
Cutting trees along the misty 
pilgrimage routes in the Kii 
Mountains of Japan has been 

prohibited since the 15th century. In the 
Jaagbo sacred grove of Ghana — an abode 
of ancestral spirits — hunting, farming, 
plant collecting and wood gathering have 
been taboo for at least that long. In each 
of these places, birds thrive, medicinal 
plants fl ourish and water runs clear.

Many people understand that sacred 
places are sanctuaries for human spiritu-
ality. What’s not commonly understood is 
that sacred places are also sanctuaries for 
rare, threatened and endangered species.

In May, two hundred people gath-
ered in Tokyo for a four-day symposium 
entitled: “Conserving Cultural and 
Biological Diversity: The Role of Sacred 
Natural Sites and Cultural Landscapes.” 
I fl ew across the Pacifi c Ocean to screen 
In the Light of Reverence and meet with the 
growing international activist community 
dedicated to protecting sacred lands. The 
fi lm was shown on opening night and it 
struck a passionate chord, reminding me 
again how deep and universal is the love 
people everywhere feel for “home.”

This was a high-level meeting, spon-
sored by the U.N. Educational, Scientifi c 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
the Convention on Biodiversity, the U.N. 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) and the World Conservation Union 
(IUCN). The conference attracted scien-
tists and indigenous people from around 
the world who came to share compel-
ling data collected in forests, mountains 
and deserts that prove that sacred places 
are sanctuaries for both spirit and mat-
ter. With development devouring land 
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on every continent — from the Andes 
in Peru to the Kaya Forests of Kenya — 
native communities’ deeply held cultural 
values of respect and responsibility still 
protect many ancestral sites.

As a new World Wildlife Fund report, 
Beyond Belief, states: “Sacred sites are 
probably the oldest method of habitat 
protection on the planet.”

On the fi nal afternoon of the Tokyo 
symposium, Makko Digisso Dosha, 

an elder from Ethiopia, rose to speak.
In southwest Ethiopia, Makko 

explained, sacred landscapes comprise a 
web of agricultural fi elds, trails, home-
steads, water sources, mountains and 
sacred groves. It is impossible to separate 

(right) ethiopian elder makko digisso 
dosha; (above) our new short film 
Winnemem War Dance at Shasta Dam 
portrays the wintu peoples’ struggle 
to stop the heightening of shasta dam 
in northern california, which would 
flood dozens of sacred sites along 
what remains of the free-flowing 
mccloud river.

discreet elements from the whole, but at 
the center of the territory of each tradi-
tional village leader, a pillar is erected 
as a central shrine. Prayers and offerings 
over many years add spiritual power 
to the shrine. Last January, Makko’s 
sacred pole was torn down by a mob of 
evangelical Christians who commenced 
immediately to build a church on the 
same site. Makko was shaking as he 
spoke.

“Why am I here?” he asked. “It 
doesn’t help to sit in my place weeping 
and feeling angry. I thought if I came 
here I might fi nd a solution to our prob-
lem and save our heritage. I have been 

given a 
tradition 
that has 
been passed 
down to me 
unbroken 
for many 
generations. 
I am the one 
responsible 
for these 
things. It 
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Film Project from the early 1990s. Our 
intention then was to profi le indigenous 
cultures around the world struggling to 
protect their special places, to show the 
universality of the problem, and the fact 
that sacred sites are common to people 
all around the world.

It proved to be an ambitious idea 
whose time had not quite arrived. We 
fi rst needed to develop new relation-
ships, articulate our arguments, distill 
the message, develop a funding base, 
and prove that we can make effective 
fi lms that successfully tell these delicate, 
complex stories. We needed to start at 
home. Though it took ten years, we now 
have In the Light of Reverence — and its 
Web site and extensive educational mate-
rials — as a preview of what we can do 
globally for sacred places. 

The reports that fl owed into Tokyo 
from around the world contained 

powerful new information and illus-
trated how extensive this movement 
has become. Participants learned, for 
example, that there are 3,000 sacred 
groves in the African nation of Ghana, 
and more than 100,000 in India. In the 
Xishuangbanna Biosphere Reserve in 
Yunnan Province, China, there are 122 
villages containing 22,000 people — and 
there is a sacred forest in every village. 
Scientists at Xishuangbanna are docu-
menting extremely high biodiversity 
within the sacred areas. Ethnobotanist 
Pei Shengji reported that these sacred 
forests comprise just .02% of China’s total 
land area, yet they are safe haven to 18% 

seems the tradition may end while it is in 
my charge. We have been humiliated and 
our sacred area has been abused. I feel as 
if I am about to go insane.” 

He paused to calm himself, and con-
tinued: “At our shrine, in our sacred area, 
we have prayed and given offerings for 
many years. We have prayed that the 
infertile give birth. When they took our 
children to war, we prayed and they came 
back. Now this shrine of ours has been 
desecrated. When they pulled down the 
central pillar I felt all the ancestors had 
been thrown into chaos, as has my very 
being. How can you help me, please?”

