
 
 

 

SENECA NATION 

NATION LANDS, TREATY RIGHTS AND THE NYSERDA SURVEY 

 

The Seneca Nation and Treaty Rights 

The Seneca Nation of Indians, a federally-recognized and self-governing Tribe, located within its 

ancestral lands in the State of New York. The Seneca Nation consists of five territories.   These 

territories are adjacent to the counties of Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie and Niagara in 

Western New York.  The residential Cattaraugus Territory is approximately 40 miles south of 

Buffalo, New York, and the residential Allegany Territory is approximately 35 miles southeast 

of the Cattaraugus Territory. Our lands were reserved to us in treaties with the United States 

specifically for the purpose of making a permanent and viable homeland for the members of the 

Seneca Nation, with a combined enrollment of over 8,000 members.  The non-residential 

territories are the: Oil Spring Territory located on the border of Cattaraugus and Allegany 

counties, the Buffalo Creek Territory and Seneca Niagara Territory.   

 

In the 1794 Treaty of Canandaigua, the United States acknowledged the ancestral lands of the 

Haudenosaunee Confederacy (“Haudenosaunee” or “Six Nations”), which includes the Seneca, 

Cayuga, Onondaga, Oneida, Mohawk and the Tuscarora, who later joined in the 1700s.  Article 

IV of the Treaty specifically states “[t]he United States having thus described and acknowledged 

what lands belong to the Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas and Senekas, and engaged never to claim 

the same, nor to disturb them, or any of the Six Nations, or their Indian friends residing thereon 

and united with them, in the free use and- enjoyment thereof: Now, the Six Nations, and each of 

them, hereby engage that they will never claim any other lands within the boundaries of the 

United States; nor ever disturb the people of the United States in the free use and enjoyment 

thereof”.   

 

The Importance of Land and the Environment 

Seneca Nation Territories are on only a portion of the ancestral lands and have been inhabited by 

our people for over 1,000 years.  The Seneca people are the caretakers of Mother Earth; we 



 
 

 

sustain the land throughout time.  The relationship between our people and the environment 

cannot be quantified and is not one to be scrutinized.   

 

The Great Law of Peace guides the Haudenosaunee, including the Seneca, on how to be citizens 

of a larger society and how to best manage society for the benefit of all.  The Thanksgiving 

Address (Gano:nyok), from the Great Law of Peace, further guides Seneca people to give thanks 

as an integral part of life.  Not only are ceremonial and social gatherings opened and closed with 

the Thanksgiving Address, it encourages people to live with a good mind in balance with the 

natural world on a daily basis.  For many Seneca people, the outdoor environment is where they 

spend most of their time - it is their work place, where they spend their free time and where 

children learn traditional knowledge and practices.  The Seneca people rely on free use and 

enjoyment of the land and water, as guaranteed under the Treaty of Canandaigua, with no 

tolerance for contamination.   

 

NYSERDA Survey 

Over the past few years, the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority 

(NYSERDA) have been working to identify and quantify potential off-site contamination due to 

activities at the Western New York Nuclear Service Center, including off-site locations within 

the Seneca Nation Cattaraugus Territory.   In the Fall of 2014, NYSERDA performed an aerial 

survey of the Cattaraugus Creek floodplain and then, in the Winter of 2015, NYSERDA 

conducted a follow-up soil sampling event for areas identified by the 2014 aerial survey.  For the 

Cattaraugus Territory, the 2015 NYSERDA soil sampling event included ground based gamma 

surveys of 10 areas and almost 200 soil sample sites as selected by NYSERDA for a targeted in-

depth analysis, including an array of radioisotopes over many depths.  NYSERDA is also 

working towards determining the potential health impacts from radioactive contamination on 

Seneca Nation Cattaraugus Territory.  The soil sampling and dose assessment results are 

expected to be shared with the Seneca Nation by November 2016.  While the Seneca Nation is 

very concerned over the NYSERDA surveys and soil sampling conducted on territory, the 

immediate result has been a strengthened government-to-government relationship between the 



 
 

 

Seneca Nation, United States federal and state government agencies.  All parties will be 

required to make critical determinations regarding long-term solutions for the nuclear 

facility.    

 

Conclusion 

Because Seneca Nation lands are finite, our natural resources, which are otherwise abundant in 

adjacent communities, are potentially scarce or threatened within our territory.  The health and 

existence of resources like native plants, trees, fish and wildlife, water and air, are all critical in 

supporting our traditional dependency and survival.  Therefore, we have a vested interest in 

protecting our lands and the members who live on or near them, and ensuring that our lands exist 

for future generations.  Likewise, the federal government has a treaty obligation to the Seneca 

Nation to protect the free use and enjoyment of our lands.  As such, the Seneca Nation agrees to 

work cooperatively with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and NYSERDA to resolve 

radiological contamination issues on Seneca Lands. 

 

 

 


