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EDITOR’S NOTE

Conservation is an ecosystem

IN JUNE 1934, AS GRITTY CLOUDS of dust boiled up from the Great Plains and darkened skies

across the continent, University of Wisconsin professor Aldo Leopold addressed a crowd at the univer-
sity’s new arboretum. Leopold was deeply disturbed by what would come to be known as the Dust

Bowl —a disaster he had foreseen as a young forester in the Southwest — and the usually restrained

wildlife ecologist was in a bitter mood.

“There is a feeble minority called conservationists, who are indignant about something,” he wrote in
an essay adapted from his address. “They are beginning to realize that their task involves the reor-
ganization of society, rather than the passage of some fish and game laws.”

Leopold’s caustic assessment is, in many ways, as true now as it was then. In the 1960s and 1970s, U.S.
conservationists secured federal protections for land, air, water and endangered species, still some of
the most powerful environmental laws in the world. But if conservationists are to protect ecosystems,
the conservation movement itself must start acting more like an ecosystem, operating at many inter-
connected levels. Even as it advocates for laws and regulations capable of restraining corporate power
and easing the effects of climate change, it must work to reorganize society — to support people and
communities in living sustainably within ecosystems and alongside other species.

This special issue of High Country News is about the conservationists reorganizing our region on behalf
of all species. Conservation’s future will not be singular, so it’s fitting that this issue brings together
many voices. You’ll read about rural community organizers working to revive economies and ecosys-
tems, and activists helping to protect habitat corridors on the U.S.-Mexico border and in the Northern
Rockies. You’ll meet conservation scholars and practitioners who envision more effective, inclusive
futures for federal environmental laws and land-management agencies. You’ll hear from hunters,
birdwatchers, artisans, lawyers and scientists, and from foresters- and firefighters-in-training. And
you’ll follow the journeys of butterflies, jaguars and a fictional character or two.

The people in this issue live in disparate places and face a variety of challenges, but all of them have
found that Leopold was on to something. The great task of protecting and repairing ecosystems
requires law and science, history and art, and brain and muscle — sometimes all at once. It also
demands something even more fundamental: that we repair our ties with one another.

Michelle Nijhuis, acting co-editor and issue guest editor
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Totem poles sit beside

a carving shed in the
community of Klawock,
Alaska. It can take centuries
for a tree to reach the size
required for totem pole and
canoe carving. Many such
trees in the Tongass
National Forest have been
lost to logging.

Bethany Sonsini Goodrich /
High Country News
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The next chapter

of environmental law

Experts recommend upgrades for foundational conservation policies.

BY KYLIE MOHR | ILLUSTRATIONS BY LAUREN CROW

IN THE 1960S AND EARLY 1970S, Congress
passed a series of laws that profoundly affected
Western ecosystems and human relationships
to them. The Clean Air Act, designed to reduce
air pollution, led the way in 1963, and in 1970,
the National Environmental Policy Act, some-
times called the Magna Carta of environmental
protection, created a review process for federal
projects. In 1972, the Clean Water Act established
requirements for the restoration and mainte-
nance of waterways, and one year later, the
Endangered Species Act created protections
and required recovery plans for fish, wildlife
and plants deemed threatened or endangered.
Conservation finally seemed to have a solid legal
foundation.

Six decades later, that foundation is in se-
rious need of retrofitting. Though the West has
the nation’s highest concentration of areas per-
manently protected for biodiversity, it also has
some of the highest concentrations of species
at risk of extinction. Rising temperatures, pre-
cipitation extremes and larger, more destruc-
tive wildfires, all driven by climate change, are
complicating pre-existing — and increasingly
pressing — conservation problems such as
habitat loss. “Too many of our environmental
laws assumed a static system,” said Barbara
Cosens, a professor emerita at the University
of Idaho College of Law. “We’re no longer faced
with a static system. We have a system that’s
changing, and changing faster than anyone
thought it would.”

The result, said Melinda Morgan, a Universi-
ty of New Mexico geography and environmental
studies professor, is that federal conservation
laws are “the equivalent of driving a Ford Pinto
when we could and should be using a Tesla.”

High Country News asked five Western law
and conservation experts to re-imagine these
longstanding laws and their implementation.
How might they better carry humans and
Western landscapes into the future?
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Monte Mills, director of the University of
Washington’s Native American Law Center

Big idea: Embed treaty responsibilities into
land-management agency missions

Each of the federal agencies that manages
Western public lands is governed by an act of
Congress: The Organic Act created the National
Park Service and charged it with conserving
scenery, history and wildlife for future gener-
ations, while the Federal Land Policy and
Management Act tasked the Bureau of Land
Management with balancing multiple uses and
managing resources for sustainable yields over
time. But tribes were not involved in the discus-
sions that led to these laws, and federal treaty
responsibilities to tribal nations were not explic-
itlyincluded in agencies’ original missions. The
result, Mills said, is that agencies tend to see
treaty responsibilities as secondary. He believes
that public-lands law and Indian law should be
on the same footing. “Do it in a way that equally
prioritizes your trust obligations and comes at
it from the perspective that (tribal nations) are
the original inhabitants of the land,” he said.
Agencies should establish sustained, meaning-
ful bilateral relationships with tribes, not simply
invite them to “consult” on a proposed project
or an existing land-management decision or
plan. “The on-the-ground-relationships are

key here,” he said. This paradigm shift would
also help land managers meet their founding
missions, as Indigenous-led land management
often enhances biodiversity. Mills noted that
agency leaders could initiate change by, for
instance, establishing incentives and evalua-
tion metrics that reward employees’ attention
to trust responsibilities and encourage support
for shared stewardship.

Robin Kundis Craig, environmental law profes-
sor at the University of Southern California
Gould School of Law

Bigidea: Focus on habitat, not species

For half a century, the Endangered Species Act
has ensured that species are the basic units of
conservation in the West. Craig wants to change
that. “I would switch it away from thinking
about conservation on a species-by-species
basis and more comprehensively think about
preserving good habitat, for whatever hap-
pens to end up there, on a broader basis,” she

N
AN

said. Rather than waiting to act until species
are in crisis, she said, an ecosystem-level ap-
proach could help prevent endangerment. To
accomplish this, the existing law could give
more weight to habitat loss when considering
the listing of a species as threatened or en-
dangered; when more than a certain number
of species that share a habitat type are listed,
restoration could be conducted at the ecosys-
tem level. Habitat conservation plans, already
mandatory for developers seeking “incidental
take” permits under the Endangered Species
Act, could also serve as a vehicle for strength-
ening the law. A new analysis published in
the journal PLOS ONE, which found that most
species don’t receive protection under the law
until their populations are dangerously small,
lends urgency to these recommendations.

Big idea: Redefine Clean Water Act violations

Craig believes that the Clean Water Act needs




to be updated to address the challenges of
climate change. Federal water regulation,
strengthened by the 1972 amendments to the
law, required states to set water-quality stan-
dards, while separate regulations created an
“antidegradation policy,” meaning that if a wa-
ter body was suitable for, say, public drinking
water or recreation, it had to remain usable for
that purpose. But the law makes no distinc-
tion between human-induced environmental
changes that can be effectively regulated, such
as industrial discharges of toxins, and those
that are byproducts of climate change. So if cli-
mate change warms a stream to the point that
trout or salmon cannot thrive, states could be
considered in violation of water-quality stan-
dards and antidegradation policies. Ironical-
ly, this could prevent states from moving for-
ward on renewable energy development and
other projects intended to address the causes
of climate change. “Protections that were put
in were good and well-intentioned, but might
trap states,” Craig said. She added that the EPA
could create an analysis process that allows
states to eliminate “existing use” requirements
when climate impacts make a use impossible
to maintain.

Barbara Cosens, professor emerita at the
University of Idaho College of Law

Bigidea: Bring adaptive management to the fore-
front of the National Environmental Policy Act
process

Under the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA), environmental impact analyses of fed-
eral projects are carried out before a proposed
action is taken. “There’s no monitoring to see
if what’s predicted actually happens,” Cosens

said. “There’s no ... flexibility to really han-
dle situations where there’s high uncertain-
ty. NEPA was a great idea for a period of time
where things were not changing so rapidly, but
it needs adjustment now.” Instead of a single

analysis, she’d like NEPA to require adaptive
management, in which environmental im-
pacts are monitored over the course of a proj-
ect and adjustments are made in response to
changing results and conditions.

Cosens works in the Columbia River Ba-
sin, where she sees the limitations of NEPA
firsthand. “How exactly is temperature going
to impact salmon in the Columbia River if we
do this project or that project?” she said. “NEPA
doesn’t handle it well.” The renegotiation of
the Columbia River Treaty between the United
States and Canada, which began in 2018, is still
underway. While the discussions are not public,
limited press releases and surrounding conver-
sation make Cosens believe that participants
are taking uncertainty seriously. “It looks like
(the renegotiation) has the potential to address
the kind of issues we don’t know the outcome
of just yet,” she said. One day soon, she hopes
NEPA will too.

Big idea: Adequately fund co-management
by tribes

The Shoshone-Bannock Tribes created Mat-
saw’s position — research scientist and prin-
cipal investigator — not only to promote
tribal participation in discussions about re-
source management, but to involve the tribes
in the production of knowledge about those
resources. Matsaw focuses on chinook salm-
on and steelhead research, but he is spread
too thin, and, as a result, he said, “co-man-
agement” — tribal-federal management of
select federal lands and resources within
the framework of existing laws — is often an
empty word. “We need to clone people like
myself,” Matsaw said. Federal and state man-
agers regularly ask for his time, and while he
appreciates the ask, he is usually expected to
work for free. He has a simple request: Fund
tribal expertise.

Big idea: Integrate traditional ecological
knowledge

Matsaw believes that traditional ecological
knowledge holds valuable solutions to modern
problems. “We see uncertainty as part of our
management, (because) it always has been,”
he said. Incorporating traditional ecological
knowledge into scientific assessments and
monitoring, Matsaw said, is one way of helping
static laws and approaches deal with a chang-
ing environment. He’d like more funding for
collaborations that center Indigenous teach-
ing and systems of knowledge. “Individualism
does not fare well as a scientist trying to apply
knowledge in a changing climate,” he said.
“We need to work in teams with different back-
grounds, training and knowledge that is more
natural for Indigenous peoples.”

Bigidea: Tackle an outdated approach to mining

The General Mining Law of 1872 lets citizens and

companies explore minerals and establish rights

on federal lands without authorization from any

government agency. Unlike the coal, oil, and gas

industries, which pay the government for the right

to extract resources from public lands, hardrock

miners pay no such royalties. “It operationalizes

colonization, the idea that we need to give things

away in order to get people out into the American

West,” Morgan said. “Wejust don’t need to do that.
We do not need to give minerals away. When it

comes to energy, there’s just no free lunch.”
Though decades of reform efforts have come up

short, Morgan is optimistic about new bills that
would impose royalties and stronger environmen-
tal protections. But she pointed out that reformers

face a new challenge: The demand for electric

vehicles, recently boosted by incentives in the

Inflation Reduction Act, could increase mining

oflithium, cobalt and other “battery metals” and

create new resistance to regulation.
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FROM THE TOP of Pigeon Butte in
western Oregon’s William L. Finley
National Wildlife Refuge, the full
width of the Willamette Valley
fits into a gaze. Slung between the
Coast Range and the Cascades, the
valley is checkered with farmland:
grass-seed fields, hazelnut orchards,
vineyards. In the foreground,
however, grassy meadows scattered
with wildflowers and occasional
oaks trace the land’s contours.

Upland prairie landscapes like
these once covered 685,000 acres of
the Willamette Valley. By 2000, only
a10th of 1% remained. Their disap-
pearance has meant the decline of
countless species that once thrived
here; some are endangered, others
have disappeared. Among the
nearly lost is a nickel-sized butterfly
called Fender’s blue.

Endemic to this valley,
Fender’s blue was first collected in
1929. Shortly thereafter, it vanished,
and, for 50 years, no one could find
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the sapphire-winged insect; it was
presumed extinct. But in 1988, a
12-year-old boy netted a few in a
meadow outside Eugene, and a
lepidopterist officially rediscovered
the butterfly the following year.
It was added to the endangered
species list in 2000, when fewer
than 3,400 remained.

Now, the butterfly’s population
has quadrupled and the species is
slated to be downlisted from endan-
gered to threatened. If this status
change is finalized, as is expected
to happen this year, Fender’s blue
will become only the second insect
to have recovered in the history of
the Endangered Species Act.

I'd come to the Pigeon Butte
prairie one May morning in
search of Fender’s blue because I
wanted to see firsthand the partic-
ular beauty of this rare butterfly.
But also, at a time when an esti-
mated half-million insect species
worldwide face extinction and

butterfly populations are shrinking
at unprecedented rates, I wanted
to witness the thing this creature
represented — proof that amid
such overwhelming loss, recovery,
too, remains possible.

It wasn’t until I'd given up and
started back down the hill that I saw
them: two blue butterflies circling
near my knees. When one landed, I
peered at the underside of its wing
and found the double arc of black
spots that differentiate Fender’s
blue from its more common look-
alike, silvery blue.

My first thought was one of
wonderment: How had this deli-
cate creature, with its tissue-thin
wings and sunflower-seed sized
body, come to be flitting about on
this spring morning nearly 90 years
after it was declared lost forever? My
second thought was less romantic:
So what? In the face of an ecologi-
cal crisis of such grand scale, it was
hard toimagine what difference the

M oreaon
), United States ,



A Fender’s blue butterfly
at Baskett Slough National
Wildlife Refuge, Oregon.
Mark V. Leppin
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survival of one small blue butterfly
might make.

A FEW YEARS AFTER the
rediscovery of Fender’s blue, a
graduate student named Cheryl
Schultz found herself just outside
Eugene, slogging through black-
berry brambles taller than her head.
Here, at what is now a Bureau of
Land Management area called Fir
Butte, pockets of remnant prairie
persisted among a snarl of woody
invasives. In these openings a
few dozen Fender’s blues resided.
Today, much has changed, and the
site hosts more than 2,000.

Schultz, now a Washington
State University professor, has
helped lead Fender’s conservation
for nearly three decades. Butasakid,
she didn’t carry around a butterfly
net. Instead, she came to butterflies
by way of her interest in some-
thing else. She started her career
in the years following the fiercely
divisive debate over the addition
of the northern spotted owl to the
endangered species list. The fight
pitted environmentalists against
the timber industry and framed the
issue as an either/or battle of good
versus evil, jobs versus owls. Schultz
grew wary of such dichotomies. She
wanted to explore how science could
help wildlife and people better share
alandscape.

Trying to save Fender’s blue
offered a challenge well-suited
to this line of inquiry. Biologists
knew the butterfly’s limited habi-
tat would need to be expanded to
preventits extinction, but its range
overlaid alandscape dominated by
the human endeavors of agriculture,
urban development and private
land ownership.

Schultz began by observing
Fender’s blues to better understand
their particular ecology: How far
will a Fender’s travel? How much
nectar is needed to support a popu-
lation? How do fires and herbicides
affect the species? Then, she and
her colleagues used their find-
ings to help develop the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service Fender’s blue
recovery plan. But science alone,
Schultz told me, cannot enact
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conservation. “Recovery takes three
things,” she said. “Science, time and
partnerships.”

PERHAPS THIS STORY of recov-
ery begins not with an insect but
with a plant: Kincaid’s lupine, a
perennial wildflower with palm-
shaped leaves and spikes of muted
purple blossoms. Like many butter-
flies, Fender’s blue exists in tight
relationship with a particular host
plant. From the moment a Fender’s
caterpillar hatches in early summer
until it unfurls from its chrysalis
as an adult butterfly the following
spring, the host plant — almost
always Kincaid’s lupine — provides
its sole source of food and shel-
ter. “They’re a species pair,” Tom
Kaye, the executive director of the
Corvallis-based nonprofit Institute
for Applied Ecology, told me. “To
conserve the butterfly, you have to
conserve the lupine.”

After the butter-
fly’s rediscovery in
1989, researchers began
searching for Kincaid’s
lupine. Like the insect,
the plant was exceed-
ingly rare. It grows in
upland prairies, ecosys-
tems comprised of
grasses and forbs that
build soil and, unless
something interrupts
the process, eventu-
ally give way to shrubs
and trees. To remain
prairie-like, a prairie
requires disturbance.

In the Willamette
Valley, that disturbance
historically came in the
form of fires managed
by the Kalapuya people,
who burned the prairies
regularly to facilitate
hunting and sustain plant commu-
nities that provided crucial foods,
including camas and acorns. When
settlers displaced the Kalapuya
via disease, genocide and forced
removal, burning ceased. The long-
tended prairies, invitingly flat and
graced with a mild climate and
plentiful water, were swiftly plowed
under for agricultural fields and

turned into settlements.

Without fire, what little prairie
habitat remained began to trans-
form: Hawthorn and poison oak
encroached, fir and ash trees took
root, and the diversity of grasses
and flowering plants that had once
flourished — including Kincaid’s
lupine — withered.

