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Bringing Accountability to Water Planning: Does It Take A Crisis?

Key Challenges Panel 2: The Consequences of Being Overdrawn (continued)
Regis Pecos: Thank you, Lucy. “Go’etswe hopa” is a greeting in Cochiti, and in all respect to all of you, I’ll begin that way: Go’etswe hopa. The usual response is “dowa.” Dowa is that you all are well, and in good spirits.
Thank you so much, all of you, for your participation and your presence in this dialogue. I feel very strongly that there is not another issue as important as this. I was just recently reading an article about the turmoil with the leadership in Hopi, and about Hopi elders taking a group of members of their community to what they called the Prophecy Rock, to remind the people of the symbols left behind by those who have gone before: a line that symbolizes the maintenance of balance and harmony in life, and another line, represented by a zigzag, that reflects the challenges in life, and the kind of crisis that we meet along our journey through life. I believe that this discussion is a reflection of that crisis.
I want to begin with something that I hope we all agree on, and that is the premise that every life form has a spirit, and therefore has a role, and that role and responsibility is to contribute toward the maintenance and balance of our collective existence. Right? So part of our discussion here today about this crisis is the imbalance in regard to the way we have moved away from the value—from the maintenance of our core values that provides a way to collectively articulate a vision, and understand our collective roles and responsibilities, and our contribution to and maintenance of that worldview and value.
With regard to water—water being the essence of all life—I want to share with you where we are dangerously moving as Native people, in hopes that you understand the multiple ways in which indigenous peoples contribute in this world—but for us here in New Mexico, if we’re not careful, forces a shift in a paradigm where we, collectively speaking, are the ultimate losers in that shift. And that shift has taken place for us, and all I want to do today is to provide this window for you to look in to this worldview, in hopes of understanding this cultural perspective with regard to the spirit and life of water. And what happens when we lose our core values of humanity and our treatment of all living things without those core values? The consequences don’t matter. Manifest destiny prevails at the expense of humanity. 
I want to do that by sharing with you three things that are contributing to what I think will be an ultimate tragedy if we don’t find ways to accommodate this perspective in this discussion about the crisis of overdrawing our water resources: the cumulative effect over time and history of federal policies and the way in which the federal government attempted to completely destroy and disconnect us from our lands and places of worship [through the] prohibition of Native religions connecting us to land and places of worship; the impacts over time of the prohibition against speaking our languages—even in our schools [during] the time I grew up in Cochiti, on our own reservation; and all of the other federal policies, ‘termination’ and ‘relocation’ and now, ‘self-determination,’ where we, in fact, may be becoming our own worst enemy by contributing to the movement away from our core values that otherwise drives the fulfillment of our sacred trust. We are not consciously looking at the way we are contributing to the same outcome that the federal government consciously was engaged in: to destroy a people, and if not destroy them, [then] to disconnect them from the land, to have access to lands and resources. So these times create a very complex set of challenges for us, as a result of the cumulative effect of those policies, and the way in which language has become so fragile that it effects the maintenance of our way of life that we define as religion, a way of life that defines our values, that defines those core values from which we draw everything that we do in our lives, ultimately for the maintenance of that balance in our lives for a healthy mind, body and spirit within an environment that nurtures the spirit that makes this possible, something alluded to in one of the earlier discussions.
And in this time of self-determination, the federal government continues to diminish its support for some very fundamental aspects to maintain a quality of life, after they spent the last one hundred years destroying everything that otherwise contributed to levels of self-sufficiency, moving us to the other end of the spectrum of dependency. So with this kind of desperate situation, as a result of the government’s failure to support and to address basic needs in education and in health, as two very important areas in the maintenance of quality of life for people within our communities and on our reservations, forces our leadership to accelerate the process of development on our respective reservations, resulting in a move away from our core values. Then you see the added pressure of development all over neighboring communities around our reservations, and it adds to the complexity with regard to the way the whole legal construct treats water as simply a commodity. The legal arguments are all about the economics of that right, and are driven heavily by the way in which economics dictates politics and dynamics in that framework. We find ourselves with an incredible challenge. Internally in our communities, we see ourselves being forced into that kind of paradigm, of legal arguments about rights to water in a place where there is no value for the cultural perspective and the articulation of water as a cultural resource, and I’m not even going to say property. There’s no place in that construct for our core values to weigh in to protect water because it is driven simply by economic arguments about the rights to water, for the perspective of Native people and their treatment and value of water to be a consideration. We have been challenged with protecting places of worship that are no longer part of our jurisdictions because of the ultimate conclusions drawn by the Department of Justice that Native religions are unorthodox religions, and therefore really do not fit cleanly within the Constitutional framework for the same protection that other religions enjoy in this country. So when there’s no place for us in that construct and in that framework, it forces us to shift, to abandon what otherwise is a sacred trust given to us by the Creator with regard to the treatment of something as essential to life as water and in the process, we all lose to have a unique argument for the protection of water for another purpose. Because tribal communities and governments are at all different levels of