called the plan a potential “game-
changer” that would “provide better 

care for veterans at a lower cost to 
taxpayers,” but he provided no spe-
cifi c details.

Gri�  n Anderson, a spokesman 
for the Democrats on the House 
Veterans A� airs Committee, said the 
proposal — developed without input 
from Congress — would amount to 
a merger of the VA’s Choice and the 
military’s TRICARE private health 
care programs. Committee Demo-
crats independently confi rmed the 
discussions involved TRICARE.

News of the plan stirred alarm 
from veterans groups, who said they 
had not been consulted, even as VA 
urges a long-term legislative fi x for 
Choice by year’s end.

Health care experts also expressed 
surprise that VA would consider a 

TRICARE merger to provide pri-
vate care for millions of active-duty 
troops, military retirees and veter-
ans. The two departments generally 
serve very di� erent patient groups 
—older, sicker veterans treated by 
VA and generally healthier service 
members, retirees and their families 
covered by TRICARE.

TRICARE is insurance that is paid 
by the government, but uses private 
doctors and hospitals. The VA pro-
vides most of its care via medical 
centers and clinics owned and run 
by the federal government, though 
veterans can also see private doctors 
through VA’s Choice program with 
referrals by VA if appointments ar-
en’t readily available.

“My overarching concern is 

these are very dramatic changes in 
the way health care is delivered to 
veterans,” said Carrie Farmer, a se-
nior policy researcher on military 
care at Rand Corp., who has con-
ducted wide-ranging research for 
VA. “There haven’t been studies on 
what the consequences are in terms 
of both costs and quality of care.”

Navy Commander Sarah Hig-
gins, a Pentagon spokeswoman, 
confi rmed it was exploring with 
VA “many possible opportunities 
to strengthen and streamline the 
health of our service members and 
veterans.” She declined to comment 
on specifi cs “unless and until there 
is something to announce.”

VA explores health merger with Pentagon
JACK DURA
Bismarck Tribune 

 About 80 percent of North Da-
kota remains at least abnormally 
dry, and that isn’t likely to change 
anytime soon.

Bismarck National Weather Ser-
vice hydrologist Allen Schlag said 
most of North Dakota’s surface soil 
temperatures are at or below freez-
ing. What moisture does come will 
likely lay on top, if it is doesn’t 
evaporate, he said.

From now until March, the 
drought monitor map, which is 
issued every Thursday, shouldn’t 
change much from its current pat-
tern, he said. 

“We’re waiting for what mois-
ture winter brings us,” Schlag 
said. “Very important along with 
that is, how does it come o�  in the 
spring?”

North Dakota 
drought enters 
holding pattern
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