Researchers at the Institute
for Applied Ecology have been
studying Kincaid’s lupine in an
effort to reverse that trend since
the organization’s founding in 1999.
Many of the conservation strate-
gies they’ve developed have to do
with the ways the lupine interacts
with its environment, such as the
symbiotic relationships it forms
with mycorrhizal fungi and rhizo-
bium bacteria. Rhizobium live in
nodules attached to the lupine’s
roots, where, in exchange for nutri-
ents, they provide the plant with a
steady supply of fixed nitrogen. In

new restoration sites
where these fungal and
bacterial partners are
scarce, inoculation with
soil from areas currently
supporting robust
lupine populations can
bolster the new plants’
chances of success.

On a June after-
noon, Kaye and I stood
amid rows of flowering
plants at the organiza-
tion’s seed production
farm. The lupine was
nearly ready to harvest,
and Kaye lifted apod and
held it skyward. Sunlight
flooded the husk to
reveal the dark orbs of
just two seeds cupped
inside. Kincaid’s lupine,
he said, produces scant
seeds, especially in the

wild, where predators such as weevils
abound. That made it nearly impos-
sibleto collect enough for restoration.

“I could hold in my hand the entire
seed output of a population,” Kaye
told me. “Meanwhile, from a produc-
tion field I could fill bags.”

So he and his colleagues
sought ways to boost the cultivated
supply. In collaboration with the



Sustainability in Prisons Project,
the organization established a seed
production field inside the Oregon
State Correctional Institution.
Through this program, incarcer-
ated people have produced tens of
thousands of Kincaid’s lupine seeds,
and, by extension, adult plants
that now host Fender’s caterpil-
lars in restored prairies across the
Willamette Valley.

ONE LATE MAY MORNING, I
met Soledad Diaz, an ecologist with
the Institute for Applied Ecology, at
Baskett Butte in the Baskett Slough
National Wildlife Refuge. Here,
in one of the Willamette Valley’s
largest restored Fender’s prairies, I
found her crouched with a crew of
sun-hatted researchers, counting
flowers to estimate available nectar
resources.

Diaz gestured to my shoulder. I
spun around to watch the flicker of
a Fender’s blue as it flitted off and
landed upon a nearby lupine. “Looks
like an old one,” Diaz said, pointing
out the tattered edges lacing the
butterfly’s wings. In the life of a
Fender’sblue, “old” meansjust nine
or 10 days. On the slopes around
us, knee-high grasses rippled and
flowers bloomed: checkermallows,
mariposa lily, Oregon iris, plenty
of host lupine. Blue butterflies
flew from plant to plant with such
carefree buoyancy it was hard to
remember they were urgently
attending to the task of finding
nectar and a mate under the ticking
clock of their brieflifespan.

Most remnant populations
of Kincaid’s lupine are found on
hills like Baskett Butte, explained
Graham Evans-Peters, the Baskett
Slough Refuge manager. Because
steeper terrain makes farming diffi-
cult, landowners historically used
these uplands for livestock rather
than crops. Grazing cattle, like fires,
keep woody encroachment at bay
and mow down tall grasses. And,
Evans-Peters told me, “They don’t
like lupine.”

The Fish and Wildlife Service
began restoring Fender’s habi-
tat at Baskett Slough in the
mid-1990s. The agency removed

encroaching weeds from the exist-
ing lupine patches on the butte,
then controlled invasive species on
the adjacent slopes and replanted
them with native vegetation. As the
populations of these plants grew, so
did that of Fender’s blue.

Today, high-quality Fender’s
habitat covers over a hundred
acres at Baskett Slough. But the
workisn’t done; the prairie must be
actively managed. “One of the most
important tools for holistic prairie
management,” Evans-Peters said,

“is fire.” While burning kills some
Fender’s larvae, it keeps meadows
open and leads to such significant
leaps in vigor of both nectar and
host plants that the butterfly’s
numbers, too, rise in ensuing years.

Burning also benefits another
species interaction, this one
between Fender’s caterpillars and
their caretakers: ants. Fender’s
caterpillars produce nectar several
ant species eat. In exchange, the
ants stand guard against predators
and parasites. These ant-tenders,
however, don’t always show up.
When dense grass surrounds the
caterpillars’ host plants, it cools
the soil, reducing ant activity, and
creates a maze that prevents ants
from finding the caterpillars in the
lupine above. Burning cleans up
this accumulated thatch, which
researchers suspect is one of the
reasons fire increases ant-tending.
Studies show that the caterpillars’
survival rates can be three times
higher when the caretakers are
present than when they’re not.

At Baskett Slough, the Fish and
Wildlife Service burns sections of
the prairie annually in partnership
with the Confederated Tribes of
Grand Ronde, which include bands
of the Kalapuya. Over the past two
decades, the tribes’ fire program has
increasingly focused on reintroduc-
ing cultural burning practices to
manage land and enhance tradi-
tional food sources. Now, due to
growing interest in using fire as a
tool for restoration, many agencies
are seeking the tribes’ expertise.

“We want to get to the point where
we’re conducting cultural burns that
have the restoration effort behind

them,” Colby Drake, burn boss and
natural resources manager for the
Confederated Tribes, explained
at a forestry summit in 2021. “The
momentum is ripe right now to get
that good fire on the ground.”

NINETY-SIX PERCENT of the
Willamette Valley is privately
owned. Partnerships with private
landowners such as Jim and Ed
Merzenich of Oak Basin Tree Farm
are crucial to conservation efforts.

Atthe Merzenichs’ farm outside
of Brownsville, a population of
Fender’s blues resides in a series of
open meadows that spill down the
southwest slope of an otherwise
forested hillside. These meadows
were once overrun with blackberry
and isolated by surrounding stands
of firs. But Jim Merzenich, working
with the Fish and Wildlife Service
and the Institute for Applied
Ecology, has removed blackberries
and cleared connecting corridors
through the forest. He’s now work-
ing with the Greenbelt Land Trust to
establish a conservation easement to
permanently protect the area.

“A lot of landowners have a
fear of government interference,”
Merzenich told me. “But we’ve had
no conflicts.” On the contrary, part-
nerships with federal agencies have
provided the funding and expertise
to restore oak and prairie habitats
on Merzenich’s farm even as timber
harvests continue.

When Ivisited Merzenich’s prai-
riein early July, it was too late in the
year to see Fender’s blues flying, but
Kincaid’s lupine bloomed purple
amid grassy meadows splashed
pink with clarkia and ribboned with
bands of yellow tarweed. New black-
berry canes, too, were abundant,
already resprouting and reaching
into the open space of the recently
cleared corridors. “The population
here is precarious,” Merzenich said.

“The worst thing that could happen
to these meadows is for people to
just turn around and ignore them.
You’d lose your lupine, lose your
butterflies.”

Even the most robust Fender’s
populations remain dependent
upon humans. To keep at bay the

]

myriad plants ready to rush into

the open space, people — resto-
ration technicians, landowners,
fire crews — must regularly mow or
spray or burn the butterfly’s habi-
tat. At first glance, this can appear to

undermine the significance of the

species’ recovery. Despite decades

of conservation, the butterflies are

far from self-sufficient.

But this relationship is noth-
ing new. Without the fires tended
by the Kalapuya, the prairies of
the Willamette Valley, along with
Fender’s blue, would have vanished
long ago. Nor is the entanglement
unique when examined in light of
the other partnerships surround-
ing the species — those entwining
butterfly and host-plant, rhizo-
bium bacteria and Kincaid’s lupine,
caterpillars and ant-tenders. Self-
sufficiency, it seems, is irrelevant:
Survival is a collaborative process.

Butterflies, despite their
poster-child fame, are not great
pollinators. Their long, slender
tongues often reach nectar with-
out touching pollen or stigma. If
not pollination, what ecological
purpose do they serve? Their niche
isto turn plant material into food for
animals like the western meadow-
lark, also a species of conservation
concern. But Fender’s most signif-
icant function might be its ability
to evoke the attention, and care, of
humans. “People respond to butter-
flies in a way that doesn’t always
happen with insects,” Schultz said.

It’s hard to imagine a coalition
of scientists, farmers, incarcer-
ated adults, government agencies,
nonprofits and tribal nations coming
together with such resolve on behalf
of, say, a modest ant or lupine. But
in the course of Fender’s conserva-
tion, these organisms too — and the
suite of other prairie species whose
survival is bound up with the butter-
fly’s — have benefited. So while
Fender’s owes its recovery to the
prairie community, one could also
argue that the butterfly, by recruiting
the assistance of humans, has saved
the prairie. The truth, I suspect,
contains no such dichotomies, only
atangle of relations binding each to
the rest.
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POEM

On Hearingthe

Sonic Boom of a Meteor
Over Salt Lake City
While Drinking Coffee
withLao-Tzu

By Christopher Cokinos

Above the mountains and the city, crashing

into stratosphere to flare unseen and crackle

-rumble like less sonorous thunder, the mystery

sound lifted our gaze from morning

coffee and an online heat map of the future sky.

We’d learn, hours later, that a venerable rock had skipped
Earth’s air, skipped terrestrial catastrophe, meteoroid returning
like a ship to the vacuum-dark sea. Door-cam videos,
texts, the chatter of averted disaster : instead of mass extinction,
a Tweet. It’s always like that, the moment as epoch, manifesto
of a second or maybe two : enchantments

at the edges of mortality. There was ridge

-top lightning I ran from once, then, in a way, I blessed :
that should be involuntary, like breathing, but

we grim ourselves with worry. Of course.

When has fear ever fixed trajectories

or filled your lungs?-and

it’s not that your slogan’s pithy fever

is mistaken, but its t-shirt doesn’t help.

What if, before moisture flux convergence and polar
amplification, before Charney sensitivity, Lao-Tzu

had been right? That the only path to serenity

is to do the work then step back. Like a fossil

made of smoke, he looked up with me. We stared

at air whose crash we couldn’t then name. So

I sipped. He scritched on scroll.

Made of scrub-jay digits, what was blue

-feathered bone lands in our scrawny hands

like a choice. The wake is silent. Then resumes

the granite, an outcast monarch, the locust-leaf wind.
Like me, you can use that quill

to message an empire. You can change

WEB EXTRA Listen to
Christopher Cokinos recite his
Take it. poem at hcne.ws/sonic-boom

yourself even if the world refuses.
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Forging a
new generation
of firefighters

A wealthy California county’s fire
department breaks down barriers to
recruitment, training and retention.

BY DANIELLE VENTON
ILLUSTRATION BY LAUREN CROW

IT WAS NOON — AND LUNCHTIME.
Armando Jimenez and Jesus Chavez took off
their hard hats and sat down at a picnic table in
Memorial Park in Marin County, California. The
park is bordered on three sides by a playground,
a parking lot and a baseball field. If a fire threat-
ened it, it would likely approach from the fourth
side, a steep hill that was, until recently, covered
with flammable brush.

Thanks to Jimenez, Chavez and their crew-
mates, that hillside has since been cleared
of small trees, branches and twigs. Now, if a
spark ignited a fire, the flames would be much
less likely to climb into the treetops and start a
dangerous conflagration.

Jimenez and Chavez are part of the first
cohort of FIRE Foundry, a job-training program
that aims to diversify the Marin County Fire
Department and possibly serve as a model, not
only for the firefighting profession but for the
broader conservation workforce. With funding
from the state of California and earnings from
its own fuel-reduction services, FIRE Foundry
offers its recruits full-time employment, tempo-
rary housing at the fire station, assistance with
basic expenses, mental health support, tutoring,
free uniforms and boots, a full scholarship at the
local community college and training in emerg-
ing fire technology, including remote sensing
programs and predictive services.

“I really want to see more minorities in the
fire service,” said 21-year-old Jimenez, who was
born and raised in Mexico and sought asylum in
the United States in 2010. “That’s the major thing
(that) made me want to join.”

Despite studies suggesting that commu-
nities are best served by first responders who
reflect local diversity, professional firefighters
are overwhelmingly white and male — both in
Marin County and nationwide. Marin is one of
California’s richest counties. It’s also the most
segregated county in the Bay Area, and so,
several years ago, Fire Chief Jason Weber decided
to tackle his department’s diversity problem by
addressing its deeper causes.

One of those causes, said Weber, is that the

“feeder programs” that funnel people into the

profession — volunteer and seasonal firefight-
ing programs, junior college classes that lead to

further training — offer low or no wages. “We’re

trying tobreak that mold,” he said. “We’re trying

to break systemic cycles of poverty, generational

poverty, and that has to do with the importance

of a sustainable-wage career.”

While the program is still in its infancy,
observers say its approach could help diversify
related professions in land management and
restoration. “I know the (conservation) world
really well, and it is and always has been domi-
nated by white men,” said Rhea Suh, current
president of the Marin Community Foundation
and a former leader of diversity programs for the
Department of the Interior. “I am fascinated that
there are people on the ground like the Marin
fire chief, who’s saying to himself, without any
kind of outside pressure, ‘We have to figure out
a sustainable way to maintain our pipeline and
... if we are going to attract more people of color,
more women, we need to have a different attitude
and posture.”

As the impacts of climate change deepen,

Nearly 83% of the Marin County Fire
Department’s 80 full-time firefighters are
white men. Approximately 7.5% are white
women, and an equal percentage are Latino;
Asians account for just 2% of the firefight-
ers. None of the department’s full-time
firefighters are Black. In comparison, 3%
of the county’s population is Black, 16% is
Latino and 6% is Asian. Slightly more than
half of the population is female.

In 2019, according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 96% of U.S. career firefighters
were men and 82% were white.

Suh pointed out, demand for workers trained in
restoration and adaptation will only grow. “We
know the fires are coming. We know sea-level rise
ishappening. Why can’t we really think about the
pipeline for these positions?” she asked. “These
can be the great jobs of the next century.”

At the lunch table, Chavez said that, at 23,
he was surprised to find himself back in school,
taking EMT classes. But, he said, “I have to face it.
It’s to become a better person for myself.”

As a kid, he said, he wanted to join the fire
service but didn’t know how to get in. He applied
for FIRE Foundry after seeing it advertised on
Instagram. He soon took to the hard work, the
time outdoors, and the camaraderie among his
fellow firefighters.

“They get down and dirty,” he said. “I like
that. Everyone’s close, like a whole family.” -
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REPORTAGE

Freeing eagles from
a deadly threat

Spurred by the toxic effects of lead ammunition
on wildlife, hunters and environmentalists begin to

rebuild old alliances.

BY CHRISTINE PETERSON | ILLUSTRATION BY ISRAEL VARGAS

THE GOLDEN EAGLE did not
fly, even when Hannah Nikonow
pulled over, climbed out of her
car and approached the bird on a
cold January day. As she closed
the 10-foot gap between them, it
drooped its head and clenched its
talons, clearly distressed but inca-
pable of moving. Nikonow threw a
blanket over its head, placed it in
her car and called Montana Fish,
Wildlife and Parks. Then she drove
to the Wild Skies Raptor Center in
Potomac, Montana.

There, tests revealed the bird
had 130 micrograms per deciliter of
lead inits blood. Even tiny amounts
of lead can be harmful to eagles,
but levels above 60 micrograms
per deciliter are considered clinical
poisoning. Biologists administered
chemical flushes to wash the lead
away, but the bird died nine days
later.

Nikonow encountered the
eagle in the Garnet Mountains of
western Montana, a place teem-
ing with wildlife year-round and,
in the fall, hunters like herself.
She grew up hunting in Worland,
Wyoming, and switched from lead
to copper ammunition in college
after she learned about the dangers
lead poses to wildlife. The eagle
was likely poisoned while eating
a carcass killed with lead. “I can
change myself, but if everyone else
is still using lead ... these animals
are going to die,” she said.

The debate over the use of

lead bullets by hunters has been
brewing for years in hunting and
conservation communities. Some
environmental groups have called
forabanontheuseoflead bulletsin
hunting, and, in 2019, the California
Legislature approved one statewide.
Still, many hunting groups say
lead-bullet bans are just one more
attack on Second Amendment
rights and yet another obstacle to
hunting, a pastime whose decline
threatens state wildlife agencies
that are funded in large part by
hunting-license fees. Unlike many
oftoday’s political battles, however,
the lead-bullet debate has a grow-
ing middle ground.

“LEAD IS A TOXICANT that
affects almost every system in an
eagle’s body. It takes the place of
essential nutrients,” said Todd
Katzner, a research wildlife biolo-
gist with the U.S. Geological Survey.

“It takes the place of calcium, so the
lead is shunted to the bones, and
then bones aren’t as strong and
don’t do what they should do.” It
also affects nerve function and
interrupts neurotransmission, caus-
ing eagles to lose coordination and
become paralyzed and convulsive
as their muscles waste away.

When a lead bullet hits an
animal, it doesn’tjust lodge in place
or pass through; it often fragments
into as many as 450 pieces. And
some of those pieces can travel as
far as 15 inches from the bullet’s

original path, said Chris Parish, CEO
of the global nonprofit The Peregrine
Fund and co-founder of the North
American Non-Lead Partnership.
The lead not only stays in carcasses,
where birds might consume it, but
ends up in the carefully packaged
meat in hunters’ freezers.

While ingesting lead isn’t good
for anybody, eagles, vultures and
condors have exceptionally acidic
stomachs that break the metal
down, making it easier for the
poison to enter their bloodstreams.
And unlike some raptors, eagles
switch to a steady diet of dead
animals at the start of each winter,
exactly when hunting seasons end.

