
 

For Immediate Release:  
April 8, 2015 

Contacts: 

  Chris Winter, attorney for plaintiffs, Crag Law Center, 503-701-6002, chris@crag.org 
  Julia Olson, Our Children’s Trust, 415-786-4825, julia@ourchildrenstrust.org  
 Mary DeMocker, 350 Eugene, 541-206-2092, marydemocker@gmail.com  

Hundreds Of Oregonians From Around The State Came To  
Lane County Circuit Court To Support Youths’ 

 Landmark Climate Change Case 

Eugene, Oregon – Yesterday, in front of a packed courtroom and national news media, Judge 
Karsten Rasmussen heard oral argument in a precedent setting climate change case, Chernaik v. 
Brown, brought by two young women from Eugene. More than 400 students and individuals 
from across the state flooded the courtroom and overflow room and took part in a silent vigil and 
theatrical tribunal outside the courtroom in support of Kelsey Juliana and Olivia Chernaik’s fight 
for their constitutional rights and meaningful state action on climate change.  

“I’m very proud and grateful to my attorneys who represented us exceptionally well today,” said 
Juliana. “I’m disappointed and confused why my State is continuing to battle and resist our 
efforts to ensure our rights are beings upheld, by protecting vital resources needed for current 
and future generations. However, I remain optimistic and look forward to the judge’s decision.”  

Juliana and Chernaik brought their case against Gov. Kitzhaber (now Gov. Brown) and the state 
of Oregon because the state, by its own admission, is failing to meet its carbon emission 
reduction goals and is not acting to protect Oregon’s public trust resources and the futures of 
these young Oregonians. Throughout the case and during oral argument, the youth plaintiffs 
asked the court for a declaration of law that the state has a fiduciary obligation to manage the 
atmosphere, water resources, coastal areas, wildlife and fish as public trust assets that must be 
protected from substantial impairment. The state’s attorneys renounced any obligation to protect 
these public resources, arguing that the public trust doctrine does not apply to the atmosphere 
and only prevents the state from selling off submerged lands to private interests. Juliana and 
Chernaik’s lawyers pointed to many sources of law demonstrating the fallacy of the governor and 
state’s contention. 

“In the face of unprecedented and irreversible harm to our natural resources, this case gives 
Oregon the chance to lead our nation in protecting our atmosphere and all natural resources so 
our children and grandchildren enjoy a viable life on Earth,” said Chris Winter, co-executive 
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director at Crag Law Center, who argued the case for the plaintiffs. “Our government holds our 
shared natural resources in trust, including our atmosphere, for present and future generations. 
The Oregon Court of Appeals has asked Judge Rasmussen to declare whether the State owes to 
the people this fiduciary obligation to safeguard our natural resources. This duty is the public 
trust, and we are optimistic that the court will so declare, placing Oregon on the path to science-
based systemic climate recovery.” 

“Today’s case is one of several cases around the country, brought by youth and coordinated by 
Our Children’s Trust, all converging to secure the legal right to a healthy atmosphere and stable 
climate for present and future generations,” said Julia Olson, executive director and chief legal 
counsel at Our Children’s Trust. “The facts of the case, including the irreversible harm being 
caused by carbon pollution, and the scientific understanding that carbon dioxide levels should be 
no higher than 350 ppm, are undisputed.” 

The question remaining is whether the Court will declare that Oregonians have the legal right to 
their public trust resources protected from that irreversible damage.  

According to Olson, “the declarations the youth seek are grounded in hundreds of years of law 
and in common sense. The public trust doctrine sets a floor for protection and youth simply want 
their State’s management of their natural resources to be in line with scientific prescriptions for 
atmospheric recovery and climate stabilization. Leading scientists have developed clear 
prescriptions for that recovery and stabilization, and it is now time for the courts to declare these 
youth’s legal rights and declare the fiduciary obligation of the State to preserve the sanctity of 
life for our children and grandchildren.” 

This case has returned to Judge Rasmussen after the Oregon Court of Appeals ruled last summer 
in a nationally significant decision that the circuit court must decide whether the atmosphere is a 
public trust resource that the state of Oregon has a fiduciary obligation to protect. Juliana and 
Chernaik were initially told by Judge Rasmussen three years ago that they could not bring the 
case, but the Court of Appeals overturned that decision, and now the fate of Juliana and 
Chernaik’s case lies in the hands of Judge Rasmussen once again. Youth plaintiffs’ expect the 
judge to issue a ruling in the next few months.  

350 Eugene organized several events outside the courthouse, where more than 200 people 
participated in supporting the youth plaintiffs in their fight for climate recovery. Local 5th graders 
led a rally before the hearing, and Eugene’s Mayor Piercy participated in a theatrical climate 
change tribunal with several elementary and middle school classes. As the hearing began, outside 
supporters gathered together for a silent vigil to honor the youth inside, the significance of the 
case, their hope that Judge Rasmussen acts with courage, and the silence to come for living 
beings if our climate is not protected.  

“200 young people, from babes in arms to college students showed up, eager for solutions and to 
stand behind Kelsey and Olivia,” said Mary DeMocker, freelance journalist and 350 Eugene co-
founder. “We were blown away by their creative energy and positive motivation. The whole 
event went beautifully outside, thanks to the generosity and efforts of so many volunteers, 
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businesses, and the Mayor’s office. The whole day was powerful and unifying for the 
community.”  

Youth plaintiffs are represented by Crag Law Center, Liam Sherlock at Hutchinson, Cox, Coons, 
Orr & Sherlock, P.C. and the Western Environmental Law Center. Kelsey and Olivia’s lawsuit 
was filed with the help of Our Children’s Trust, an Oregon-based nonprofit coordinating a global 
game-changing, youth-driven legal campaign to establish the right to a healthy atmosphere and 
stable climate. The legal effort advances the fundamental duty of government today: to address 
the climate crisis based on scientific baselines and benchmarks, and to do so within timeframes 
determined by scientific analysis.  

Short documentary films of Kelsey and other young people taking legal action can be 
seen at www.ourchildrenstrust.org/trust-films. 

Our Children's Trust is a nonprofit organization advocating for urgent emissions reductions on behalf of 
youth and future generations, who have the most to lose if emissions are not reduced. OCT is 
spearheading the international human rights and environmental TRUST Campaign to compel 
governments to safeguard the atmosphere as a "public trust" resource. We use law, film, and media to 
elevate their compelling voices. Our ultimate goal is for governments to adopt and implement enforceable 
science-based Climate Recovery Plans with annual emissions reductions to return to an atmospheric 
carbon dioxide concentration of 350 ppm. www.ourchildrenstrust.org/ 
                         

### 

http://www.ourchildrenstrust.org/trust-films
http://www.ourchildrenstrust.org/