development, there are different perspectives that are very dangerous with regard to how we are forced to shift away from core values and into a paradigm of legal arguments, where there’s no place to articulate our role and our responsibility in regard to the sacred trust of water. When that is not accommodated, and when we are succumbing to that shift, to me, at one level for Native people, that is the ultimate abandonment of our sacred trust. In lots of ways, all of these discussions are forcing us in that direction, and to another level of discussion that is necessary, but where our people are reluctant to engage, because policies that have been created and effectuated forced a lack of trust and confidence in that process. We need to be at the table in discussions about water planning and management of this precious resource for all of our collective purposes. But these discussions are always within a realm where what is most relevant to us is non-relevant in these discussions. These are often organized by those whose action, historically, we have good reason to distrust. These are at the state level, where we consciously choose not to engage out of fear, because historically, states have been defined as our worst enemy stemming from the debate and actions over which sovereign has greater power and authority, state government or tribal government? And then there is the kind of internal conflict of interest within the federal government, in regard to which interest or client the government represents to protect. The Department of Justice repeatedly takes the position of those who it must contend with politically, and that is usually against our interests as we saw in the ESA on the silvery minnow, in many cases if not always at our expense. So there are many contradictions stemming from the government’s obligations to represent our interests that create the complexity within which we must maneuver, and [that is] why Indian people and their leaders sometimes are not well understood when they are obviously not at the table. The question often becomes, do we go, knowing we are ill prepared with our limited resources (financially for adequate and expert representation) or not participate knowing it is potentially at the expense of creating perceptions that these are matters not a priority. Which is the greater harm to our interests?
But I want to get back to the point about the dangers, and the ultimate loss to humanity, as we begin this discussion, about this premise that every life in this world has a place; that every life in this world has a spirit; every life in this world has a role; and every life in this world contributes to the maintenance and the balance of our existence. Even the tiniest life has a very profound responsibility and role toward that contribution. As we contribute to the non-acceptance and accommodation of the arguments from our perspective to this dialogue, we ultimately have to shift, out of desperateness, into this other paradigm, even as we know there’s no role and value provided for something that is most important to us in our sacred trust with regard to our contribution to discussions on water. The danger is that at some point, if we don’t re-think these accommodations, we’re going to be forced as Native people to totally abandon our role and our fulfillment of this sacred trust in this dialogue about water. When that happens, the ultimate tragedy is the loss to all humanity of that perspective in this dialogue, if in fact we believe that water is the essence of all life and we all have a role and responsibility for its well being. I wanted to share that with you in the short period of time that I have in hopes that you understand to some degree the incredible complexity of the challenges, internally to Indian people and tribal leaders caught up in this web of forced circumstances that lead us to levels of desperation where we are contributing, sometimes, to our own demise, by our actions to address the needs that exist largely as a result of the way in which governments have infringed over time, purposefully to destroy lands, to destroy our religion, to destroy our language, and to destroy our traditional forms of governance. Those critical elements all contribute in very significant and profound ways toward the maintenance of this sacred trust, as part of our contribution to a healthy mind, body and spirit within an environment that nurtures those spirits that allow us to behave in ways that are respectful to all living things, because we are fully cognizant that we are all connected and we are all related and we are all dependent upon one another for our existence. 
The ultimate question for all of us here is what do we want our great, great grandchildren to inherit from us? And think for a moment, what would the Creator think when we were given something as precious as water, the essence of all life on this Earth, that we would come before the Creator to represent ourselves and our failure to live up to the sacred trust and responsibility given to us for something so precious as water? Think about that and our collective roles, our individual roles and responsibilities, that contribute to the treatment of water, and ask ourselves, what do we want our great, great grandchildren to inherit from us? If one of the things that we treasure is the incredible beauty of connection to the environment, the incredible beauty of the relationship when one takes a walk along the river and what it feels like to be that close to something as incredibly profound as that spirit that we define as the Water Serpent, would you want your grandchildren and their children to have that same experience? What are we doing to help this dialogue, and to think seriously in this time of crisis? How are we going to articulate a vision so that our great, great grandchildren will in time speak kindly of our contribution and our response to this crisis? When are we going to take the stand and be courageous [enough] to say, “Let’s stop and reassess what we’re doing, not to the environment, not to water, but what are we doing to ourselves?” Keep that in mind, because that is not just our sacred trust and responsibility; that is our collective sacred trust and responsibility. And always along this journey there are many stories. I see former Governor Peter Pino in the back, and I hope that in the course of this dialogue he can share with you a story that is reflective of and epitomizes where, in fact, we’re going to end up if we’re not fully cognizant in terms of stopping, reassessing, examining how it is we got to where we are, and what it is we have to do in accepting our responsibilities and challenges to feel confident that when our time comes to return to the Creator, we can be at peace, and can know consciously the answer to that question, “What will our great, great, grandchildren inherit from us?” Thank you.