Parish has studied the effects
of lead on raptors for decades. In
the early 2000s, when he was the
coordinator of Arizona’s condor
reintroduction program, he and his
colleagues noticed that a dispro-
portionate number of condors were
dyinginthelate fall and early winter.
In the mid-2000s, they published
research establishing a connection
between the deaths and lead ammu-
nition, and further studies have
confirmed the broader effects of lead
poisoning on eagles and condors.
In 2016, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service reported that poisoning was
theleading cause of bald and golden
eagle mortality and thatlead was the
primary cause of it. Last February,
Katzner and almost a dozen other
researchers co-authored a paper
showing that lead is also limiting
golden eagle population growth.

Parish is a scientist, but he
knows science doesn’t automat-
ically lead to change: He grew up
as a ranch kid in rural Southern
California, where he hunted, fished
and lived with people who distrusted
government mandates, even those
backed by science. “We commonly
say that our scientific and conserva-
tion endeavors are based on a firm
foundation of science,” Parish said.

“Well, that’s fine. But all of that is for
naught, unless you are working with
the community members within the
communities.”

Some hunters have criticized
the push for non-lead ammuni-
tion. They wonder if lead really

does cause the problems scientists
describe, and worry that other
ammunition, such as copper, is
less lethal than lead and not
really worth the higher cost. (The
cost is dropping, but at one point
it was double that of lead.) And
non-lead ammo is often harder to
find, especially given the current
ammunition shortage, which has
been caused largely by pandemic
hoarding and fears of restrictions
under a Democratic president.

Even if hunters and state
legislators could be persuaded to
support new restrictions, Parish
said, bans alone are unlikely to
change hunting practices. A copper
round looks almost identical to a
lead one, rendering enforcement
difficult at best. But more impor-
tantly, Parish said, “folks have
to first believe there is a problem
worth solving, then believe their
action can help, and then, finally,
be willing to make the change. Like,
a diet or exercise regime sounds
good to most folks, (but) turning
anideainto action takes a bit more
than an infomercial or reprimand.”

So he and others are work-
ing to change the narrative about
non-lead ammunition by talking
to hunters, offering educational
programs and otherwise building
relationships. Incentives have
been helpful, such as giveaways
of non-lead ammunition and cash
drawings for hunters who make the
switch or remove gut piles from the
field. Sporting Lead Free, part of the
Teton Raptor Center in Wyoming,
leads educational ballistics work-
shops designed to demonstrate the
efficacy of non-lead ammunition.
Many states, including Wyoming,
are incorporating information
about non-lead ammunition in
their hunter education classes.

These efforts add up, said
Parish, who attends formal func-
tions wearing a belt-buckle-sized
bolo tie that’s embedded with a
half-dozen ivory teeth surround-
ing a spent copper round. The
teeth come from elk he’s killed with
non-lead bullets.

“Thisis my life, itisn’tjustajob,”
he said. “And it depends on trust.”
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HUNTERS, LIKE MOST PEOPLE,
seldom like being told what to do.
But many pride themselves on their
predecessors’ role in conservation
history. More than a century ago,
sportsmen concerned about game
populations lobbied for restrictions
on their own pastime.

As European settlers spread
across North America, they devas-
tated the continent’s wildlife.
During the first half of the 1800s,
the bison population plunged from
more than 30 million animals to
about 1,000; elk dropped from 10
million to 41,000, pronghorn from
40 million to 12,000, and bighorn
sheep fell from 1.5 million to about
85,000. The passenger pigeon went
extinct, and duck populations in
some places dropped by 99%. The
causes included market hunting,
overharvesting, habitat devasta-
tion and, especially in the case of
bison, deliberate elimination of
Indigenous food sources.

“Somehow, a group of hunters
saw the destruction that was going
on, and then, in the true American
spirit, wanted to do something
about it,” said Land Tawney, pres-
ident and CEO of Backcountry
Hunters and Anglers, one of the
country’s fastest-growing hunting
and fishing organizations. “It was
kind of self-serving in some ways.
It’s like, ‘Let’s save the things so
we can shoot more things.”” But it
worked. In the early 1900s, market
hunting largely ended. Habitat
began to be protected, and much
of the wildlife that remained
rebounded. The conservation
movement was born.

And that singular movement
grew and became broader. In the
1960s and ’70s, lawmakers passed
the Endangered Species Actand the
Wilderness Act, and established the
Land and Water Conservation Fund
and the Environmental Protection
Agency. But as more politicians
took up the cause, conservation
became more explicitly political.

“Instead of conservation and the
environment being universal, all of
a sudden that became something
only being represented by one
party,” said Tawney. Over time, the

right generally threw its support to
gun rights while the left more often
backed the environment. “And it
used to be both represented both,”
he said.

Brian Nesvik, director of
Wyoming’s Game and Fish
Department, said that a philosoph-
ical divide also developed between
groups that strongly supported
preservation and those who favored
sustainable use. Nesvik doesn’t see
those camps ever fully reuniting —
the fringes will never agree — but
in recent years, environmental and
hunting groups have found ways to
collaborate on issues such as wild-
life migration corridors and habitat
conservation. Non-lead ammuni-
tion, he believes, could prove to be
another common cause.

ABOUT FIVE YEARS AGO, on
a stretch of Wyoming’s high prai-
rie where wind turbines blink
their eerie red lights at night and
their blades pulse in every season,
raptor researchers Vincent Slabe
and Ross Crandall came up with an
idea. With enough funding, they
could offer hunters free boxes of
non-lead ammunition and study
whether the switch could help
offset the number of raptors killed
by wind-turbine blades.

Lead poisoning isn’t the only
way that humans Kkill eagles: The
birds are also shot, either acciden-
tally or intentionally, electrocuted
by power lines, hit by cars and
killed by wind farms. When wind
energy companies pay fines for
killing eagles under the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act, as Duke Energy
Renewables did in 2013, the money
is used, in part, to offset future
eagle deaths, largely by retrofitting
powerlines. But even ifall the power
lines are retrofitted, Slabe said,
eagles will still die. He and Crandall

hoped to show that hunters switch- ¢¢ I

ing to non-lead ammunition could
be a valid source of mitigation.
The two-year study, which
the researchers paused during
the major ammunition shortage
in the U.S., restarted again this
fall. And early results show prom-
ise: Four hundred and thirty-four

hunters signed on, used $35,000
in ammunition, and left behind
240 lead-free gut piles. Slabe
can’t say exactly how many eagles
were saved by the use of non-lead
ammunition, but preliminary
numbers, he said, “are positive.”

Efforts at persuasion are show-
ing results across the West. From
2008 to 2018 in Arizona, thanks
in part to a consistent hunter-
education campaign, 88% of hunt-
ers in a major deer-hunting area
located in critical condor habitat
either switched to non-lead ammu-
nition or removed their gut piles
from the field. In 2019, that meant
that condors were protected from
an estimated four tons of contami-
nated flesh. Another study showed
that the switch to non-lead ammu-
nition in Teton County, Wyoming,
has decreased lead exposure in
bald eagles.

Wyoming hunter Erik Kramer
picked up his first box of non-lead
bullets after drawing a tag for
a special hunt in Grand Teton
National Park, which required
non-lead ammo. Fortunately
for Kramer, a nonprofit group in
Jackson Hole was giving away free
copper ammo to hunters willing
to try it, so he took home a box.
About a month later, he shot an elk,
butchered it, and froze individual
packages of hamburger, steaks and
roasts — the same way he’d learned
from his dad.

“I hadn’t really considered
switching to non-lead,” he said.
“But I thought, ‘T have a box of
non-lead ammo, I will hunt with it
until I run out and then go back to
my normal cheap Remington Core-
Lokts.”” Then he noticed that the
shoulders of the elk he shot with

non-lead bullets weren’t as chewed
up as those of elk shot with lead.
The copper didn’t fragment quite
as badly, and the new bullets killed
just as quickly. The free ammo also
came with information about how
lead fragments poison birds, and
Kramer soon decided to make the
switch permanent.

Parish and others may get
some help for their anti-lead
campaigns from the bipartisan
Recovering America’s Wildlife
Act, or RAWA, which would estab-
lish new funding sources for state
wildlife agencies, many of which
support education and incentive
programs that encourage the use
of non-lead bullets. (RAWA passed
the House in June and awaits a vote
inthe Senate.) Federal prohibitions
on lead ammunition have struggled
against changing political winds:
Under President Barack Obama, the
Department of the Interior banned
the use of lead ammunition on fish
and wildlife refuges, but the rule
was overturned just a few days into
the Trump administration. In June,
the Interior Department proposed
anew rule that would open 19 addi-
tional wildlife refuges to hunting
and fishing but ban the use of lead
on those lands.

Meanwhile, Parish and others
plan to continue their efforts,
which Parish emphasizes “can’t be
an ‘us against them.’

“The old paradigm was, ‘Here’s
the science, it’s obvious, so do the
rightthing.’ And shaming people if
they did not,” he said. “Well, that’s
not working anymore. We have to
fixit,and when I say ‘we, I mean we
in conservation and we in hunting.
They’re the same. It’s the same vat
of people.”

can change myself, but if

everyone else is still using lead. ...
these animals are going to die.”
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Borderlands
wildlife treads a
narrowing path

Remaining wildlife corridors depend on
international cooperation.

BY SARAH TORY
ILLUSTRATION BY LAUREN CROW

IN LATE 2020, Emily Burns watched in
dismay as construction crews graded new roads
and blasted off mountaintops, hustling to finish
the new border wall in southern Arizona before
Donald Trump left office. Burns is the program
director at the Sky Island Alliance, an environ-
mental nonprofit focused on the mountains of
southeastern Arizona and northeastern Sonora,
Mexico. Each new wall section threatens the
habitat connectivity that the region’s wildlife

— from jaguars to pronghorns — needs to thrive.

“It was really painful to watch,” Burns said. “We
feltlike the tide was supposed to be turning, and
yet that wasn’t happening.”

In March 2020, Burns and I drove along a
30-mile stretch of the border while she installed
wildlife cameras for a border wildlife study.
When I called her in June to ask for an update
on Borderlands conservation, she sighed audi-
bly. “Just hearing that makes my heart hurt,”
she said.

Nearly three years into the Biden pres-
idency, conservationists’ hopes that his
administration would usher in a new era for the
Borderlands are fading. But conservationists in
the U.S. and Mexico have been working together
for decades to protect habitat and wildlife corri-
dors in the Sky Islands, and those alliances are
gaining strength.

“IN MANY WAYS, the border is a physical
problem, especially for us ecologists, but also
it’s such a powerful social tool,” said Zach Palma,
the Mexico projects manager for the Sky Island
Alliance and a former park ranger at Coronado
National Memorial southeast of Tucson. The
wall blocks wildlife, he said, while the political
border impedes the human connections neces-
sary to protect the ecosystem.

Conservationists have worked hard to over-
come both obstacles. The Sky Island Alliance
works with Mexican NGOs like Profauna A.C.
(“A.C.” stands for asociacidn civil, a type of
nonprofit) and builds relationships with the
ranchers and ejidatarios — members of agri-
cultural collectives — who are the de facto land
managers in much of northern Sonora. Sky
Island Alliance has hired biology graduates
from rural Sonoran universities to talk with
sometimes-skeptical ranchers about wildlife
and conservation. Several ranches have since
switched to rotational grazing to help prevent
overgrazing, replanted native species, or built
water-retention structures to ease the impacts
of drought. Some ranchers have become educa-
tors within their own communities, sharing
knowledge with neighbors, friends and family.
Profauna is also working to create a complete
database of Sky Islands flora and fauna.

“Both governments are contributing
very few resources to the environment” in the
Borderlands, said Mario Cirett-Galan, an ecolo-
gist for Profauna. “On the other hand, we have
a lot of support from NGOs. That collaboration
isallowingusto get alot done on the border.” In
August, Cirett-Galan and other conservation-
ists were elated when one of Profauna’s wildlife
cameras in northern Sonora captured an image
of “El Jefe,” a jaguar last seen nearly seven
years ago in Arizona’s Santa Rita Mountains.
Jaguars have been nearly driven extinct in the
Borderlands by human encroachment, includ-
ingwall construction, but El Jefe’s reappearance
suggested that it is still possible for the species
to move between Arizona and Sonora.

MEANWHILE, conservationists are girding
for new battles. In July, the Department of

Homeland Security updated its border “reme-
diation” plan, announcing that it would use
already-appropriated money to continue
construction and installation of stadium
lights, including in protected areas such as
Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, San
Bernardino National Wildlife Refuge and San
Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area.
Burns said the artificial lighting is “horrify-
ing” for birds and other species that use these
areas as migration corridors and whose survival
depends on darkness.

The 30-mile stretch of border that I visited
in 2020 crosses the San Rafael Valley and is one
of only two major wildlife passageways along
Arizona’s 372-mile border with Mexico. (The
other is a 62-mile segment across the Tohono
O’odham Reservation west of Sasabe; smaller
gaps that persist elsewhere may become import-
ant migratory corridors now that so much of
the area has been walled off.) In the San Rafael
Valley, the border is marked only by a vehicle
fence, and the wildlife cameras the Sky Island
Alliance placed along it documented 114 differ-
ent species or taxa — yet more proof of what’s at
stake, said Burns.

One species, however, was notably absent:
humans. There were 73,000 camera detections,
but those that weren’t wildlife were mostly cattle
and livestock. Less than 2,000 were related to
people, and the majority of those showed law
enforcement agents and construction workers;
since the U.S. government installed a series of
surveillance towers, each about 160 feet tall,
across the San Rafael Valley beginning in 2019,
few migrants attempt to cross there. Even Burns
was surprised by the results. In one of the most
militarized landscapes on Earth, there are still
wild places worth fighting for.
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t was 10 a.m. in San Luis, a small town
in southern Colorado, and the grocery
store had only been open for an hour. But
already owner Devon Pefia was dealing
with a lot. Two workers were out with
COVID-19, and the guy he’d hired to
operate the forklift in the stockroom was proving
unreliable. Then the butcher burst into his office
and told him that all the freezers were down.
“Oh, crap,” Pefia said. “We’re going to lose
thousands of dollars’ worth of meat.”

The butcher and another employee began
frantically moving food from the freezer into
the fridges. Melting blueberries dripped blue
goo onto the floor.

For the past few months, Pefia had faced a
string of similar emergencies. Running a busi-
nessisn’teasy. “I'm a professor and a farmer,” he
exclaimed. “I don’t know how to run a grocery!
I'm learning now.”

This isnot a typical grocery store, and Pefia
is not a typical grocery store owner. He’s the
founder and director of The Acequia Institute, a
not-your-typical environmental and food justice
organization that purchased the market earlier
this year. Started in the 1980s and incorpo-
rated in 2006, the institute has tackled projects
ranging from land restoration in the San Luis
Valley to scholarship support for local students
entering environmental and health fields. Pefia
himself is a professor of environmental anthro-
pology at the University of Washington who
divides his time between San Luis and Seattle.
He sees the market as a way to merge the insti-
tute’s many goals.

The San Luis grocery store, long known as
the “R&R,” had been in the same family for 165
years, ever since Dario Gallegos started it in 1857,
making it the longest continuously operated
business in Colorado. But when Gallegos’ great-
great-grandson, Felix Romero, decided to retire
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in early 2022, nobody in the family wanted to
take over. So The Acequia Institute made an offer
and rebranded the R&R as the San Luis People’s
Market.

Luckily for Pefia, Romero still lives upstairs,
and he was in the store when the freezer broke
down. “It’s nothing major. Don’t panic,” he said.
The freezer, which Romero purchased in the
1960s, had simply iced up. It happens all the
time, he said calmly. And he asked someone to
bring him a space heater, a box, and the mirror
above the desk in the office.

“ThisisatrickI don’t know about, so I've got
to learn this,” Pefia said. Romero set the heater
on top of the box in the back of the freezer and
plugged it in. Then he used the mirror to look
behind the freezer coils. “See? It’s alliced up,” he
told Pefia. “Now we’ll just check on it and wait
for it to melt. Take about an hour.”

Like Romero, most people in San Luis can
trace their roots back to the mid-19th century,
when the valley was part of Mexico. But as in
much of the rural U.S., the valley’s economy —
and consequently its landscape — has undergone
radical changes over the past century. In the
1960s, the mountain where people had hunted
and fished for more than a century was purchased
by a private owner, who cut off all local access.
Many residents shifted from polyculture vegeta-
ble farming to monocrop agriculture and cattle
ranching. Soil health suffered, and as people ate
less homegrown produce and more processed
food, Type 2 diabetes, once a rare complaint here,
became common.

The effects of privatization and industrial-
ization are an old story in the rural West. Here,
however, residents still remember how their
grandparents — even their great-great-great-
grandparents — used to farm this land and
how they used to eat. By helping to revive and
strengthen local traditions, Pefia hopes to help
conserve not just the land itself but the ways in
which residents relate to the land and to each
other. “I want to reawaken that cultural memory,”
he said.

The Acequia Institute, with its myriad proj-
ects, can seem chaotic, but that’s because its
goals are so far-reaching. Ultimately, Pefia said,
it’s determined to do nothing less than “change
the basic structures that have to do with the
well-being of this community.” First, though,
he needs to upgrade the freezers.

THE SAN LUIS VALLEY is a bowl of high
desert enclosed by two towering mountain
ranges, the Sangre de Cristos and the San Juans.
Besides the grocery store, the town of San Luis
has a Family Dollar, a couple of restaurants, a
post office, and a beautiful Catholic shrine that

“I'want to
reawaken that
cultural memory
... cChange the basic
structures that
have to do with the
well-being of this
community.”

