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INTRODUCTION – EASTERN BAND OF THE CHEROKEE INDIANS

ᏗᏍᏓᏩᏛᏍᏗ ᎤᏃᎮᎵᏍᏙᏗ:
Mission Statement:

ᎾᏍᎩ ᎢᎬᏱ ᏥᎪᎯᏳᏙᏗ ᏃᎴ ᏕᏥᎸᏉᏙᏗ ᎠᎴ ᎨᏍᏗ
ᏗᎦᎴᏰᏍᏙᏗ ᏃᎴ ᏗᎾᏓᎪᏪᎳᏄᏍᏗ
Recognize, respect, and do not distribute or publish

ᎾᏍᎩᏯ ᎡᏘᏲ ᏧᎧᏃᎮᎸᎯ ᎤᏂᏰᏍᎬ ᎬᏙᏗᎯ
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)

ᎾᏍᎩᏃ ᏱᎩ ᎤᏓᏦᏎᏍᏓᏂ ᎢᎬᏱ ᏍᎩᏲᏩᏁᎴ ᎠᏂᏣᎳᎩ
ᎤᎾᏓᏍᎬ ᏗᎧᎸᎬᏱ ᏍᎨᎮᏍᏗ
without the express consent of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.
MISSION & VISION
The Appalachian forest region was largely the historical territorial homelands of the Cherokee
peoples including the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, one of three federally recognized
Cherokee tribes. The mission of the Culturally Significant Plant Species Initiative (CSPSI) is to
collaboratively promote the sustainability, management, and conservation of culturally
significant plant species within the southern Appalachian region through restoration,
education, and research. Incorporating and respecting Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)
of indigenous peoples with deep traditions of using plants, is at the core of the CSPSI.
Culturally significant plant species are species valued for their significant traditional, present,
and potential uses. They include species with culinary uses such as fruits, nuts, leaves, roots,
mushrooms and ferns, species used for crafts, and medicines. They also include crop wild
relatives valued for crop improvement and providing for the current and future food security of
people. Culturally significant plants contribute directly to people’s health, wellbeing, and food
sovereignty.
The CSPSI recognizes the Southern Appalachian landscape as the traditional homelands of the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI), respecting the specific historical and spiritual meaning
that it provides. The CSPSI acknowledges and seeks to support the multigenerational
connections to Cherokee language, cultural practices, education, and identity that are sustained
through continued interaction with plants and the land.
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A principal goal of the CSPSI is to seek a balance of access, utilization, and restoration of
human-nature interrelationships in Southern Appalachia. The CSPSI envisions vibrant
collaboration addressing critical issues affecting conservation, access, utilization, and
restoration of culturally important species, encouraging institutions across the region to
participate, while respecting and acknowledging traditional ecological knowledge about the
species. Respect for traditional knowledge entails an unambiguous commitment to protect
cultural information, unless explicit consent is granted to share it, with appropriate attribution,
outside the working group.

FOUNDING PRINCIPLE
The members of the Culturally Significant Plant Species Initiative recognize and fully respect the
Traditional Ecological Knowledge of the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians, and agree to
neither distribute (orally or written) nor publish that knowledge without their explicit consent,
and will provide appropriate attribution of that knowledge in any publications or other
educational materials developed through efforts of this initiative.

BACKGROUND / MOTIVATION FOR THE INITIATIVE
The Southern Appalachian region is recognized as having some of the most biologically diverse
temperate forests in the world. The area’s mixed mesophytic forests are a source of many
medicinal and edible plants, including American ginseng, goldenseal, and ramps. A study
funded by U.S. Man-in-the-Biosphere program, in the 1980s, identified more than 1200 native
plant species in the Smoky Mountain region with recorded cultural uses, ranging from foods to
medicines, and crafts. Many of these plants have multiple uses. Current efforts corroborate
these findings and describe the importance of native plant species and associated habitats to
vibrant rural economies and healthy, sustainable ecosystems. Many plant species in the region
are under intense pressures from changes in habitat, climate variability, and non-sustainable
harvest methods and could benefit from increased recognition and purposeful management.
Many of the species are culturally significant as they have long traditional uses and values that
are integral to the indigenous peoples who inhabit the region. Additionally, the unintended
impacts of grazing and aggressive fire suppression over the last century have altered many
forest habitats and their associated plant species.
Much can be done to conserve culturally significant plants, but collaboration is needed. In
February 2017 representatives of the National Park Service (NPS), Tennessee Valley Authority
(TVA), Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, and Oak Ridge Environmental Research Park initiated
a conversation to explore the concept of working together to conserve, protect and restore
culturally important plant species. Later that year, members of the Southern Appalachian Man
and the Biosphere (SAMAB) Executive Committee and the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians

