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utting 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 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 ew across the Paci ¢ Ocean to screen
In the Light of Reverence and meet with the
growing international activist community
dedicated to protecting sacred lands. The
Im 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, Scienti ¢
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

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 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 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.
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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 | here? he asked. It
doesn t help to sit in my place weeping
and feeling angry. | thought if | came
here I might nd a solution to our prob-
lem and save our heritage. | have been
given a
tradition
that has
been passed
down to me
unbroken
for many
generations.
| am the one
responsible
for these
things. It






