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INDIAN COUNTRY SNAPSHOT:  

Confederated Tribes of Umatilla 
 
Located in rural northeastern Oregon, CTUIR long struggled with a lack of transportation options that prevented its 
members from accessing local and regional training and employment opportunities and made it difficult for reservation-
based businesses to attract employees and customers. As one CTUIR official described the situation, “In some cases, it 
was harder for tribal members to get to the job site than to get a job or even housing.”1 In response, in 2001 CTUIR launched 
the award-winning transit system Kayak Public Transit, which provides free bus rides to CTUIR members and the general 
public across 19 reservation and neighboring communities in northeastern Oregon and southeastern Washington, an area 
spanning more 7,000 square miles.2 Enacting CTUIR’s vision for regional mobility for tribal members throughout its historic 
lands,3 Kayak has systematically grown the geographic reach of its operations over the past 25 years through a creative 
pooling of U.S. Federal Transition Administration, Oregon Department of Transportation, and Washington Department of 
Transportation grants and contracts, supplemented by CTUIR general funds “to fill gaps as needed.”4 A “testament to 
regional collaboration, dedication and determination, and finding robust solutions to common challenges,”5 Kayak has 
proven instrumental in increasing CTUIR members’ and other area residents’ access to training and employment, as well 
as creating jobs of its own.6 Logging nearly 68,000 rides in 2023 alone, Kayak provides “a significant cost savings” by 
providing no-cost, reliable transportation to job commuters and other riders who otherwise would have to pay for it. 7 In 
2024, Kayak launched an EV shuttle service to provide safe transportation to CTUIR employees and tribal members 
between key locations within its sprawling and busy tribal campus.8 Building on its partnerships with nearby counties and 
towns, Kayak plans new routes in the near future, which will enable CTUIR members to affordably commute even longer 
distances to work and train while still residing in and around the Umatilla reservation.9 
 
CONNECT: Eric Smith, Interim Public Transit Manager, Confederated Tribes of Umatilla, ericsmith@ctuir.org  
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