From Whip Man to Chief of Police

Russell Sprino of Warm
Springs is the new Chief of
Police of the Columbia
River Inter-Tribal Fisheries
Enforcement.

Mr. Spino is a long-time
Tribal Fisheries Enforce-
ment officer, promoted re-
cently to replace retiring
chief Mitch Hicks.

With 23 years of service
at the department, this
marks a significant mile-
stone in Mr. Spino’s life and
careef.

His journey from his
upbringing in the Colum-
bia Gorge and spending
time on in-lieu treaty fish-
ing sites along Nchi’ Wana,
Sahaptin for the Columbia
River, to leading CRITFC
Enforcement is a testa-
ment to his dedication to
community, tradition, and
law enforcement.

Born and raised in The
Dalles, Russell’s upbringing
was led by the values of his
tribal community and the
culture of his people.

He spent his childhood
fishing at Lone Pine from
scaffolds the
riverbank with his father
Jesse Spino. He also spent
a lot of time in the close-
knit community  of
Cloudville, Washington,
where his grandmother
lived.

His involvement in the
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Lyle Longhouse instilled in
him a deep-rooted connec-
tion to his cultural heritage.
When he was 16 years
old, the longhouse elders
honored him with the role
of being whipman. This
role, which involves main-
taining order and disci-
pline within the longhouse,
instilled in him a sense of
responsibility and leader-
ship from a young age.
CRITFC executive di-
Aja  DeCoteau
praised Spino during an En-
forcement Department

rector

staff meeting where she
made the promotion an-
nouncement.

“Mr. Spino really under-
stands the river, the people,
and the cultural context of
this wotk,” Ms. DeCoteau
said.

“He also brings positiv-
ity to the workplace and to
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CRITFC Fisheries Enforcement Chief Russell
Spino at the Columbia River.

the work that is so necessary
for CRITFC Enforcement. I
look forward to the leader-
ship and skill he will bring to
his department.”

Despite his current posi-
tion, Russell’s relationship with
law enforcement wasn’t al-
ways positive. Like many in
his community, he harbored
a distrust of police officers,
shaped by years of negative
experiences.

“Ninety percent of my in-
teractions with law enforce-
ment were negative,” he re-
calls. One thing Spino knew
for sure was that he deeply
respected and valued tribal
sovereignty and treaty rights,
and he wanted to use those
pillars to shape his career.
Law enforcement
journey

Chief Spino’s journey into
law enforcement began in
2001.

With a high school diploma
and a strong desire to protect
his community’s rights, he was
hired as a CRITFC Enforce-
ment officer, and quickly ad-
vanced within the depart-
ment.

He pursued further edu-
cation, earning advanced po-
lice certificates and, over
time, completing an associate

degree in general studies. His
dedication and hard work led
to his promotion to captain
in 2022, where he oversaw
day-to-day activities and as-
sisted Chief Hicks.

Chief Spino and the en-
tire CRITFC Enforcement
team play a crucial role in pro-
tecting the sovereignty of the
tribes by enforcing tribal laws
and ensuring the conserva-
tion of vital resources like
salmon.

“The heart of our organi-
zation really starts here,” Ms.
DeCoteau emphasized. “Our
values incorporate our
worldview and how we think
about the work that we do to
ensure we have fish for fu-
ture generations, not just
seven, but 28, 50 generations
from now, that we still have
fish on this river.”

“The basis of a treaty be-
tween tribes and the govern-
ment is the sovereignty of the
tribes,” Chief Spino added.

“Our primary goal is con-
servation enforcement, help-
ing to bring salmon back to
the river and protecting tribal
people.”

Central to his philosophy
is “Tamanwit,” the unwritten
law taught by Columbia River
tribes that governs the sacred
relationship between humans

and the natural world.

This principle guides his
approach to law enforcement,
balancing his duties as an of-
ficer with his commitment to
cultural traditions.

“l consider myself a
longhouse person and adhere
to the unwritten law,” he says.
“I believe in the sacred law
and our covenant with the ani-
mals to help take care of the
fish so they can in turn help
take care of our people.”

Reflecting on his journey,
Spino acknowledges the influ-
ence of elders and mentors
who saw potential in him and
guided him toward his pur-
pose. “An elder once said that
we all have a purpose on this
earth,” he recalls.

“It’s your responsibility to
find out what that purpose is
and go live it.”

For Chief Spino, his put-
pose has been to bridge the
gap between his cultural heri-
tage and his role in law en-
forcement, ensuring that both

the unwritten law and the
modern written laws of his
people are respected and up-
held.

As the new chief of po-
lice, Spino is committed to
building on the foundations
laid by his predecessors, pat-
ticularly former Chief Hicks.
He plans to implement a law
enforcement committee that
includes tribal elders and com-
munity members to address
historical issues and foster
empathy among officers. By
humanizing each other and
understanding the genera-
tional trauma caused by nega-
tive interactions with law en-
forcement, Spino hopes to
improve relationships and
build trust.

Spino’s experiences have
also fueled his determination
to change how law enforce-
ment is perceived within his
community. He aims to fos-
ter positive interactions be-
tween officers and tribal mem-
bers, especially the youth.

“My expectation of our of-
ficers is to create positive in-
teractions with our commu-
nity,” he explains. “I don’t

want kids to grow up believ-
ing police are the bad guys.”

As Chief Spino took over
his first staff meeting as
chief of police on the heels
of DeCoteau’s surprise an-
nouncement, the room filled
with applause, underscoring
the genuine support he has
from his colleagues.

Chief Spino’s inaugural
address as police chief reso-
nated deeply with the staff
as he outlined his vision for
continuous improvement
and excellence within the de-
partment.

“It’s my goal to continue
to bring excellence to this de-
partment. Most importantly
understanding the why—why
we exist, why we’re here on
the river—and incorporate
that in our vision, mission
statement, and core values,”
he said. “I’m excited and
ready for change,” Chief
Spino said in closing,

“Good is all right, but
what about great? What
about better? That should
be a moving target on the
horizon that we’re always
trying to reach.”

There’s more
to learn here.

The Oregon Tribal Student Grant
is available now and can cover the
average cost of attending college.

CGCC offers many programs for
all ages and student types, and
many scholarships and grants to
help you along the way!

Looking for a new direction?

We can help find ways to
make it possible.

Learn
more:

Visit:
Call:

www.cgce.edu/ots
400 E Scenic Drive, The Dalles
541-506-6000

Registration for fall is open! Call us ond we can
help figure out how to make it work for you.

COLUMBIA RIVER INTER-TRIBAL FISH

CRITFGC

Applying is fast & easy.

Visit critfc.org/jobs or
scan the QR code for
full position details and
application materials.

1S HIRING!

Be part of the intertribal work to protect
salmon and treaty fishing rights!
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Open Positions
Portland Office Positions

. Manager- Community Development. - $120-128K
. Deputy Manager-Policy Development - $102-150K

+ Development Director - $102-112K

. Fisheries Geneticist (mobile lab) - $85-111K

. Fish Passage Scientist - $85-111K

. Tribal Food Program Assist. - $43-49K
. Human Resources Assist. - $48-61K

Law Enforcement Positions

(based in Hood River, OR)
« Chief of Police - $111-149K
. Police Officers - $62-71K

. Dispatcher/Comms Officers - $45-52K

Fishing Site Maintenance

(based in The Dalles, OR)
. Maintenance Worker - $39-41k
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