In southern Colorado’s San Luis Valley,
members of the Move Mountains Youth Project
clear sunflowers from a field where they had
been planted to shelter the main crop, bolita
beans (opening pages).

Devon Pefia poses for a portrait in what had
been the hardware section of the R&R Market,
now the San Luis People’s Market. This part of
the building is slated to become a community
gathering place, with a coffee shop and a corn
mill to process nixtamal for tortillas (facing).

Linnette Ramirez and Felix Romero talk about
the changes at the market in San Luis since its
renaming (below).

sits on a mesa above Main Street. From almost
anywhere in town, it’s easy to see Culebra Peak,
the 14,000-foot-tall mountain that locals simply
call “La Sierra” — The Mountain. La Sierra,
and the water from its snowmelt, have always
loomed large here.

Culebra Creek, which begins high on La
Sierra, runs down the mountain and through
the valley on its way to the Rio Grande. After it
passes through the town of San Luis, some of its
water is diverted into a diagonal canal — the San
Luis People’s Ditch. On the valley’s main high-
way, just above the point where the canal ducks
under the road, a commemorative plaque lists
the names of the 29 settlers who founded San
Luis and dug the ditch.

In the 1840s, the Mexican government
granted almost a million acres of valley land to
settlers living near Taos, in what we now call
New Mexico, to encourage them to move north.
The land grants displaced the Ute, Jicarilla
Apache, Diné and other tribes, forcing them
to the west and south. When Mexico ceded the
territory tothe U.S. after the Mexican-American
War, the U.S. honored the land grant, and San
Luis later became the first town in the state of
Colorado. From its start, the town was multi-
cultural and multinational, including direct
descendants of Mexicans, Indigenous peoples
and Spanish colonists.

The town organized itself around an
acequia system, a Southwestern institution
influenced by Spanish, Arabic and Indigenous
cultures. Practically speaking, acequias are irri-
gation ditches that deliver water from streams
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to agricultural fields. Culturally, however, they
are much more than that. The irrigators agree
to share the available water equally, and each
participant contributes equally to ditch main-
tenance. The land-grant recipients divided the
valley into long skinny strips called varas, so that
every landowner had access to acequia water. The
mountain itself was communal land, where all
valley residents could graze their animals, hunt
and gather firewood. Year after year, residents
rotated their livestock between the valley and
the mountain, giving the pasture in each place a
chance torecover. These traditions continued on
LaSierra well into the 20th century.

Shirley Romero Otero remembers going
to the mountain as a kid with her family and
neighbors. “We would bring a lunch and have a
picnic, and the kids would run all over the place
while the adults gathered wood,” she said. The
usual practice was to gather firewood for one
family one day and for another the next, so that
everyone had enough to get through the long
cold winters.

Otero is a retired classroom teacher, a
community organizer and the executive
director of the Move Mountains Youth Project,
which provides educational opportunities for
local youth. She’s a descendant of the original
land-grant settlers. She drove me from town up
toward the mountain, parking where the road
ended at a gate, beyond which lay the meadow
where she played as a child.
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In 1960, when Otero was 5, Jack Taylor, a
lumberman from North Carolina, purchased
Culebra Peak and almost 80,000 acres of
surrounding ridgeline. He put up locked gates
and “No Trespassing” signs across the roads that
led from the town up the mountain.

Otero left the valley for college, but then,
inspired by the era’s Chicano rights movement,
she came home to organize a lawsuit against
Taylor for blocking local access to the mountain.
In 1981, a group of valley residents called the
Land Rights Council filed a class action lawsuit.
The battle would last two decades.

IN 1984, A FEW YEARS into the struggle
to regain access to La Sierra, Pefia began visit-
ing San Luis. At the time he was a professor
at Colorado College, a liberal arts school in
Colorado Springs, and a fellow professor brought
him to the area to meet some solar power
activists. The region interested Pefia as an envi-
ronmental anthropologist, and it reminded him
of his hometown, Laredo, Texas, which was also
settled through a land grant. He began spend-
ing more time in the valley, and he moved here
permanently in 1991.

Pefia and Otero did not start out as friends.
In the 1990s, while Otero’s organization contin-
ued its lawsuit against the Taylor Ranch, Pefia
became involved in a separate fight to purchase
the mountain for the community. Otero’s group
opposed this effort on principle, because they

believed that the mountain should not — indeed,
could not — be bought or sold.

The movement to buy La Sierra fizzled when
Jack Taylor’s son, Zach, inherited the property
and refused to cooperate. Later, Pefia sent a
pound of coffee and a box of cigars to Otero as a
peace offering and asked to meet and talk. That
was when things began to shift between them,
Otero said.

In 2002, the court finally ruled in favor of
the town residents. The owners of the vara strips
that had originally had access to the mountain
could once again gather firewood and graze
their animals there. Since then, the mountain
has changed hands many times, with the most
recent owner being Bruce Harrison, heir to a
Texas oil fortune. Each new owner inherits the
land’s legal history and often ends up back in
court with the locals.

Otero now has a key to the gate on the road
to the meadow. She can collect firewood on the
mountain, but she says it’s not the same as it
used to be. Since her access is limited to a few
utilitarian purposes, she can’t experience the
land the way she did as a kid. “We didn’t get the
right to hunt, fish, picnic or gather our medici-
nal herbs,” she said. “And those are big losses.”
As a Chicana with both Spanish and Jicarilla
Apache ancestry, Otero sees the privatization of
the mountain as part of a cycle of displacement.

“We displaced the Indigenous folks for the sake
of land grabbing,” she said. And then, after the



United States took over the region, the Mexican
land-grant descendants were viewed as second-
class citizens and were pushed off their land.
Otero and Pefia say that the lack of access

to the mountain dramatically changed both the
town’s economy and the surrounding landscape.
Ranchers who previously followed the life cycle
of the grasses up and down the mountain had
to keep their cattle in the valley, which led to
overgrazing. To replace the native grasses the
cows used to eat on the mountain, farmers began
growing alfalfa, which took a toll on the soil. No
one was growing vegetables anymore, so the
locals had to buy produce that came from else-
where. Many farmers gave up and moved away.

“It’s not just the soil that’s been eroded,”
Pefia says, “but our customary norms of conser-
vation. They’ve been severely eroded as well.”
He thinks people forgot how to live in close
relationship with the land: “Being kept off the
mountain for about 50 years created a kind of
weird disconnect.” Now, both Pefla and Otero
are trying to repair that disconnect.

DOWNSTREAM from the roadside plaque that
commemorates the establishment of the town’s
water rights, the People’s Ditch and Culebra
Creek run almost parallel to each other. Just
west of Main Street, they cross a large plot of land
owned by The Acequia Institute. In 2005, Pefia’s
father used his estate to help Pefia purchase this
181-acre vara strip and start the institute. The
creek meanders through the land’s meadowy
center, while the ditch borders the northern side.
On one side of the creek is a field planted with
beans and peas; on the other, the land slopes
upward into sagebrush and then pifion habitat.

When Pefia first bought the land, it wasn’t
pretty. The previous owner, a cattle rancher,
grew alfalfa and irrigated his fields using a
center pivot, the giant rotating sprinkler systems
common on industrial farmlands. He let his
cattle graze in the creek bed. “It was a disaster,”
Pefia said. “The river was so degraded. All the
banks were caving in.”

Pefa put up a fence to keep the cattle on
one side of the ranch and allow the creek and
upland habitat to recover. Almost 20 years later,
willows and cottonwoods stand along the creek.
Native blue grama grasses are growing among
the sagebrush. “It’s all come back,” Pefia said.

“A beautiful regenerative ecological restoration
is happening. And it’s basically the land doing
it itself. All we did was kick the livestock out.”

He’s switched the farm from a monoculture
to a polyculture — growing vegetables like corn,
bolita beans and peas, all of which will be sold
at the San Luis People’s Market. Pefia says poly-
culture farming is better for the soil. And he’s

'
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returned to the traditional method of flooding

his fields with water from the acequia. Flood irri-
gation is not the most efficient use of water, but

it mimics the creek’s natural flooding processes,
enriching the soil with mineral sediment from

the mountains and creating wetland habitat for
birds and other animals. In dry years, Pefia said,
he’ll still need to use drip irrigation, but he’ll

switch to flooding whenever he can.

The land serves as a working classroom for
Pefia’s students and the local farmers, model-
ing the agricultural traditions of the valley and
of acequia culture in general. The Institute also
helps fund Indigenous food sovereignty efforts
across the country, from Texas to Alaska. Pefia
believes that cultural history is key to environ-
mental conservation. “My whole theory is that
you cannot pull this off unless a community has
a cultural memory of certain things,” Pefia said.

“And people here remember how they used to eat.”

What about those who lack those memories,

or have no other connections to a landscape?

“We can draw from our own ancestors,” Pefia
said. “You have to find out who your great-great-
grandma was.” He added that it’s possible to
learn — and learn respectfully —from customs
that aren’t your own: In the San Luis Valley, for
example, farmers grow Native American crops
and use a water-governance system with Arabic
roots. The system of vara strips is believed to
date back to 5th century Europe, when it was
developed by the Visigoths.

Shirley Romero Otero, founder of the Move Mountains
Youth Project, poses for a portrait with La Sierra, the
mountain that was once communal land for the San
Luis community, behind her (facing).

Alonzo Lobato, with his granddaughter Aspen and
daughter Alexis, opens the gate that separates their
property from La Sierra. A lawsuit has restored access
to the area where generations of the Lobato family
have grazed their cattle (above).

There’s a lot to be learned from the work of
The Acequia Institute, but it is not something
that can necessarily be scaled up or easily repli-
cated. Rather, the institute represents a radical
way of thinking about environmental conser-
vation, one that is less about finding the most
efficient way to use water or grow food and
more about imagining, or reviving, an economy
within which people create meaningful relation-
ships with each other and the land.

Ethnobiologist Gary Nabhan, who has
worked with Pefa, said The Acequia Institute
is teaching living history. “This isn’t just retro
or nostalgia,” he said. “It has importance in
the future.” In a future with more demands on
a decreasing water supply, the ability to work
together through times of scarcity will prove
crucial to survival.

“OUR LITTLE FARMERS! Good morning,

gentlemen!”
On a Tuesday after a three-day weekend,
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Alonzo Lobato opens the ditch to irrigate the soil
where beans, peas and habas are growing (right).
Lobato holds a San Luis pea pod that he just picked
from the fields. He has been growing native crops
in hopes of recovering the quality, resistance and
nutritional value of the heirloom varieties (below).

Otero greeted a group of teenage boys, all of
whom had somehow managed to arrive on time
for their summer job at 8 a.m.

“Thanks for showing up. I know it’s rough,”
Otero said.

The institute received a grant last year to
partner with Otero’s Move Mountains Youth
Project. The grant pays local farmers to convert
an acre of their alfalfa or hay to vegetables, and
the farmers train the youth in exchange for help
in the fields. The farmers get to keep a percent-
age of the crop, and the rest will be sold at the
market.

On this day, the teens used a seeder to plant
lines of corn in a plot of county-owned farmland.
Alonzo Lobato, one of the adult farmers, guided
the boys. “Make sure you guys don’t get too
excited planting the seeds, because then they
come out too close,” he told them.

Fifteen-year-old Amado Montoya used a
hoe to make rows in the field for planting. He was
wearing a Cabela’s ball cap and red suspenders
over his T-shirt. Montoya, who lives on a ranch
with his grandfather, said he enjoys this work
because it teaches him about the land. “Land is
away of life. And it just provides for the people

— like the corn that we’re planting now is gonna
go to the San Luis People’s Market.”

“The youth we’re working with are one of two
generations that have been removed because of
people not growing food anymore,” Otero said.

“We're trying to revive those practices and keep
them alive in order to come up with the next
generation of farmers.”

Even more than teaching young people to
farm, though, Otero wants to use farming as a
way to help them connect with the land and their
community. It’s a connection that she formed
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when she was a child, spending her summers
on the mountain, running in the meadow and
playing in the creek. “Our youth have not been
able to go up there and enjoy that,” she said. “I
would love to take them camping up there, to
teach them mitigation, forest restoration, the
love of the resources — just so they could set
their feet on the ground.” Instead, she ends up
driving them three hours to Crested Butte every
summer to camp. “That’s the irony, when it’s all
right here.”

“We’re going to turn on this pipeline pretty
soon,” Lobato told the youth. Because of the
drought this year, Lobato is using well water to
irrigate this plot. The teens helped him line up
the irrigation with their planted rows of corn.

“OK, Ithink we’re ready to rock and roll!” Lobato
said. He switched on the electrical pump to the
well, and water gushed out of the pipe gates,
flowing in glistening lines down the rows of corn
the youth planted.

“Ilove that sound!” Otero said. “Irrigating —
it’s like a ritual. We’re lucky we got water.”

IT WAS 8 A.M., and the grocery store wouldn’t
open for another hour, though the customers
didn’t seem to know that. As Pefia pulled baskets
of Red Delicious apples and navel oranges out
of the produce fridge and set them on shelves
at the front of the store, someone popped in to
ask if he could buy tripa for menudo. “Let me
see what I can do,” Pena said. He went back to
the office, where the staff were having a meet-
ing, and asked the butcher. But she hadn’t had
a chance to prepare the meat counter, so Pefia
returned to the customer. “Do you mind wait-
ing?” he asked.

Pefia helps out a lot at the store. His goal,

however, is for the business to one day be run as

a cooperative by the staff, many of whom have

worked there for years. Pefia has a lot of other
plans, too: By the end of the summer, the Red

Delicious apples on the shelves will be replaced

by local produce grown by farmers working with

the institute. Within a year, the store expects

to open a commercial kitchen, complete with

volcanic rock corn mills for making traditional

tortillas, and it will start offering cooking and

nutrition classes featuring valley produce. And

The Acequia Institute just received an endow-
ment from the Ceres Trust to provide no-interest
loanstolocal women and young adults who want
to start their own farms — an echo of the mutual

aid society that started in 1900 to support valley
farmers through times of hardship. Every project
is ambitious, and each will require time, effort
and lots of supporters.

“WHAT’S UP, BROTHER?” A few minutes
before the store opened, another young man
popped his head in. He’d supplied the cement
for the store’s new floors, but today he was a
customer, hoping to have a key made in the
hardware section.

Pefia told him they weren’t quite open yet,
and thanked him for waiting.

“You’ve got my business, brother,” the
customer assured him, as he left to wait in his car.

“Gracias, hermano. I truly do appreciate
that.”

“Ilove that sort of relationality,” he said after
the man left. “In a way, it slows down what we do.
But that’s OK. You can have all the refrigeration
up to date and the nicest building, but if the rela-
tionships don’t work and people don’t have the
commitment, it won’t survive.” -
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The extremism vaccine

Amid rising political tensions, one strategy can inoculate communities

against anti-government ideologies.

BY SARAH TRENT | ILLUSTRATION BY LAUREN CROW

ON JAN. 2, 2016, ARMED anti-government
extremists led by Ammon and Ryan Bundy occu-
pied the headquarters of the Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge in eastern Oregon’s Harney
County. They’d hoped to ignite a national upris-
ing against federal land management, but after
41days, they accomplished little beyond creating
a $2 million mess of trash and trenches. After
the Bundys were acquitted of conspiracy and
weapons charges, Ammon led an attack on the
Idaho Statehouse in 2020 and urged his followers
to travel to Washington, D.C., for the rally that
preceded the Jan. 6 storming of the U.S. Capitol.
Now he’s running for governor of Idaho.
Meanwhile, in Harney County, the work
of conserving the refuge and its surrounding
rangelands has continued almost uninterrupt-
ed. Here, locals consider the occupation a mere
bump in the road — though its failure was no
accident, according to political ecologist Peter
Walker, whose book, Sagebrush Collaboration,
tracks the refuge takeover from start to fizzle.
Thanks in large part to a land-management
strategy that local ranchers, conservationists
and federal employees developed 15 years be-
fore the Bundys arrived, the community was

largely inoculated against their simplistic solu-
tions and fiery but empty rhetoric. Through
years of homegrown collaboration led in part
by the nonprofit High Desert Partnership, the
community was already tackling many of the
issues that inspired the Bundys to take up
arms: fences, water access, poverty. To many
locals, these were not ideological struggles, but
tangible problems they were solving together.
Western states are home to the vast ma-
jority of public lands, and anti-government
sentiment runs deep in the region. Nearly
three-quarters of Harney County is managed
by federal agencies for logging, grazing, con-
servation and other purposes; agriculture and
forestry drive the economy, and cows outnum-
ber people by 14-to-1. Frustration with agen-
cies is common, especially in places where
livelihoods depend on land-management deci-
sions, and for more than a century, extremists
have periodically harnessed that tension for
their own ends. Researchers say that recent na-
tional and global upheavals — economic reces-
sion, the pandemic and the accelerating effects
of climate change — have encouraged a further
embrace of extremist views, as people on both

left and right feel increasingly helpless in the
face of disaster and ignored by those in power.

Harney County’s approach is, in many
ways, an antidote to that sense of alienation.

