Cherokee Youth Introduce Historic Rights of Nature Resolution

Cherokee, NC (December 19, 2025)- Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) youth are leading a
historic effort to advance a Rights of Nature resolution. The resolution recognizes the inherent rights of
Longperson, the interconnected water system, who stretches over 790 miles with its head in the
mountains and feet in the sea. Led by the NAIWA Daughters(ND) and co-sponsored by the Cherokee
Youth Council, the resolution was presented in a Tribal Council workshop on December 17 and is
scheduled for a Council vote on January 8, 2026.

If adopted, the Rights of the Longperson Resolution would make EBCI one of the first nations in the
United States to legally recognize a waterway as a living relative with the right to exist, flourish,
regenerate, and flow freely. It's adoption would give rights to the first waterways east of the Mississippi
River, and honor the second-longest waterway in the country with rights. Second only to the Colorado
River, whose rights were just honored in November. It would also be the second Indigenous
youth—drafted Rights of Nature law in Indian Country and would join Cherokee youth to global
Indigenous youth climate justice movements.

The Cherokee have always understood Longperson is more than a river. Cherokee youth are raised in
a relationship with Longperson based on reciprocity, knowing it nourishes and heals their communities
and relies on the Cherokee to protect it. Today, they witness increasing threats to Longperson, including
pollution, erosion, development pressures, habitat loss, and climate change, all underscoring the
urgency of action.

The resolution represents both a response and a restoration, reviving cultural law while bringing
Indigenous values into modern governance. Over the past 18 months, Cherokee youth gained Rights of
Nature knowledge through national forums and collaborations. Then they sat with elders, cultural
knowledge holders, tribal departments, and community to conduct research, lead public education, and
draft legislation grounded in Cherokee values, sovereignty, and responsibility.

“This experience has been demanding, but it's a great honor for us to lead the way,” Jasmine Smith, ND
Co-founder/Chairwoman state. “We started ND to contribute to our community and engage with our
leadership. Honoring Longperson has generated much support for ND beyond our boundary lands.
We’'re grateful for their support, but are so happy to see our tribal leadership take a genuine interest in
this work and support our tribe’s future leaders.”

The resolution affirms Longperson’s inherent rights and commits to advocacy efforts for further
recognition of Longperson rights. Through their Water is Kin campaign, ND is also calling for the
creation of a Tribal Rights of Nature Task Force to guide implementation and ensure community voices
are engaged in the Longperson protection.

Resolution support comes from tribal nations, rights of nature organizations, national nonprofits, and
Indian Country legal expert, with growing interest from national environmental and Indigenous media.
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National American Indian Women’s Association Daughters is a youth-led organization that
empowers young Indigenous women through leadership, advocacy, and community engagement.
For more information or interviews, please contact Jasmine Smith at naiwadaughters@gamail.com
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