The room was silent. 
As the session moderator at the head 

of the room, I took a deep breath and 
pushed the button to activate my micro-
phone: “Makko, every one of us would 
like to return with you to Ethiopia to help 
restore your shrine and protect it — but 
we can’t. Thank you for making us all 
more aware of the urgent need for both 
education and effective action, because 
strength will surely come from spreading 
knowledge and building an alliance of 
guardians. We all hope you can take some 
of that strength home with you.”

It was an insuffi cient response. What 
can we really do, any of us, to confront 
the global injustices we hear about every 

day? We can take small, steady steps and 
trust that, as the I Ching says, persever-
ance furthers. 

Personally, I do know what I can do. 
I can make a fi lm, linking Makko’s and 
other similar stories together, weaving a 
powerful tapestry to educate and inspire 
action to help protect both biological and 
cultural diversity.

In many ways, this represents a return 
to the original vision of the Sacred Land 

in tokyo, thomas schaaf (center) of unesco discusses expanding the boundaries 
of the sierra nevada de santa marta biosphere reserve in columbia, with conser-
vationist guillermo rodriguez (left) and rogelio mejia (right), who traveled to 
tokyo to represent his arhuaco elders.

in march, five bay area screenings of In the Light of Reverence and Winnemem War Dance 
at Shasta Dam helped build support for the winnemem campaign to regain federal 
recognition and protect their ancestral lands. the winnemem contingent gathered 
around leader caleen sisk-franco (center) at the crest theatre in sacramento.



sustain us in the future and help keep  
the earth alive. 

The sacred natural sites that grace 
every continent are culturally and biologi-
cally important in and of themselves. But 
let us also appreciate them as doorways 
opening to a priceless opportunity — the 
paradigm shift that just might save our 
teetering society.

Let’s walk through the door together.

follow the rules.” She defined a sacred 
landscape as: “a zone of peace and non-
violence, a place of traditional education 
and knowledge transmission, and a place 
of deep spiritual work.” If people behave 
properly at a sacred place, she said, 
“know the plants, use right words, and 
show respect for life and diversity, there 
is an excellent effect on mind and spirit.”

What do we learn from our journeys 
away from home?

Back in the Santa Cruz Mountains 
of California, a Hopi friend, Leonard 
Selestewa, and his wife and daughter  
visited my family during the summer.  
We took them to see the towering red-
woods near our home. Standing by a 
clear stream in the green forest, the des-
ert-dwelling corn farmers experienced  
the tall trees’ magic. The place brought 
back a memory for Leonard: “My grand-
father told me: ‘To be Hopi, your prayers 
have to encompass the entire world.’” 

Preserving what we love at home and 
beyond has never been a greater chal-
lenge. Listening to native people and 
learning from them has never been more 
crucial. They have preserved the ancient 
wisdom that we are part of nature, not 
separate, and that what happens to 
nature happens to us. Indigenous com-
munities nurture the values that can  

of China’s flora (4669 species), 20% of the 
nation’s fauna (3317 species), and 26% of 
the country’s birds (427 species).

We heard inspiring stories about pre-
venting the privatization of water, resist-
ing threats from mining and logging, and 
exposing fraudulent ecotourism schemes. 
We also heard about the promise of indig-
enous communities mapping their home-
lands, preserving traditional knowledge, 
and comanaging national parks at places 
like Uluru in Australia and Tongariro in 
New Zealand.

IUCN social policy analyst Gonzalo 
Oveido, from Ecuador, summed up the 
goals of the conference participants: to 
launch a major international effort to 
increase awareness and knowledge about 
sacred natural sites and associated cultures, 
and to strengthen laws and policies that 
protect cultural landscapes worldwide.

We made many fruitful contacts with 
colleagues who want to collaborate to 
achieve these goals, and we took impor-
tant steps to envision a film project that 
will provide an educational framework 
for this significant new movement.

Erjen Khamaganova, from the Buryat 
community in Russia, gave a passion-
ate report on Lake Baikal, in which she 
defined a sacred site as: “pure, a place 
of power, a place of worship, with spir-
its present who will protect you if you 

hopi activist vernon masayesva (left)  
of black mesa trust, and linguist 
george lakoff (right) — meet at the 
sierra club summit in san francisco. 
masayesva’s distilled hopi values: 
Brotherhood, Respect and Responsibility. 
lakoff’s american values: Empathy, 
Responsibility, Fairness and Community.

Following Vernon Masayesva’s maxim, 
“If you see something wrong you 

have a responsibility to do something,” 
35 years of hard work and collaboration 
will bear fruit on December 31, 2005, 
with the shutdown of the Mohave Power 
Plant, near Laughlin, Nevada. Since 1970, 
this power plant has burned coal from 
Black Mesa, polluted the air over the 
Grand Canyon and other national parks 
(the main reason for its closure) and 
consumed 50 billion gallons of pristine 
groundwater from the aquifer beneath  
Hopi and Navajo land. The closure of 
the power plant and shutdown of the 
slurry line will hopefully allow Hopi vil-
lage and ceremonial springs to recover. 
Congratulations to Black Mesa Trust and 
the Hopi and Navajo activists who col-
laborated over decades with many allies 
to stop this environmental injustice and 
protect the air and water we all share. 
Happy New Year!

VICTORY!  Mohave Power Plant to Close on December 31
w  w  w  w