“Very few people would go away from one of
our collaborative meetings saying they weren’t
heard,” said Brenda Smith, director of the High
Desert Partnership, which now oversees six
collaboratives working on issues from wildfire
prevention to youth empowerment. The orga-
nization was founded in 2005 by Gary Marshall,
alocal rancher, and Chad Karges, then director
of the Malheur Wildlife Refuge, who realized
that the area’s history of litigation and conflict
over public lands had created more problems
than solutions. Today, Karges said, restoration
work on Forest Service land is generating bio-
mass that heats local institutions; planned fire-
resilience projects on Bureau of Land Manage-
ment acreage involve a once-unlikely alliance
of ranchers, scientists, tribal members and
government staffers; and refuge staff have part-
nered with nearby landowners to remove inva-
sive carp. None of this was possible 20 years ago,
he said, and the collaboratives are still gaining
momentum.

Interest in collaborative conservation is
rising across the West. “It’s the direction a lot of
communities are moving,” said Walker, who is
now studying southern Oregon collaboratives
that were created to manage wildfire risk. The
approach is well-suited to the complex problems
facing society today, said Peter Harkema, who
leads Oregon Consensus, a state program for
resolving public policy disputes that has facil-
itated several collaboratives in Harney County.
“There’s a recognition that in many cases no one
entity, no agency, no decision-maker can really
solve it on their own,” he said.

Which is not to say the work is easy: Karges
said it took two years to overcome the initial
distrust between the conservation and agricul-
ture communities. Friendly relationships had
to be established before a single formal meet-
ing could be held. While many community
leaders and funders are used to pushing their
pet agendas, that strategy doesn’t work here,
Smith stressed. Instead, she said, participants
need to trust that a shared mission will emerge
from the process itself. Harkema added that
the process only works when “the full diversity
of perspectives are willing to engage.”

This kind of inclusive collaboration, Har-
kema said, is more vital than ever. “Every op-
portunity we have to bring people together
across our divisions, to understand one anoth-
er, to work together, to see and cultivate com-
munity — those are important, and they’re es-
pecially important right now.”
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We are
fortunate to

be in this
community,

Thank you for your letters to the editor and for your words of
encouragement to our staff. Thank you for buying gift subscriptions for
your family and friends and for sending your generous donations — they
keep this operation afloat in good and in difficult times. Thank you for
giving us tips, story ideas, and critical feedback. Thank you for caring,
for challenging assumptions, and for engaging in conversation with your
neighbors and elected officials.

Sometimes the challenges feel overwhelming, but we’re encouraged to

know you are in it with us — moving forward with curiosity and passion,
and invested in making a difference.

The staff and board of High Country News
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STEWARD ($1,000-$2,499)
Anonymous

Brenda Bailey-Hainer | Broomfield, CO
Katherine S. Borgen | Denver, CO

Craig Carnick | Manitou Springs, CO

Bill Johnson & Cheri Ferbrache | Denver, CO
Brian & Betsey Kanes | Olympia, WA

Martha Newell & Mike Kadas | Missoula, MT
Kathleen Worley | Portland, OR

GUARANTOR ($500-$999)
Anonymous (3)

In memory of Valerie Conner

Larry Beaver | Westminster, CO

Jim & Peggy Gutmann | Broomfield, CO
Terry Haynes | Fort Collins, CO

Eric & Betty Janes | Mancos, CO

Carol Kabeiseman | Cheyenne, WY
Glen & Bonnie Strand | Louisville, CO
Lawrence Wallin | Montecito, CA

BENEFACTOR ($250-$499)
Anonymous (5)

In memory of Felipe & Jimmy Ortega
Ralph E. Clark ITI | Gunnison, CO
Lew & Enid Cocke | Manhattan, KS
Ernie & Margo Cotton | Durango, CO
Mary Elkins | Fort Collins, CO
George Gregory | Avon, CO

Craig Gullixson | Belgrade, MT

Joan Hay & Brian Muller | Boulder, CO

Oliver Houck | New Orleans, LA

Clark Huff | Parker, CO

Judith Hutchins | Heron, MT

Mark Kincheloe | Snowmass, CO

Ken & Diane Kramer | Chappell Hill, TX

Scott & Becky Lehmann | Storrs Mansfield, CT
Patricia Mehlhop | Albuquerque, NM

Robert Modica & Jennie Lee Conway | Tucson, AZ
Dorothy Mott | San Anselmo, CA

Neil O’Toole | Denver, CO

Tom & Gwen Paine | Santa Fe, NM

Len Pavelka | Lincoln, NE

Tony Ruckel | Denver, CO

George Ruptier | Placitas, NM

Barrie Ryan | Tucson, AZ

Tutti & Gary Skaar | Bozeman, MT

Brian Smith | Pagosa Springs, CO

Paul & Arianthe Stettner | Steamboat Springs, CO
Stan & Elder Wellborn | Washington, DC

SPONSOR ($150-$249)
Anonymous

Ron & Lauren Beyerinck | Sisters, OR
Gail Blattenberger | Salt Lake City, UT
Eric A. Coons | Mesa, AZ

G. Alexander Gray | Franklinton, NC
Hal & Helen LaBelle | North Salt Lake, UT
Joe Miller | Portland, OR

Steve Morris | Las Vegas, NV

Roger 1. Moyer | Aspen, CO

Richard S. Riger | Albuquerque, NM
Virgil Tucker | Boulder, CO

Ken Winkes | Conway, WA

PATRON ($75-$149)

Anonymous (15)

In honor of Carol Ingells

In honor of Cindy Yurth

In memory of Truth Colvard

In memory of Keith Lorne McKeown

In memory of Nancy Jean Ring | Frisco, CO

“I thank HCN for keeping us in the loop about
issues important to us and our country. The
plight of water, Indigenous people and their
ancestral lands, public lands and access, over-
development, drilling and mineral rights, and on
and on. Thankyou, HCN, for allowing us to stay
informed and feel a part of our Western Family.”

-Richard Posey, Beavercreek, Ohio (pictured with his wife, Anne)

In memory of William E. Seberger | Tucson, AZ
In memory of Dick Tuck

Thomas & Susan Alvey | Hotchkiss, CO
Steve Anthony | New Castle, CO

Joe Armijo | Bozeman, MT

Lee R. Barley | Salt Lake City, UT

Thomas Barrett | Chico, CA

Jim Baskin | Logan, UT

Ann Bieri & John Fleming | Seattle, WA
Stanley Bjurstrom | Littleton, CO

Byron Bloch | Potomac, MD

Barbara Bolles | Bainbridge Island, WA
Charles Bordner Jr. | Colorado Springs, CO
Joe Brazie | Eugene, OR

George Brimhall | Berkeley, CA

Iris Brown | Grand Junction, CO

Charles Buckman Ellis | Conifer, CO

Mary Burdick | Lakewood, CO

Marilyn Cochran | Corning, CA

Steven Cox | Alder, MT

William & Gloria Crank | Hotchkiss, CO
Anne & Mike Crowley | Gunnison, CO

Janet Davidson | Colorado Springs, CO

Tom Delate | Centennial, CO

Thomas & Carol Delsman | Myrtle Creek, OR
Hugh & Ginger Denning | Vashon, WA
Elisabeth Desmarais | Crestone, CO

Sally Falkenhagen | Atherton, CA

George Ford | Mill Valley, CA

Margaret & Wayne Fuller | Weiser, ID
Marilee Fuller | Seattle, WA

Neil Glaser | Brooklyn, NY

Susan Goldsmith | Phoenix, AZ

Gene Gray | Payette, ID

Nathan Grothe | Seattle, WA

Beverly & Fernand Guerra | San Antonio, TX
Douglas K. Halford | Idaho Falls, ID

Stefan Hall | Bayside, CA

Bill Harmsen | Grand Junction, CO

Robert Harper | Rock Springs, WY

Rod Harris & Jane Slusarski | Fort Collins, CO
Patricia Hartshorne | Tucson, AZ

Curtis Hill | Van Nuys, CA

Peter & Lorraine Holcomb | Bellingham, WA
Elisabeth A. Holland | Santa Fe, NM
William Duane Hope | Estes Park, CO
Howard & Holly Huff | Mackay, ID

Harold Hushbeck | Eugene, OR

Mike Jackson | Paonia, CO

Eric Jaeger | Oakland, CA

Sachiko Kawaura | Showa-ku Nagoya, Aichi, Japan
Linda Kervin | Logan, UT

John Krist | Ojai, CA

Tony Lyon | Rifle, CO

Don MacKendrick | Grand Junction, CO
John & Lynn Matte | Albuquerque, NM
McAfee Fauver Family Fund | Boulder, CO
Heather McGregor & Steve Smith | Glenwood Springs, CO
James & Marsha Miller | Denver, CO

Susan Armijo & Roger Miller | Nathrop, CO
Peter Mintzer | Seattle, WA

Steven Montgomery | Salt Lake City, UT
Kristin Newgard & Eric Dickinson | Troy, MT
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Urs Ochsner | Boulder, CO

Matthew Peterson | New Castle, CO
Emily Pierre | Hyde Park, MA

Carl & Barbara Popp | Socorro, NM

V.B. & Rini Price | Albuquerque, NM
Brooke Pybus | Phoenix, AZ

Molly Redmond & Steve Ring | Roseville, MN
Sam Reed | Missoula, MT

Chad Roberts | Davis, CA

Ira Rubinfeld | Springdale, UT

Carol Rutter | South Lake Tahoe, CA
Russ Schnell | Boulder, CO

Nadine Semer | Carmel-by-the-Sea, CA
Charles Simenstad & Stephanie Martin | Seattle, WA
Hong Son | Hiawassee, GA

Alan L. Stewart | Sequim, WA

Rick Strachan | Lopez Island, WA
Louise Suhr | Seattle, WA

Kirk & Nancy Taft | Gig Harbor, WA
Tyler D. Thompson | Eagar, AZ

Maida Tilchen | Somerville, MA
Beverly Vasten-Wilson | Basalt, CO
Stephen Verkamp | Flagstaff, AZ

Molly Watson | Juneau, AK

Emily & Mike Wunder | Centennial, CO
Annette M. Yori | Centennial, CO

Greg Ziebell | Tucson, AZ

FRIEND ($50-$74)

Anonymous (24)

In memory of Kawika Chetron | San Francisco, CA
In memory of Randy Crawford

In memory of Sheri Gearheart

In memory of Steve Reynolds

In memory of Stevan Worden | Prescott, AZ
Ethan & Corina Anderson | Flagstaff, AZ
James & Linda Ayres | Littleton, CO

Peter Baenziger | Sedona, AZ

Patricia Baldwin | Killingworth, CT

Connie Ball | Kanab, UT

Sheri Bernard | Salt Lake City, UT

Paul & Betty Bingham | Littleton, CO
Marshall Bloom | Hamilton, MT

Ruby Bolster | Denver, CO

Anthony Bova | Olympia, WA

Charles Brandt & Timothea Elizalde | Belen, NM
Kathryn Brandt | Boise, ID

Thomas Breitkreuz | Centennial, CO

Gary Brodnax | Fayetteville, AR

Ruth Buechler | Denver, CO

William Burak | Shavertown, PA

Thomas Butts | Thornton, CO

Charles & Shelley Calisher | Fort Collins, CO
Eileen Carney | Libby, MT

Chuck Carpenter | Castle Rock, CO

Mary Beth Carpenter | Conifer, CO

Jose Castilleja | Boulder, CO

Nancy & Bill Cella | Jemez Springs, NM
Jane Chaney | Livingston, MT

Tom Chaney | Lakewood, CO

Doug & Sally Clarke | Petaluma, CA

G. Minot Clements & Nina Kaplan | Charlottesville, VA

Kenneth Coker | Cedaredge, CO
Sean Colvin | Longmont, CO
Nancy J. Cotta | Scottsdale, AZ
Martha E. Cox | Morrison, CO
Wallace Craig | Tucson, AZ

Carol Culhane | Philadelphia, PA
Elaine David | Eureka, CA

“Thankyou forthe work andyour dedication to
the kind of journalism Iwas trainedtodointhe
last century! You make the West a better place
forallitsinhabitants.”

-Barbralu Cohen, Boulder, Colorado

Andrea Davis | Missoula, MT

Jeannette Davis | Bellingham, WA
Tony Davis | Tucson, AZ

Tom W. Deveny | Missoula, MT

Gus di Zerega | Taos, NM

Norris Dodd | Pinetop, AZ

Betty Drake | San Rafael, CA

Marilyn Engstrom | Laramie, WY

Larry Epstein | Essex, MT

Elizabeth Erickson | Butte, MT
Kenneth Feller | Grand Junction, CO
Norma Filson | Lakewood, CO

Damian Fleming | Los Altos, CA
Kendall S. Flint | East Glacier Park, MT
David Fluharty & Lisa Bergman | Seattle, WA
Geri & John Frick | Port Angeles, WA
Karen B. Froming | Lake Oswego, OR
Timothy Funk | Woodstock, VA

Ken Gamauf | Boulder, CO

Martin Gilmore | Port Townsend, WA
Robert Gipe | Arlington, WA

Thomas Glade | Anacortes, WA

Justin Glass | Boise, ID

Vernon J. Glover | Rio Rancho, NM
Craig Goodknight | Grand Junction, CO
Richard Graham | Santa Fe, NM

John Graves | Denver, CO

Lester Gray | Litchfield Park, AZ

Roger & Cindy Green | Grand Junction, CO
Sallie Greenwood | Boulder, CO

Natalie Griffin | New York, NY

Mike Gromer | Salt Lake City, UT
William R. Grove | Tucson, AZ

Barbara Gulick | Billings, MT

Larry Hampson & Laura Ackerman | Spokane, WA
Thomas Hansen Peil | Ashland, OR
Janet Harding | South Jordan, UT

Eric & Sally Harmon | Lakewood, CO
James Heckbert | Oak Creek, CO

Anne Helvey | Crested Butte, CO

Todd Herzer | Laguna Hills, CA
Gretchen Hofmann | Santa Barbara, CA
Elizabeth Ilem | Troutdale, OR

Peter Jacobsen | Port Townsend, WA
Sarah Jaeger | Helena, MT

Mary Kay Johnson | Las Vegas, NV
Jack Judkins | Fairfax, CA

Steve Kellar | St. Helens, OR

Elsie Keppinger | Salem, OR

Phil Korzilius | Goodyear, AZ

Ellen Lapham | Ridgway, CO

Marc Levesque & Susan Porter | Silver City, NM
Matt Levin | Berlin, VT

Marsha Lewis & Allison Brody | Albuquerque, NM
Jon Lickerman | Takoma Park, MD
Jerry & Duskey Mallory | Arvada, CO
Karen & Thomas Mast | Loveland, CO
Carol McIntyre | Fairbanks, AK

Susan Miranda | Los Alamos, NM
Dorothy Montgomery | Tucson, AZ
Sharon Moore | Portland, OR

Barbara Morrissey | Palo Cedro, CA
Gerald Morsello | Eugene, OR

Lauren Munger | Carbondale, CO
Mitch D. Owen | Boise, ID

Richard D. Padberg | Dixon, NM
Katherine Paison-Senn | Eagle, CO
Alexander Pelman | Wenatchee, WA
Mary Piette | Auburn, CA

Patrick Plumley | Gunnison, CO
Kathryn Rettkowski | Spokane, WA

Bob & Karen Risch | Ouray, CO

Andy Robinson | Plainfield, VT

Loria Rolander | Santa Rosa, CA

Jim Rosenau | Berkeley, CA

William Sarokin | Sandia Park, NM
Schulz Conservation Fund | Tucson, AZ
Marilla Senterfit | Boulder, CO

Bruce Serby | Fort Collins, CO

Anil Seth | Salt Lake City, UT

Kenneth Shawcroft | Hansville, WA
Edward Shope | Seattle, WA

Jim E. Sievers & Sievers Family | Briggsdale, CO
Gregory L. Sinton | Spokane, WA

Gail Smith | Fairplay, CO

Lori Smits | Leavenworth, WA

Craig Steinmetz & Lisa McVicker | Denver, CO
Jon Stokesbary | Honolulu, HI

Donald & Patricia Tate | Phoenix, AZ
Kimberly Taylor | Brighton, CO
Thomas R. Thompson | Santa Fe, NM
Anne Townsend | Patagonia, AZ

Bruce Tsuchida | Honolulu, HI

Doug Upson | Olympia, WA

Ron Valarde | Grand Junction, CO
Diane Vosick | Flagstaff, AZ

Janis Wagner | Fort Collins, CO

Dick Walker | Peck, ID

David & Christina Wallerstein | Pasadena, CA
John Michael Weh | Seattle, WA

Anne Wenzel | Palisade, CO

Frances Joan Wills | Fair Oaks, CA

Jan Withrow | Colorado Springs, CO

WELCOME TO THE SUSTAINERS’ CLUB
Anonymous (3)
In memory of Tom Bell

In memory of Chuck Campbell, a faithful reader of HCN

Kristin Atwell | Scottsdale, AZ
ViAnn Beadle | Las Cruces, NM
Hannah Bowlin | Minneapolis, MN
Derek Brown | Charlottesville, VA
Kathleen Butler | Denver, CO

Sean Cecil | Raleigh, NC

Katherine Clark | Hesperus, CO

Dale Derouin | Dallas, OR

Joseph Durnell | Portland, OR

Mary Elkins | Fort Collins, CO

Kathy Portner & Keith Fife | Grand Junction, CO
Pamela Fish | Twin Falls, ID

Carl Granfors | Gallup, NM
Samantha Guse | Vancouver, WA
Dean Heerwagen | Seattle, WA
Sharon Hogan | Moab, UT

Doug & Kathryn Hovde | Grand Junction, CO
Courtney King | West Sand Lake, NY
Emily Krieger | Bozeman, MT

Julie Lawell | Seattle, WA

Janet & John Lewis | Sacramento, CA
Tatiana Maxwell | Bozeman, MT
Armin Muhsam | Kansas City, MO
James C. Nelson | Magdalena, NM
Michael O’Brien | Portland, OR

Dave Picariello | San Francisco, CA
Ransom Rideout | Altadena, CA
Joan Roberts | Phoenix, AZ

William Schmidt | Tucson, AZ

Beth Szwiec | Fountain Hills, AZ

Robert Van Wetter & Betsy Brew | Snowmass Village, CO

Luann Sewell Waters | Wynnewood, OK
Leslie Wood | Sebastopol, CA
Marc Young & Gary Wilson | Los Angeles, CA

Want to tell us why you support HCN?