6

(ECBI) convened to begin planning a project to improve conservation and availability of selected
plant species highly valued in the botanically rich Great Smoky Mountains and SAMAB region.
In March 2018, SAMAB’s Executive Committee and the EBCI decided to form a working group
focused on culturally significant plants species. The newly formed Culturally Significant Plant
Species Initiative convened their first meeting in Pittman Center, TN in April 2018. Individuals
and institutions that participated in that initial meeting came together with a shared intent –
more intensive conservation of culturally significant plant species is needed and can be
advanced through collaboration and collective action.
The basic concept that emerged from these conversations is that conservation and utilization of
culturally important plant species could be improved by engaging interested organizations in a
collaborative in situ and ex situ regional project. Such an effort would support the objectives of
the public land management agencies to develop partnerships with tribes to improve
management, conservation, and protection of shared natural and cultural resources, and
provide educational, and recreational opportunities in the southern Appalachian region. All
efforts would fully recognize and respect Cherokee traditional ecological knowledge of the
culturally significant plant species of interest.

OBJECTIVES
Three interrelated objectives are the foundation on which the CSPSI working groups are based.
The actions listed under each objective are not comprehensive and allow for support of future
interests and needs.
1. Restoration, Management, and Utilization – Restore, conserve, and sustain culturally
important plant species and associated habitats through species specific conservation
goals.
Create a network to facilitate and encourage tribal utilization, access, and
availability to gather and harvest culturally significant plant species on public
lands.
Restore natural processes through active management and ecologically
appropriate site selection.
Promote active management including: cultivation, harvest, in-situ and ex-situ
species relocation, and prescribed fire.
Promote both human health and the health and resilience of southern
Appalachian ecosystems.
2. Education and Outreach -- Educate and build awareness of the importance of culturally
important species while respecting and acknowledging the foundation of this
knowledge. Education about culturally significant plant species is important because
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actions to conserve and use these species wisely is dependent on public understanding
and appreciation of their values.
Foster awareness of, respect for and use of traditional knowledge systems, and
development of synergies with science to build a more complete, holistic and
relevant knowledge for the conservation of culturally significant plant species
and their habitats.
Focus on the education of young people - sharing knowledge and stories of
elders, and connections to people and places, as a central method for developing
sustainable plant-human relationships, including health and nutritional values.
By doing so, help stem decline in the awareness of, and promote appreciation
for Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK).
Utilize the wealth of educational programs, communication systems, and
facilities of participating partners. Including nature centers and museums.
Contribute to, and benefit from the US Forest Service and Agricultural Research
Service – joint strategic framework on the conservation and use of native Crop
wild relatives, and the US Forest Service southern strategy for conservation and
management of non-timber forest products.
Foster exchange within the SAMAB region, nationally, and globally. Collaborate
with the United States Man and the Biosphere program to recognize and
promote the educational work of the SAMAB/EBCI partners.
Develop the SAMAB website as an interactive web-based communication system
that includes a section that focuses on CSPSI values and uses, and provides links
with other programs and sites with similar objectives, including sites within the
World Network of Biosphere Reserves.
3. Research -- Undertake, encourage, and facilitate research that leads to sustainable
management of culturally significant plants, their habitat and the products provided, aswell-as providing links to past research on the subject and;
Include nutrition, health and wellness outcomes.
Incorporate knowledge generation and knowledge transfer.
Value and respect Traditional Ecological Knowledge of the EBCI.
Demonstrate the importance of TEK for sustainable harvest techniques.
Develop a conceptual model incorporating all aspects of research that allows for
good communication between organizations (Federal, State, and Tribe). Allow
agencies to learn lessons about how to modify policy/practice, and then to share
those lessons learned in other similar situations. Shift agency cultures to
improve communication and cooperation among Federal, State, and Tribal
groups.
Promote germplasm collection.
Study the role of fire in relation to culturally significant plants and their
ecologies.
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APPENDIX A – STRUCTURE & FUNCTION
The Culturally Significant Plant Species Initiative will be made up of representatives from
organizations that work in the conservation, restoration, education, and research of culturally
significant plant species in the southern Appalachian region. The CSPSI will be led by co-chairs
that represent tribal and non-tribal cultural groups. The CSPSI will be comprised of three
working groups each of which addresses a specific objective -- Restoration, Education, and
Research. Each working group will identify a volunteer leader who will facilitate the group.
Each working group will identify a set of goals & objectives, as-well-as strategies and actions
that will contribute to the CSPSI’s mission and vision.

