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Chairman Murkowski, Vice Chairman Schatz, and Members of the Committee:

On behalf of the Catawba Indian Nation, I want to thank the Committee for holding this hearing and for considering
S. 3859, a bill to amend the Catawba Indian Tribe of South Carolina Land Claims Settlement Act of 1993. I also want
to thank the Members of Congress who have supported this effort, including Congressman Ralph Norman, who led
the House companion bill, H.R. 4463.

Since Chief Brian Harris appeared before the House Committee on Natural Resources last year, this legislation has
continued to move forward. H.R. 4463 was considered by the House and passed by unanimous consent earlier this
Congress. That bipartisan House action confirms what the Nation has said from the beginning: this is a narrow,
straightforward bill that restores tribal self-government without creating new federal costs or reopening the settlement.

What the Bill Does

S. 3859 strikes a portion of a single sentence from Section 7(d) of the Catawba Indian Tribe of South Carolina Land
Claims Settlement Act of 1993. That clause currently prevents the Nation from enrolling any new citizen unless that
person is a lineal descendant of an individual on the 1962 final roll and has maintained “continued political relations”
with the Tribe.

If enacted, the bill would restore to the Catawba Indian Nation the authority to determine its own citizenship criteria
under its Constitution. That authority is one of the most basic attributes of tribal sovereignty, respected by the Federal
government for virtually all Tribal Nations. The bill does not rewrite the Nation’s Constitution, does not create any
new federal program, and does not affect any other provision of the Settlement Act.

Why the Bill Is Needed

Congress enacted the Settlement Act in 1993 to resolve the Nation’s longstanding land claims, restore the federal trust
relationship, and provide for a monetary settlement. The federal enrollment language in Section 7(d) was included in
that settlement context. It helped identify a fixed number of individuals entitled to share in settlement-related
distributions and provided an administrable federal standard at that time.

Those monetary distributions were completed decades ago. The federal restriction has outlived that purpose. Today, it
no longer serves as a settlement-administration tool. Instead, it operates as a continuing federal limitation on the
Nation’s ability to define its own political community.

The provision also includes the phrase “continued political relations,” a standard that is undefined in the Act and
difficult to administer. Tribal staff must determine whether an applicant has demonstrated a sufficient political
connection to the Nation, even though that standard is not clearly defined by Congress. Removing this language will
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allow the Nation to administer citizenship through its own Constitution and laws rather than through an outdated
federal overlay.

We are especially grateful that the late Senator Lindsey Graham recognized the importance of this legislation before
his passing. In his June 29, 2026 letter to this Committee, Senator Graham urged that S. 3859 be added to the
Committee’s business meeting agenda and emphasized that the bill would remove outdated federal restrictions and
restore to the Nation the authority to determine citizenship requirements under its Constitution.

Impact of the Bill

We understand that Members may ask whether this bill would create an unchecked expansion of enrollment. It will
not.

The Catawba Constitution remains in full force and will continue to govern citizenship. Under that Constitution,
membership is tied to Catawba ancestry, including persons of Indian blood whose names appear on the July 1, 1943
tribal roll recognized by the State of South Carolina and those whose names appear on the February 7, 1962 final roll
recognized by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Department of the Interior. The Constitution also provides for the
enrollment of children of blood descent born to enrolled members of the Catawba Nation.

The Nation’s enrollment process also requires supporting documentation and, where appropriate, DNA verification.
These requirements are strict and are enforced by the Nation. Over the past several years, the Nation has enrolled
approximately 200 new citizens per year. Denials based on the federal clause have been rare. Most rejections result
from a lack of documentation or DNA results disproving claimed parentage. For that reason, the bill is not expected to
meaningfully alter the Nation’s overall enrollment trajectory but it will allow the Nation to formally recognize
individuals deserving of Catawba citizenship.

Nor does S. 3859 reopen settlement distributions. Those distributions are complete. The bill does not change who
received settlement funds, does not alter the amount any person received, and does not create any new federal
financial obligation.

Conclusion

S. 3859 is a narrow bill with an important purpose. It removes an outdated federal restriction that no longer serves the
purpose for which it was enacted and restores to the Catawba Indian Nation the authority to determine its own
citizenship under its Constitution. This bill is consistent with the longstanding federal policy of tribal self-
determination and with the principle that tribal nations should decide who belongs to their own political community.

We respectfully urge the Committee to support S. 3859 and move it forward. Thank you for your attention to this
matter, and I would be pleased to answer any questions.