Email fundraising@hcn.org

28 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



DEAR FRIENDS

Diane Sylvain / HCN

Goodbye to Grand Avenue,

but not to Paonia

The High Country News board of directors met
in Seattle in September to approve our annual
budget and kick off a strategic planning process
that will result in a road map for the organiza-
tion for the next three years. It was only the
second time we’ve been able to meet in person
since COVID hit, and it was wonderful to see
each other face-to-face again.

Perhaps the biggest news to come out of the
meeting was the decision to sell HCN's office
building in Paonia, Colorado. It’s an idea that
has been percolating for several years now, and
we didn’t make the decision lightly. But we're
excited about what this represents: a new chap-
ter for HCN, in which we’ll grow and spread our
roots across the West.

Paonia is still HCN’s home base, as it has been
since 1983, the year Ed and Betsy Marston took
the helm and moved what was then a 16-page
newspaper to Colorado from its birthplace in
Lander, Wyoming. We simply don’t need as
much space as we did when we had our entire

staff and all our equipment under one roof. We
still have 12 full- or part-time employees who
live in the North Fork Valley, though only a
handful still use the office. Most moved to home
offices when COVID arrived and are happy
working there. The rest of our 30-odd employ-
ees are now scattered from Tucson, Arizona, to
Moscow, Idaho, and from Seattle to Santa Fe.
Tools like Zoom and Slack allow us to stay in
touch while enabling staffers to put their boots
on the ground in the many communities we
cover.

Moving forward, we plan to rent a small office
in Paonia for our customer service team and
provide a few shared desks for others who need
atemporary place to work. It won’t be the same
as our old sun-filled offices at the end of Grand
Avenue, but we’ll still be around, and we’ll
be happy to visit with any readers who pass
through the area.

—Greg Hanscom,
executive director and publisher

Salutes to
departing board
members

Two members of HCN’s board stepped
down this fall, and will be dearly missed.

Laura Helmuth has been a role model
for many of HCN’s editors and writers.
She joined our board in 2014, when she
was an editor at

Slate, and served

in top positions at

National Geographic

and the Washington

Post before landing

in her current post

as editor-in-chief at

Scientific American.

(In 2020, SciAm made its first-ever
endorsement of a presidential candidate,
Joe Biden. Laura says the handful of folks
who canceled subscriptions in response
were far outnumbered by the wave of new
folks drawn to the magazine for having
such guts.) Laura was a quiet leader on
the board, ever supportive of staff and
committed to our work on justice, equity,
diversity and inclusion. When she spoke,
people listened.

Departing board member Seth Cothrun
has had many productive professional
detours, including fighting wildland fires
and serving five years at the Tucson-based
Sonoran Institute. He now works for a
multitrillion-dollar international financial
management
Lkl firm. Seth was
: instrumental in
instituting best
practices for
financial planning
and management
at HCN, and he
committed many
hours of his time to
training sessions with senior staff. We’re
forever grateful to him for helping us make
this a more professional, and sustainable,
organization, and for encouraging us to
build reserves that will safeguard HCN
during turbulent times.
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Carving a future
for the Tongass

In Southeast Alaska, youth help manage a forest
and protect an ancient art.

Photos by Bethany Sonsini Goodrich
Text by Victoria Petersen



Allison Mills cradles a core from a western redcedar between her fingertips. Mills, who
is Tlingit and Haida, and other members of the Prince of Wales chapter of the Alaskan
Youth Stewards program collected data on red and yellow cedar trees that meet the
stringent requirements for cultural uses, such as totem pole and dugout canoe carving.
Trees of this quality are increasingly rare.



Tongass
National Forest

Wales Island

ALLISON MILLS MANUALLY DRILLED A BIT into the base of a
massive yellow cedar tree on Prince of Wales Island, in Southeast Alaska.
The drizzly August day filled with the dull squeak of metal rubbing against
wood. Once she reached the center of the tree, she gently pulled the deli-
cate core sample free, lifted it to her face and inhaled the wood’s slightly
spicy, medicinal scent. “Ilove the smell so much,” she said.

Mills, 16, is Tlingit and Haida, and had enthusiastically volunteered
for the task. She is part of the Prince of Wales Island chapter of the Alaskan
Youth Stewards, or AYS, a collaborative program that provides job experi-
ence, teaches leadership skills and gives rural youth a chance to support
their communities and cultures. For 10 weeks this summer, her crew
worked on natural resource and cultural stewardship projects serving
their community. The session culminated in a four-day camping trip in
a remote forested area, where the crew members searched for trees that
might someday be transformed into totem poles or dugout canoes. The
search — and the program itself — are part of a regionwide revitalization
of carving and other cultural wood practices.

The crew was exploring the Tongass National Forest, the largest
national forest in the United States and the largest intact temperate rain-
forest in the world. At 16.7 million acres, it stretches across more than a
thousand islands and encompasses 32 communities in Southeast Alaska.
The forest sequesters carbon, provides drinking water and hydropower
for thousands of people, and supports large fish and wildlife populations.
It’s the foundation for sustenance, culture and a way of life for the Tlingit,
Haida and Tsimshian, who have lived in the region for millennia.

Over the last several centuries, Russians, Europeans and Americans
colonized the region, and between 1902 and 1909, the U.S. government
established the national forest on Tlingit, Haida and Tsimshian home-
lands. The logging industry boomed a few decades later, with the first
large-scale mills built in the 1950s. Global, state and national interest in
the region’s timber intensified, peaking in the 1990s, when thousands of
loggers clear-cut more than 1 million acres, taking out half of the forest’s
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Mills uses a clinometer to estimate the
height of a cedar tree, a skill the Alaskan
Youth Stewards crew learned from foresters
with the United States Forest Service and
Sealaska, an Alaska Native Corporation.
Indigenous carvers, builders and weavers
worked with tribal governments and

local land managers to outline the

ideal attributes of trees for cultural use,
including size, minimal trunk twist, location,
concentration and distribution of branches,
and more. Cultural-use harvests, which

are selective and much smaller in scale
than timber harvests, are part of a land-
management shift focused on sustainability
rather than short-term economic gain (left).

Michael Melendrez of the Forest Service
takes measurements with Olivia Vickers

of Alaskan Youth Stewards. AYS is a
partnership among the Forest Service,
Sealaska, local and regional sovereign tribal
governments, community and conservation
organizations, school districts, the National
Forest Foundation and others. Forest
Service personnel joined the AYS crew for a
field day to answer questions and support
the crew members as they collected data.
The information they gathered will join

a growing database documenting trees
suitable for cultural uses (below, left).

Justin Reno measures the diameter of a
tree. Reno, a Forest Service employee, grew
up on Prince of Wales Island. Programs

like the Alaskan Youth Stewards initiative
are meant to boost local and Alaska Native
representation in outdoor and natural
resource jobs (below, center).

Alaskan Youth Stewards crew members
take turns measuring the diameter of each
cedar tree they inventory. Participants are
paid for their work, during which they learn
about data collection and river restoration
as well as teamwork and responsibility.
AYS prepares crew members for culturally
relevant careers working on the lands and
waters of their rural communities (below).
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“I love learning about

our forest and our village,
and learning how | can help
protect it.”

old-growth trees. Clear-cutting remains a threat, since federal manage-
ment of the forest changes with each administration. Tribal nations and

local residents have sought more involvement in managing the forest, but

tribal governments have at times felt that federal agencies have discounted

or overlooked their expertise.

The AYS program may be helping to change that. Founded in 2017,
it’s a partnership among tribal governments, tribal corporations, conser-
vation groups, federal and state agencies, nonprofits and community
organizations.

AFTER LETTING HER FELLOW crew members smell the core, Mills

carefully placed it in a protective container to be shipped to the College of
Wooster Tree Ring Lab, in Ohio. Scientists will analyze it to better under-
stand the decline of yellow cedar in Alaska and Canada, and how much of
itis driven by climate change.

Meanwhile, four other crew members got to work assessing the tree.
They measured the trunk’s circumference and height, looking for a mini-
mum of 34 inches around and a height of at least 36 feet. They perched on
fallen moss-covered logs to observe the twist of the trunk and the number
oflimbs and knots that obscured its face, factors that can hamper carving.
They shouted the numbers to another crew member, who sat on the damp,
spongy forest floor, recording data on a U.S. Forest Service-issued tablet.
The information will join a database of trees that have the right charac-
teristics for cultural uses.

It’s not clear how many of the rare forest giants known as monument
trees are left. This inventory is part of an effort to shift away from unsus-
tainable logging toward long-term management that supports cultural
needs and new growth. “I love learning about our forest and our village,
and learning how I can help protect it,” Mills said. “So even someday when
I'm older, I can show my kids and grandkids everything, and just be able
to have this beautiful place stay alive.”

Charlene Wolfe (Haida name: Jaat Giigangaa), a Haida and Tlingit
carver from Craig, joined the search for totem trees on the last day of the
campout, sharing her knowledge of trees suitable for carving. Wolfe told
stories about growing up on the island and about her art, and she spoke of
the hope local youth inspire. “I think it’s pretty phenomenal to see these
kids out here, learning the things that they’re doing,” Wolfe said. “They’re
the future. ... We lost out on a lot of this because our culture, our native
language, was taken away from us.” Forced assimilation included federal
bans on cultural practices. “But we’re coming back stronger now. These
kids here already have two steps ahead of what we had back in the day.”

After breaking camp, the crew traveled to the town of Klawock and met
with Jon Rowan Jr. (Tlingit name: Tooyeek), a Pueblo and Tlingit carver
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and teacher, to get an idea of the possible fate of the trees they cataloged.
Still in their muddy camp clothes, they gathered around a half-carved log
inside Rowan’s carving shed, a large shop filled with loud rock music, the
scent of cedar and piles of wood shavings. Rowan talked about the spark
he felt the first time he saw a totem pole being carved in Klawock, in the
1990s. At that time, the practice of carving was rare in the area. “Now it’s
happening all over the place,” he said. “It’s really cool.”

The recent resurgence is part of a larger push toward community and
cultural healing. Healing is happening in the woods where AYS crews work
on rehabilitation projects and catalog cultural-use trees, in the carving
sheds where the doors are always open, and at the pole-raising events that
bring everyone together to celebrate.

“Ifeellike it’s a really cool thing that we’re doing, being able to look at
all the different cedars and decide which ones are good for people in the
future,” Mills said. “Maybe they won’t be used, but it’s still cool to have
those trees noticed so that carvers could maybe one day be like, ‘Oh, yeah,
thatisagood tree.”

Editor’s note: Photographer Bethany Sonsini Goodrich is an employee of
the Sitka Conservation Society, a member of the Sustainable Southeast
Partnership, a collaborative of community organizations, tribal
governments, native corporations, land managers and others that supports
the Alaskan Youth Stewards program.



Elizabeth Thomas (Tlingit name: Kinda.aat), who helps
oversee the regional Alaskan Youth Stewards program,
cores a cedar tree. For Thomas, who works for the
Central Council of the Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of
Alaska, supporting the health of the local environment
begins with equipping rural and Indigenous youth with
the skills, confidence and experience needed for land-
management positions (above).

Allison Mills shows her grandfather, Edward Thomas
(Tlingit names: TSA Xoo and Shaans Kadake; Haida name:
Skil Quidaunce), president emeritus of the Tlingit and
Haida Central Council, a core that she collected from a
cedar tree. Mills, whose father works with Sealaska, was
eager to share her new skills with the family members
who inspired her desire to work in forestry. As an aspiring
land and resource manager, Mills may one day make
decisions about this forest that help sustain it, and the
cultural practices it supports, into the future (above, right).

The sun sets through the Tongass National Forest;
loggers have clear-cut half the forest’s old-growth trees.
During the 20th century, federal management often
prioritized timber interests over the needs of Alaska
Native communities, and high-value cedar trees were
logged and exported. Forging stronger relationships
among tribal governments, federal agencies, land
managers and local youth is a first step toward improving
overall management practices (right).
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At his carving shed in
Klawock, Jon Rowan Jr.
(Tlingit name: Tooyeek)

rests his hand on a pole
with crests belonging to
the Ishkihittaan people.

Rowan and two young

apprentices are carving it
as part of the Kootéeyaa
Deiyi (Totem Pole Trail)

for the Juneau waterfront.
The trail is a project of the
Sealaska Heritage Institute,
an Alaska Native nonprofit
that promotes Tlingit,
Haida and Tsimshian
culture. Its existence
highlights the cultural
value of large trees, as well
as the contribution that
selective harvesting can
make to the region’s tourist
economy. Trees large
enough for totem poles
typically take more than
450 years to grow (right).

A totem park sits in the
heart of Hydaburg, beside
the school. The practice
of carving and raising
totem poles and then
letting them return to

the earth has been part
of the rhythm of life here
for thousands of years.
Carvers, land managers,
culture bearers and local
youth are working hard
to care for the old-growth
forest that sustains this
practice and the lifeways
tied to it, determined to
help them endure for
thousands of years to
come (facing, bottom).
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TJ Young (Haida name: Sgwaayaans) blasts Elvis Presley from his boombox while smoothing the
curves of a pole he is carving in Hydaburg for the Juneau waterfront project. Young grew up in
Hydaburg, a Haida community with fewer than 400 year-round residents and a thriving carving
community. As a child, Young remembers being excited to buy new books of photos by master
carvers, which he would share with friends. Today, he mentors local youth (left).

In Klawock, Jon Rowan Jr. (Tlingit name: Tooyeek) discusses totem pole carving with the Alaskan
Youth Stewards crew and learns about their experiences in the forest. One of his current
apprentices served on the 2021 AYS crew. In 50 years of carving, Rowan has completed about 30
poles and trained many young carvers (below).
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GIFT GUIDE

Tree Ring Co.

www.treeringpens.com
406-493-1490

Order soon for the holidays!

THE PERFECT GIF

EOR YOUR FAVORITE BROADI

'_'".\. membership you
B\ gave me fits
perfectly!

LEARN.
sGreat Old GROW.
Broads expLoRE.
Or vwuderness pROTECT-

A more comfortable,
more secure wallet

MA DE WITH

IN MAINE

THE ROGUE FRONT POCKET WALLET
IN GENUINE MOOSE LEATHER

Bulky, rectangular wallets don't fit front pockets like they should. To give
you a better fit and a more comfortable day we reimagined what a wallet could
look like. Our Front Pocket Wallet is one quarter inch thick, with a rounded
profile to perfectly fit the front pocket of your favorite jeans. The bifold design
holds currency, up to 12 cards, and is made from remarkable moose leather.

“ROGUE »
INDUSTRIES

HANDCRAFTED LEATHER GOODS

ROGUE-INDUSTRIES.COM
1-800-786-1768

Call us or purchase online at
. https://bit.ly/Gift GOB '

www.greatoldbroads.org * 970-385-9577 |
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Notice to our advertisers:

You can place classified ads with
our online classified system. Visit
hcn.org/classifieds. Nov. 10 is the
deadline to place your classified ad
in the December 2022 issue. Email

advertising@hcn.org for help or

information.

Advertising Policy — We accept
advertising because it helps pay the
costs of publishing a high-quality,
full-color magazine, where topics
are well-researched and reported in
an in-depth manner. The percent-
age of the magazine’s income that
is derived from advertising is mod-
est, and the number of advertising
pages will not exceed one-third of
our printed pages annually.

Employment & Education

Major Gifts Manager, Mountain
West, The Conservation Fund
Cultivate, solicit and steward a
portfolio of 75-125 donors. https://
www.conservationfund.org/about-

us/job-openings.

Development Director — Driggs,
Idaho-based nonprofit. Full-time.
Full job description available at
tvtap.org. Submit cover letter and

resumeé to dan@tvtap.org.

Garden & Outdoor

Western Native Seed — Native
plant seeds for the Western U.S.
trees, shrubs, grasses, wildflowers
and regional mixes. Call or email
for free price list. 719-942-3935.
info@westernnativeseed.com. Visit
us at www.westernnativeseed.com.

Merchandise

LUNATEC Hydration Spray
Bottle — A must for campers and
outdoor enthusiasts. Cools, cleans
and hydrates with mist, stream and
shower patterns. Hundreds of uses.
www.lunatecgear.com/categor

Free range bison available —
Hardgrass-raised bison available in
east Montana. You-harvest possi-
ble, or quartered carcass delivered
to your butcher or cut/wrapped

for pickup. Contact Crazy Woman
Bison Ranch.com. 406-775-8808.
dstange@midrivers.com.
crazywomanbison.com.