CSPSI MEMBER RESPONSIBILITIES & CODE OF CONDUCT:
 Recognize, respect, and do not distribute or publish Cherokee Traditional Ecological
Knowledge (TEK) without the explicit consent of the EBCI to share it, with appropriate
attribution, outside the working group.
 Consent will be ultimately derived from the EBCI Tribal Council, following
community consultation.
 Play an active role in the planning process by attending and participating in meetings.
 Provide subject-matter expertise to identify appropriate projects and activities.
 Actively engage with all team members to promote the mission, by responding to
requests and communicating with others, in a timely manner.
 Help build the initiative by actively encouraging colleagues to participate.
 Be inclusive. Bring every member into the discussion, decision making and activities.
Give everyone a chance to speak, listen, and consider all opinions.
 Review materials prior to meetings, come prepared for engaged discussion, actively
listen, and participate in respectful dialogue.
 Stick to the agenda. If you have an item that is not on the agenda, ask that it be added
to the agenda, or ask that it be added to the next meeting’s agenda.
 Stay focused on the task. Make meetings count. Be mindful of what needs to
accomplish.
 If you accept an assignment, be accountable and complete the assignment in a timely
and professional manner.
 Routinely exercise patience. The urgency of the work is motivating. Recognize
however, the complexity of our task and that everyone’s pacing is not the same.
Appreciate the importance of honoring the pacing of others while working to
collectively arrive at our mutually outlined goals together.
 Be kind. Avoid personal criticism. Endeavor to understand what someone is saying
before you weigh in with an opinion. Give them the benefit of the doubt.

9

WORKING GROUP LEADER RESPONSIBILITIES:
 Gather input from members before meetings.
 Gather input from members unable to attend meeting.
 Regularly communicate with team members and keep people up to date on activities
and opportunities.
 Help build the working group as a whole by actively encouraging and supporting
projects & initiatives, collaboration, and new member participation.

CO-CHAIR RESPONSIBILITIES:
 Champion the Initiative’s efforts broadly throughout the region.
 Communicate regularly with the working group leaders.
 Co-facilitate meetings to ensure the agenda is covered, that meetings are run on time,
and that members have ample opportunities to participate.
 Draft meeting agendas and seek contributions from all members for agenda items.
 Distribute agendas in advance.
 Assist in keeping notes on discussion points, decisions, and recommendations.
 Distribute notes from previous meetings in a timely manner.
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APPENDIX B – LIST OF COOPERATING OR SUPPORTING AGENCIES

Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians
Museum of the Cherokee Indian
Southern Appalachian Man and the Biosphere
The Nature Conservancy
North Carolina State Parks
Native Plant Rescue Squad, Knoxville
The University of Tennessee, Department of Ecology & Evolutionary Biology
US Department of Energy, Oak Ridge National Laboratory
US Department of Interior, National Park Service
US Department of Interior, Fish & Wildlife Service
US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service
US Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service
US Environmental Protection Agency
Catalpa Partners, LLC
Community of Pittman Center, Tennessee

Forest Products and the Joint St
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APPENDIX C – MAP OF CSPSI REGION U

