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Federal Trust Responsibility to Native Communities 

Overview 

The Federal Trust Responsibility is a solemn obligation of the United States government to uphold the 

sovereignty, rights, and well-being of American Indians, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians. This duty 

is grounded in the U.S. Constitution, treaties, federal laws, and Supreme Court decisions—affirming that 

Native peoples are a unique political class, not a racial one. 

Political and Legal Status 

• Native communities are recognized as sovereign nations that predate the founding of the United

States.

• Their relationship with the U.S. government is political and legal, based on nation-to-nation

commitments.

• This recognition establishes the federal government’s trust responsibility to protect Native lands,

resources, and rights.

Recent Federal Action 

• On January 30, 2025, the Department of the Interior (DOI) issued Secretarial Order (SO) 3416, 
implementing Executive Order 14151.

• The order reaffirms that no actions under these directives override the Department’s statutory, 
treaty, or trust obligations to Tribal nations and the Native Hawaiian Community.

• This serves as a model for other federal agencies to uphold the same standards in their 
implementation of federal programs.

Federal Agencies and Native Programs 

While the Department of the Interior plays a central role, many federal agencies—including the Department 

of Education—administer programs that fulfill trust obligations to Native peoples, such as: 

• Alaska Native Education Program

• Native Hawaiian Education Program

Ensuring Continuity and Respect 

It is vital that the federal government and Native communities maintain a respectful, government-to-

government relationship. 

• The Trump Administration and federal agencies are urged to reaffirm these commitments.

• Any interruption or elimination of Native programs would violate the trust responsibility and

undermine federal obligations to Native communities.

Key Takeaway 

The Federal Trust Responsibility is not optional—it is a binding legal and moral obligation. Upholding it 

ensures the United States continues to honor its promises and partnerships with American Indians, Alaska 

Natives, and Native Hawaiians. 

https://www.doi.gov/document-library/secretary-order/so-3416-ending-dei-programs-and-gender-ideology-extremism
https://public-inspection.federalregister.gov/2025-01953.pdf
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