LUNATEC Odor-free Dishcloths
are a must try. They stay odor-
free, dry fast, are durable and
don’t require machine washing.

Try today. www.lunatecgear.com.
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Professional Services

ECA Geophysics — We find
groundwater, buried debris and
assist with new construction proj-
ects for a fraction of drilling costs.
208-501-9984. www.ecageophysics.
com.

Professional GIS Services —
Custom Geospatial Solutions is
available for all of your GIS needs.
Affordable, flexible and accurate
data visualization and analysis for
any sized project. 916-616-9938.

http://customgeospatial.com.

Attorney Ad. — Criminal defense,
code enforcement, water rights,
mental health defense, resentenc-
ing. 530-918-60009. https://allison
margolin.com.

SVARGOLIN

(530) 918-6009 o

Publications & Books

A children's book for the climate
crisis! — Goodnight Fossil Fuels! is
an engaging, beautiful, factual and
somewhat silly picture book by a
climate scientist and a climate art-
ist, both based in Colorado. Great
gift for anyone who is at least a bit
concerned about the West being on
fire and running low on water. Or-
der online at Barnes & Noble or see
website. www.climatemoon.com.

ORI 10

NEW BOOK: — True Wildlife Tales
From Boy to Man. Finding my
voice to save wildlife in the Apache
spirit. 365+ vivid colorful pictures.
Buy on Amazon/John Wachholz.

_:_'WALK.S WITH THE OLD .ONES"

7S

The Magical Universe of the An-
cients: A Desert Journal — Bears
Ears, Chaco Canyon and other
adventures in the Four Corners
area; 60 photos and lively journals.
Purchase hardcover $35 or softcov-
er $25 from bigwoodbooks.com or
Amazon. 208-788-7085. bigwood-

booksl@gmail.com. bigwood-
books.com.

Real Estate for Sale & Rent

Cabin for rent in Kelly — One-
room furnished cabin, full kitchen,
full bath, washer/dryer in base-
ment. No smoking, no vaping, no
marijuana, no parties, no drugs.
View of the Tetons. Available Nov.
1,2022 - May 12, 2023. 1kellybarn@
gmail.com.

Rare Chiricahua Riparian Land
For Sale: Near Chiricahua
National Monument — Two 20-
acre sites, 110 miles from Tucson,
Ariz. Native trees, birder's heaven,

dark skies, creek. Borders state
lease and national forest. 13-16
inches of rain per annum: contact
janemartin@icloud.com.

Spring Mountains solar off-grid
mountain home — Located 50
miles northwest of Las Vegas, Nev.,
in the pine forest of Lee Canyon

at 8,000 feet elevation. One-of-a-
kind property surrounded by the
Toiyabe National Forest with gated
access. Modern open-concept floor
plan with detached garage. Quiet
and peaceful with amazing views.
702-353-4184. 3pinrski@gmail.com.
https://www.realtor.com/
realestateandhomes-detail/2470-
Avalanche-Trl Mount-Charleston
NV 89124 M16564-38146.

Strawbale Home beside Monte-
zuma Well National Monument,
Ariz. $250,000 — 928-888-9691.

happytrailsforever@gmail.com.
https://azstrawbale.blogspot.com/.

Tours & Workshops

Canyonlands Field Institute —
Field Seminars for adults: cultural
and natural history of the Colorado
Plateau. With guest experts, local
insights, small groups, and lodge or
base camp formats. info@cfimoab.
org. 435-259-7750. cfimoab.org.

Alaska Sea Kayak Business for
sale — Well-known and successful
sea kayak, raft, hike, camp guid-
ing and water taxi service. Sale
includes everything needed to run
the business, including office and
gear shed strategically positioned
on the harbor, two passenger vessels
(25 pax and 16 pax) with current
COlL, all kayaks, rafts, paddling and
camping equipment etc., plus all in-
tangible property, such as extensive
website, office property lease, per-
mits, good business relationships,
solid customer base. Also included
is a three-bedroom home and

large garage for business housing
and gear/boat storage. Owner will
consider a sale of business separate
from the property or a lease option
for the property. 907-831-1977.
www.alaskasummer.com.
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Let's go for a walk
on the wild side!
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Western Leaders Network
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Harness your power of
public office to address
the climate crisis and
protect democracy.

WesternLeaders.org

WLN Is a non-partisan

non-profit organization
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LAST DECEMBER, in front of
the Lincoln Memorial, Chuck Sams
(Umatilla) made history when he
shook hands with Interior Secre-
tary Deb Haaland (Laguna Pueblo)
and became the first Native person
to lead the National Park Service.
He is also the agency’s first perma-
nent director since 2017. Sams, who
is Cayuse and Walla Walla, is en-
rolled with the Confederated Tribes
of the Umatilla Indian Reservation
— atrue Native Oregonian. HCN sat
down with Sams to hear about his
approach to his position.

This conversation has been
lightly edited for length and clarity.

Last year, Congress met with
tribes to discuss co-management
of federal lands. Now tribal co-
management is happening in
Bears Ears National Monument.
How do tribal nations, the National
Park Service and the public
benefit from co-management?

Tribes benefit because they’re ex-
ercising either their treaty rights
or pre-existing Indigenous rights

From dominance to
stewardship

Chuck Sams, the National Park Service’s
first Native director, on leading the agency into the future.

BY B. TOASTIE | ILLUSTRATION BY LAUREN CROW

that they’ve always had, managing
these lands for thousands of years.
But more importantly, it is the rec-
ognition by the federal government,
through Secretarial Order 3403, that
we have a trust responsibility as a
federal agency to ensure that we're
upholding those rights for tribes.
It’'s a very exciting time.
When I look across the service,
we currently have over 80 differ-
ent agreements where we’re do-
ing some type of co-management,
co-stewardship, or partnership
with tribes. This gets them back

on the landscape where they have
that reciprocating relationship be-
tween the flora and the fauna that
they’ve managed as horticultural-
ists since time immemorial.

Can we expect this list of co-man-
aged parks and monuments to
expand? What are some provable
benchmarks needed to justify ex-
pansion?

We will see them expand. We’re go-
ing to watch this continue to grow.
I think the benefits we’re going to
see are recovery and strengthening

of both the flora and fauna. We’re
also going to see ways to look at cli-
mate adaptation and climate resil-
iency, by bringing traditional eco-
logical knowledge to the forefront.

At Acadia (National Park), we're
working on sweetgrass propagation
with the tribes. We’re working with
the tribes of the Seminole down in
the Everglades on traditional plant
use and propagation. At Yellow-
stone, Superintendent Cam Sholly
works with 49 different tribes who
have an interest in bison.

Along with co-stewardship
and co-management, there has to
be capacity building, and we’re go-
ing to have to work with Congress
to ensure that funding becomes
available to tribes.

When you were nominated, we
asked tribal leaders what they
wanted from you. One answer was
signage and visitor engagement
illuminating Native histories of
the parks without sanitizing dis-
possession. Non-Natives can still
visit these places without realiz-
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ing they had to be emptied before
they could become parks. How far
are we from implementing those
kinds of presentations?
With tribal communities and
other people of color, we want to
ensure that everybody actually
sees themselves in the parks. So
we’re looking at that with tribes,
of course, but we’re also looking at
it with the African American com-
munity, the Latino community,
the Asian community, the LGBTQ
(community), to ensure that they
can tell their story in the parks.
They will still go through rigorous
academic review. That’s part of the
process that the National Park Ser-
vice has done so well.

One of the best examples
I've seen in my own lifetime is at
Wallowa-Whitman Mission. We’ve
seen the story go from a “massa-
cre” to really telling a broader his-
tory of what Dr. Marcus Whitman
did when he set up his mission in
Waiilatpu Country, the country of
“the people of the rye grass,” the
Cayuse. We’ve also seen signage
change to talk about tribes in the
present tense, and to help drive
folks to the idea that (tribes) are
co-managers and co-stewards of
these important places.

Some publications have said
we’re “loving the parks to death”
with high visitor rates. This aligns
with a non-Native worldview that
sees humans as separate from
nature. Do you think a shift to a
more Native, reciprocal view of
nature would improve human im-
pact on the parks, and what could
the Park Service do to encourage
that shift in thinking?

Absolutely. Man is part of the nat-
ural world, and therefore we must
figure out that reciprocal relation-
ship that we have to ensure that we
protect and preserve that.

AsIgo around the country and
have conversations with folks, I re-
mind them that wildernessisa colo-
nial, Western European ideal. What
people call “wild,” we've called
home for thousands of years. And
there is literally no word that I can
find when I talk with Indigenous

tribes around the states that has
an equivalent of the word “wild.”
Among my own people, there is
Chinook Jargon, and the word
skookum. But skookum means
“crooked,” anything that’s just not
straight, and doesn’t necessarily
mean “wild.” We never refer to the
land in that way. Once we remove
that idea (and see) that these plac-
es were actually managed, maybe
not through agricultural purposes,
but through horticultural purpos-
es, and that reciprocal relationship
with humans and nature are im-
portant for sustainability, we can
have a much stronger stewardship
value, rather than a dominance val-
ue over the landscape.

We have something similar in
Choctaw. I’'ve tried to find a
word for “wild” in our dictionar-
ies. There is a word, but it really
means “shy,” which is so different
from the idea of “wild” and its
connotations of “ferocious” and
“untamed.” It reveals a very dif-
ferent worldview, doesn’t it?

It does. I've been very fortunate in
my travels. I've worked (with) over
halfthe federally recognized tribes
in the United States in the last 25
years. And in my discussions with
tribes, most of them say, “Well, we
have a word for ‘unbalanced,” but
we don’t necessarily have a word
for ‘wild.”

How do people respond when you
challenge this idea of wilderness
and talk about how that’s not a
Native concept?

It’s mixed. The National Park Ser-
vice does a wonderful job in its
interpretations. Our job is not to
tell you what to think. Our job is to
help you become a critical think-
er. We have the largest outside
classrooms in the United States, in
managing 85 million acres. And so
I think it’s important that we bring
these conversations forward, and
we let people think for themselves
to determine how that relationship
is going to play itself out.

Last year, about a month before
you were appointed, our maga-

zine published a report called the
Voices Tour Report, which the Park
Service had conducted in 2018.
It revealed a widespread culture
of sexual and racial harassment,
tokenism and white supremacy
amongst park employees. After
we published it, more people came
forward with stories of harass-
ment, discrimination and assault
by colleagues while working for
the parks. What specific actions
has the agency taken to overhaul
its systems and protect people of
color, women and LGBTQ+ people
working in the Park Service?
I laid out a couple of different pri-
orities when I first came on board.
One, of course, is ensuring that our
staff have a voice and an advocate
through the director. The other is,
of course, looking at our human re-
sources and how we interact to en-
sure people are respected at every
level. I'm very happy and pleased
to say that when we laid out these
priorities, the National Leadership
Council, which are all the senior
members of both senior superin-
tendents, the associate directors
and the regional directors, are very
strong in wanting to make social
change to ensure that people are
being held accountable at multiple
levels when we get these reports.
When I see these reports com-
ing up, we're trying to make sure
that they’re acted upon quickly
and fairly, and that they’re well-in-
vestigated, that the staff have the
resources to do those types of inves-
tigations, which includes working
with our law enforcement rangers
and the U.S. Park Police. And that
those investigative responsibili-
ties are being followed up on when
there’s been a crime or harassment,
and that we are reinvigorating our
EOC (emergency operations center)
staff so that they have all the staff
necessary, so that they can conduct
their investigations fairly and open-
ly and people can know that they’re
getting a report back. Because what
Tunderstood when Ilooked at this is
that there was communication go-
ing up, issues may have been dealt
with, but it also may not have been
reported back in an appropriate way.

Being a Native person, and also
a U.S. citizen who loves the land-
scapes of this beautiful conti-
nent, | feel very conflicted when
| see the Indian arrowhead in the
Park Service logo. What are your
thoughts about the logo?

I think it does give a nod to the
tribes who are here since time
immemorial. I look at it more in a
positive light. And I think that that
allows us to tell that broader sto-
ry, because inside the arrow is the
natural landscape. And so I look
at it as the idea that we'’re finally
bringing back full circle their ideas
around co-management and tradi-
tional ecological knowledge.

What is it like to have one foot in
your tribal community and one in
D.C.? And how do the rising gen-
eration of Native leaders balance
their responsibility to their tribal
communities with the need to be
active within the U.S. government?
First and foremost, if you have a
strong cultural upbringing, elders
and teachers to help you under-
stand and ground you among your
people first, I think (that) is ex-
tremely important. It does take a
lot of balance between the values
that you have at home and the val-
ues that you're going to see a federal
government has and the responsi-
bilities of that federal government.

And you can find that balance.
It’s not living in two worlds. The
late Wilma Mankiller once told
me, when I was telling her I was
living in two worlds, how wrong I
was. I'm living in one world. I live
in my Native world; it’s been influ-
enced by an outside group of peo-
ple who have come into my world,
but it’s still my world. I'm respon-
sible for finding that balance.

I'm trying to work, again, (at)
getting us back in balance, ensur-
ing that we go from a structure
that really was about dominance,
to one that is about stewardship.
What I see is a younger generation
of rangers and staff coming up who
are also striving for that balance,
wanting to be the good stewards
of those resources while ensuring
that there’s a human presence. -
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REVIEW

Stories
for a swiftly
tilting planet

What can conservation learn
from science fiction?

BY MICHELLE NIJHUIS
ILLUSTRATION BY DARYN RAY

ECOLOGISTS USED TO BELIEVE that the
systems they studied tended toward balance.
Over the course of the 20th century, though, they
realized that disturbance is not a detour but a
destination. Humans can do terrible harm to
ecosystems, of course, but disturbance itself
is not necessarily a problem; in most ecosys-
tems, the only steady state is a state of upheaval.
Relationships between and among species,
while indispensable and often enduring, are in
constant flux, subject to small and large disrup-
tions. The vaunted “balance of nature” is more
or less a mirage.

Science fiction writers and filmmakers
seem to have reached a similar understanding.
The dystopias and occasional utopias of classic
science fiction are akin to what ecologists used
to call climax communities — mature forests
and other ecosystems believed to be stable until
upended by an external force, with the external
force in science fiction being your trusty lone
hero. Perhaps because these either-or futures
exist beyond the “final frontiers” of known space
and time, they are often set in imagined Wests:
Science fiction and its variants have sent the
frontier myth to space (Star Trek, among many
others), turned the Pacific Northwest into an
insular splinter state (Ecotopia), and sentenced
Los Angeles to any number of high-decibel
catastrophes.

Later in the 20th century, some writers — in-
cluding many living and working in the West —
began to build more complex, less certain, and
consequently more plausible futures. “Must re-
define utopia,” frets recluse Tom Barnard in Kim
Stanley Robinson’s Orange County trilogy, pub-
lished in the 1980s and ’90s. “It isn’t the perfect
end-product of our wishes, (but) ... the process

of making a better world, the name for one path
history can take, a dynamic, tumultuous, agoniz-
ing process, with no end.” The fiercely imagina-
tive Octavia Butler, who, like Robinson, grew up
in Los Angeles, set her prescient Parables series,
published in the 1990s, in a California where vi-
olence is always present but never predictable.
Lauren Oya Olamina, the flawed spiritual lead-
er at the center of the series, preaches that “The
only lasting truth / Is Change” — a creed that
could have been written by an ecologist.

In Butler’s wake, writers such as Claire
Vaye Watkins and Joy Williams have set novels
in future Western landscapes, within societies
that are fundamentally broken yet continue to
evolve. And today, a new generation of West-
ern science fiction writers is exploring possible
paths to better worlds. Portland author Rachel
Swirsky, in her near-future novel January Fif-
teenth, has imagined the individual and societal
consequences of a universal basic-income pay-
ment. The novella Tread of Angels, by New Mex-
ico author Rebecca Roanhorse, uses its fantasti-
cal setting in an alternative-history 19th century
mining town to upset the predictable battle be-
tween good and evil, asking whether anyone tru-
ly belongs on one side or another.

Writer Becky Chambers, who grew up in
Southern California and now lives in Hum-
boldt County, is known for her outer-space
adventure novels, but her latest series, Monk
and Robot, is set in a society whose members
have survived an excruciating transition from
what they describe as the “Factory Age.” They
aspire to live less destructively than their fore-
bears, and in many ways they do: Their trans-
portation methods are human-powered, their
plastics are biodegradable, and their rivers

and forests are recovering from past harms.
Like some fortunate Californians, they live
in diverse communities; their gender identi-
ties are accepted without question, and their
vegetables are abundant and fresh. They also
drink a lot of tea, sometimes for therapeutic
purposes, and they speak fluently about their
feelings. Yet this gentle society is no tradition-
al utopia; its members are actively experiment-
ing with different ways of living and working
together, and they are dealing with the ongo-
ing consequences of their past. In A Prayer for
the Crown-Shy, the second novella in the series,
the robot Mosscap revisits human society after
a long estrangement between humans and ro-
bots — making connections that, while largely
joyful, reawaken a painful history.

In science fiction’s ever-expanding uni-
verse of subgenres, Chambers is considered
a practitioner of “hopepunk,” a label she em-
braces. “You’re looking at the world exactly as it
is, with all of its grimness and all of its tragedy,
and you say, ‘No, I believe this can be better,”
she said in an interview last year. “That to me
is punk as hell.” Like Robinson’s Tom Barnard,
Chambers and writers like her are suspicious
of utopias, instead placing their faith in the
ongoing possibility of change. “Hopepunk isn’t
pristine and spotless,” writes fantasy author
Alexandra Rowland, who coined the term. “Ho-
pepunk is grubby, because that’s what happens
when you fight.”

These stories about instability and pos-
sibility are not prescriptions. They’re experi-
ments that test out new technologies and social
innovations by imagining the variety of human
reactions to them — reactions that are surpris-
ing, entertaining and ultimately familiar, no
matter how unearthly the setting or extraordi-
nary the circumstances. If ecology has taught
science fiction about the constancy of change,
perhaps science fiction can remind conserva-
tion that lasting societal change can only be
brought about by people. While technology
may solve some problems, it can’t transform
human behavior, and it certainly can’t fix the
relationships between humans and habitats,
or between humans and other species. In any
future, that work — that dynamic, tumultuous,
agonizing process — is up to us.

January Fifteenth

Rachel Swirsky, Tordotcom, 2022
Tread of Angels

Rebecca Roanhorse, Gallery/Saga
Press, 2022

A Prayer for the Crown-Shy

Becky Chambers, Tordotcom, 2022
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PERSPECTIVE

Connecting
habitat from
the ground up

The future of large landscape
conservation begins with
Indigenous communities.

BY JODI HILTY AND KELLY ZENKEWICH

IN THE EARLY 19908, the founders of the
Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative
envisioned a network of protected habitats along
the spine of the Rockies — one that would allow
wolves, grizzly bears, golden eagles, and other
wide-ranging species to breed, feed, and succeed.
Y2Y was an audacious idea, to say the least, and
it attracted plenty of attention, including from
skeptics who believed it was unachievable.

During its early years, Y2Y was a loose
coalition of groups interested in ecological
connectivity, and it had few if any full-time
staff. Efforts focused on identifying the pieces
of habitat most important to wildlife migration
and survival. But while conservation science
could pinpoint the places that wildlife needed,
protecting those places required forming rela-
tionships and building trust with and among the
human communities of the Rockies — and that,
in turn, required many years of meeting with
and listening to local people. As the initiative’s
first executive director observed, “People, from
Yellowstone to Yukon, are the key to our success.’

Today, after a quarter-century of work
across five American states, two Canadian
provinces, two Canadian territories and at least
75 Indigenous territories, the area protected
for conservation within the Y2Y corridor
has increased by 80%, even as the growth of
protected areas declined or remained constant
elsewhere in North America. This is due almost
entirely to a groundswell of support that
includes, crucially, Indigenous peoples and their
governments.

In 2002, the Y2Y Initiative hosted
Indigenous peoples from throughout the region,
seeking to identify and explore our common
ground. Importantly, Peter Wesley (Nakoda

]

First Nation) and Levi Holt (Nez Perce) decided
tojoin the Y2Y board and council. In later years,
Dick Baldes (Eastern Shoshone Tribe), Pat Smith
(Assiniboine Tribe) and Joe Lougheed (Métis)
signed on as well.

By 2003, the initiative was supporting
Indigenous-led conservation proposals in
Canada’s Northwest Territories. A decade later,
these efforts culminated in the 1.17 million-acre
Nahanni National Park Reserve, co-managed by
Parks Canada and Dehcho First Nation, and the
1.19 million-acre Naats’jhch’oh National Park
Reserve, co-managed by Parks Canada and
Sahtu First Nations.

In recent years, the support of Indigenous
communities in Canada has resulted in signed
conservation agreements between federal,
regional and First Nations governments on
approximately 14 million acres of co-managed
protected areas. These agreements include the
Peel watershed land-use plan in Yukon Territory;
apartnership to conserve caribou habitat in British
Columbia’s Peace River region; and Qat'muk, the
home of Grizzly Bear Spirit, in the Upper Columbia
River area of British Columbia. The Y2Y Initiative
was able to assist these efforts — and support
Indigenous leadership in conservation — by
helping with grant-making, political strategizing,
communications, organizing and more.

New community-led proposals are also
underway in northern Canada: The Kaska First
Nation in British Columbia and the Yukon has
three proposals in progress, including Dene
K’éh Kusan — “always will be there” in the
Dene language. This Indigenous Protected and
Conserved Area, or IPCA, would protect 4 million
acres of ancestral homelands in northern British
Columbia, southeast Yukon and the southwest-
ern corner of the Northwest Territories. Just this
summer, the Gitanyow First Nation declared an
Indigenous Protected Area of more than 420,000
acres, in part to protect important salmon runs

in central British Columbia.

In the U.S., there is a long history of tribal
engagement in land and wildlife conservation,
and Y2Y has worked to support such efforts in
the Northern Rockies. The Nez Perce people,
who in the mid-1990s exercised their treaty
rights by reintroducing wolves into central
Idaho, are leading the Camas to Condors Project,
which works at the landscape level to protect
wildlife from the worst effects of climate change.
The Blackfoot Confederacy is advancing the
Iinnii Initiative, an effort to restore free-roam-
ing bison on Blackfoot lands on both sides of the
international border.

These accomplishments reflect years of
research and negotiations by governments and
communities seeking to connect landscapes and
people. Close to 18% of the Yellowstone to Yukon
region is now protected from development, and
more than a quarter of those lands are managed
or co-managed by Indigenous communities, not
including the 14 million acres of self-declared
IPCAs in progress.

As we look ahead to our next quar-
ter-century, we believe that large landscape
conservation is more important than ever, given
the escalating effects of climate change, habitat
destruction and other human-caused harms.
But Y2Y has learned that wildlife habitats cannot
be reconnected in a meaningful and lasting way
unless human communities of all kinds are also
reconnected — linked to one another, as well as
to their landscapes. By listening to and actively
supporting community members and leaders,
we can support all forms of life into the future,
from Yellowstone to Yukon and beyond.

Jodi Hilty is president and chief scientist at
Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative,
and Kelly Zenkewich is the organization’s senior
communications and digital engagement
manager.

Close to 18% of the Yellowstone to Yukon
region is now protected from development,
and more than a quarter of those lands
are managed or co-managed by
Indigenous communities.
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ESSAY

Antidotes for
ecological
forgetfulness

Bear witness, make a record,
pass it on.

BY JASON MARK
ILLUSTRATION BY JILL PELTO

THE DISAPPEARANCES are almost every-
where, so they are difficult to discern. Since
the 1970s, the populations of many of the
most common North American birds have
plummeted. The number of western meadow-
larks has decreased by 37%, and grasslands in
general have lost an estimated 720 million birds.
Populations of pifion jays — one of the signature
birds of the Western pifion-juniper landscape

— are down a stunning 85%. Altogether, an esti-
mated 3 billion birds have disappeared from
the continent in the last couple of generations.
Spring may not be silent, but it’s certainly less
raucous than it used to be.

Did you notice?

Ican’t honestly say that I did. I'm a middle-
aged backyard birder with middling birding
skills, and my corner of the Pacific Northwest
still feels full of feathered companions. I regu-
larly hear the sonorous springtime song of the
Swainson’s thrush, the cheep of chickadees,
and the screech of the osprey family that this
summer made a nest in a Douglas fir outside my
home. Those avian losses may have happened in
my lifetime, but they were awfully hard to keep
track of. Sure, I noticed that there were fewer
red-winged blackbirds in the tule-reed-ringed
pond that, for more than a decade, I visited
weekly. But how many fewer? And how will my
daughter even recognize such losses, since her
notion of a “natural” number of red-winged
blackbirds was formed in an already-impover-
ished reality?

Ecological forgetfulness isn’t uncommon.
When researchers in the United Kingdom
interviewed people about the disappearance of
common birds, they found that young people
were largely unaware of population declines

witnessed by previous generations. A few study
participants, old and young, hadn’t even noticed

the declines that happened before their eyes.
The researchers attributed these results to “shift-
ing baseline syndrome”: the way our unreliable

memories blind us to the magnitude of environ-
mental changes.

Since fisheries scientist Daniel Pauly coined
the term in the 1990s, researchers have discov-
ered just how deeply shifting baseline syndrome
can disrupt our understanding of the more-than-
human world. In one investigation, a researcher
reviewed dockside photos of trophy fishermen in
Key West taken between 1957 and 2007. During
that time, the fish got significantly smaller, and
their average weight shrank by nearly 90%. Yet
the smiles of the anglers in the photos stayed
the same size. As the world got tinier, they kept
on grinning.

Shifting baseline syndrome — a clini-
cal phrase, like something from psychiatry’s
formal manual of mental disorders — poses real
challenges for conservationists. Studies show
that it influences our perception of changing
climates as well as how — and whether — chil-
dren develop a commitment to environmental
protection.

It’s difficult to know what, exactly, we’re
trying to save because, as a culture, we risk
forgetting what it was we once hoped to safe-
guard. Amid collective amnesia, the goals of
conservation become targets swaying in the
dark.

To be good future ancestors, we’ll have to
actually change our cognitive habits and our
tendency toward forgetfulness. We’ll have to
turn memory into an organ of conservation —
because without memory, there’s no chance of
repair or restoration, rewilding or renewal.

So, what are the antidotes to collective
amnesia?

Neuroscience is a good place to start. Many
of the same techniques and habits that help to
preserve individual memories and keep demen-
tia at bay can also protect our shared ecological
memories.

Attentiveness is the most important thing.

“Attention is essential for creating a memory of
anything,” writes Harvard neuroscientist Lisa
Genova, and this applies to the declining state
of the natural world, too. We forget how many
red-winged blackbirds once nested in the pond
for the same reason we forget that we parked
the car on Level Red-B in the garage: We weren’t
paying attention in the first place.

When landscape becomes the focus of our
attention, something more than a backdrop,
we’re more likely to remember changes in it.

“Our brains have evolved to remember what is

meaningful,” Genova reports.

Neuroscience also knows that physical
activity boosts memory, and so exercise —
especially, in this case, outdoor exercise — is
essential. We need to cultivate muscle memory,
since (as any carpenter or guitarist knows) phys-
ical repetition helps cement neural networks.
Embodied experiences — the sight of epic vistas;
the feeling of wind in the face; the forest’s mossy
scent, a sylvan version of Proust’s madeleine

— can create indelible memories, and those
memories can counter the normalization of
environmental destruction.

Still, we inevitably forget most of what
happens to us. Notes can help. You don’t need
to catalog the appearance of each bloom with
the exactitude of Thoreau or note daily tempera-
tures with the precision of the National Weather
Service. A garden log or nature journal will do.
And remember to tell your friends and family
(especially the littles) about the changes you've
experienced. Each of us can become, in our
own modest way, an environmental storyteller,
passing down the oral histories of the places we
inherited.

So an initial prescription for shifting base-
line syndrome goes something like this: Be
outside as much as you can. Bear witness. Make
arecord. Pass iton.

These treatments may sound familiar —
they are, after all, old-time home remedies for
our conservation ills — but they are imbued with
new urgency. In the midst of the Anthropocene,
or “the Great Acceleration,” or whatever you
prefer to call this bewildering era of hyper-speed
changes, remembering will have to become a
practice of the mindful conservationist.

Ecological memory alone won’t deliver
us from our environmental crises; there’s no
going back to the past. Yet memory can play
an important role in figuring out the future.
Remembrances of Earths past can serve asakind
of cultural touchstone, a common shore from
which we can navigate the uncharted waters of
this hot, chaotic, fast-moving century.

To be good future
ancestors, we’ll
have to actually
change our
cognitive habits.
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Heard Around the West

Tips about Western oddities are appreciated and often shared

in this column. Write heard@hcn.org.

BY TIFFANY MIDGE | ILLUSTRATION BY ARMANDO VEVE

MONTANA

Weddings aren’t usually described
as “gnarly,” but the word seems
right for one ceremony on the sce-
nic shores of Two Medicine Lake
in Glacier National Park. Videog-
rapher Stanton Giles was filming
the August nuptials when his cam-
era was drawn from the groom’s
promises of everlasting love to a
dramatic commotion across the
lake: A grizzly bear charged out of
the bushes and tackled a moose
calf while its mother looked on.
Giles told Newsweek that the bride
and groom were still in mid-vows
when the wedding party noticed
what was going on, and the festiv-
ities were forced to pause until the
bear finished killing the calf. “He
was there forjust about aslongas it
took to kill the calf,” Giles said. “As
soon as it died and quit struggling
in the water, he dragged it back
up into the trees.” The shocked
guests weren’t sure how to react,
Giles said — this sort of thing rare-
ly comes up in etiquette manuals
— though the suggestion was made
to turn up the music to “drown
out the sound of death.” The en-
tire three-minute-and-30-second
scene was captured on video for
posterity and uploaded to You-
Tube, where it’s been viewed over
400,000 times. Nature is beautiful
and terrifying. And nuptials held
in the great outdoors sometimes
give new meaning to the words
“till death do you part.”

CALIFORNIA

As house pets go, tarantulas are an
acquired taste. The creepy crawlies
aren’t for everyone, but arachnid
admirers in Coarsegold, California,
want everybody to love them as

much as they do. The 25th annual
Coarsegold Tarantula Awareness
Festival, celebrated on the last
Saturday in October in Coarse-
gold Historic Village, honors the
flamboyant fuzzies and their
contributions to the ecosystem.
NBCLosAngeles.com noted that
the festival featured pumpkin
cheesecake, a costume contest
and tarantula-inspired poetry, not
to mention the chance to meet,
touch and even hold the guests of
honor. The festival organizers seek
to educate the public and destig-
matize enormous hairy spiders.
Another tarantula festival was
held in La Junta, Colorado, in the
first week of October. According
to Fox21news.com, attendees cele-
brated the arachnids and their an-
nual mating ritual, which doesn’t
involve a dating app called “Spin-
der,” but occurs naturally on the
443,000-plus acres of the Coman-
che National Grassland — rather

like Burning Man for spiders, with
even more legs for dancing.

MONTANA/WYOMING/YELLOWSTONE

Speaking of legs, a partial human
foot, still inside its owner’s shoe,
was discovered in Yellowstone Na-
tional Park’s Abyss Pool in August,
near the aptly named West Thumb
Geyser Basin, ABC News report-
ed. Could this macabre discovery
have anything to do with the 21
other severed feet found washed
up on shorelines in Canada and
Washington in recent years? Au-
thorities have puzzled over the
gruesome discoveries since Aug.
20, 2007, when a girl found an Adi-
das sneaker complete with foot
on Jedediah Island near British
Columbia and Vancouver Island.
Just six days later, a black-and-
white Reebok turned up on Gab-
riola Island, 30 miles away. Since
then, other disembodied feet have
washed up around the Salish Sea.

However, there is an explanation.
Forensic scientists factored in
body decomposition, footwear
fashions and DNA research to
arrive at a cause, and no, it’s not
aliens. Or serial killers. Or shark
attacks, or overenthusiastic ped-
icurists. Big Think explained that
dead bodies in the ocean are gen-
erally picked apart by sea scaven-
gers and bottom-feeders, broken
down piece-by-piece in less than
a week. Feet, however, might be
buoyed to the surface with the
help of the lightweight materials
found in recent-generation sneak-
ers. Sneakers produced after 2000
are made from lighter foam and
have air pockets in the soles. Au-
thorities used DNA evidence to
identify most of the feet. But the
Yellowstone foot remains a mys-
tery, though we can’t help wonder-
ing what else might be lurking in
West Thumb Geyser Basin. Some
things are better left unknown.

ALASKA

We have long admired the terse but
evocative prose of small-town po-
lice blotters. Occasionally an item

rises almost to poetry. Alert readers

John and Eileen Eavis sent us such

a clipping from the Seward Journal,
whose Public Safety Report com-
piles data from various sources, in-
cluding police, fire, EMS dispatches

and court documents. How could

one not be intrigued by something

like this: “A caller reported on June

19 at 2:09 p.m. that on June 19 at

8:36 a.m. an individual in a gorilla

suit broke into their yard and left

behind a rooster.” It’s “just the facts,
ma’am,” as the old Dragnet TV cops

would say, but sometimes the facts

are enough. -

50 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



JUNE 2022 47



119 Grand Avenue
PO Box 1090
Paonia, CO 81428

U.S. $5 | Canada $6

#IAM
THE
WEST

STELLA SAMMARIPA

Nez Perce language program technician
and recent NASA Minority University
Research and Education Project Fellow
Kamiah, Idaho

My immersion in language and the histories
of Nez Perce words steered my education,
and my research, into the natural

sciences. As a NASA fellow, | created a
transdisciplinary habitat suitability model
for Qéemu, our word for Indian dogbane.
My ancestors utilized Qéemu to make
twine, rope, basketry and nets, and it once
thrived on our homelands, but it is now
actively eradicated because it is toxic to
livestock. We cannot go backwards in time,
and | doubt that we will fully restore Qéemu
to its historical distribution. | can, however,
work to mitigate past harm. | understand
my Qéemu habitat-modeling efforts as an
exercise in tribal sovereignty, as my way of
building a plan to reconnect our language
with our landscapes and regrow both of
them.

Do you know a Westerner with a great story?
Let us know on social.

Follow us f @ , ®@highcountrynews #iamthewest | .org

Rebecca Stu
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