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To Kobeta and Rai—for giving me a chance;


To Onca—for making me a better human;


To Aidan—for teaching me the right perspective;


To the Indigenous custodians of biocultural heritage—for inspiring hope; and


To the readers—for being willing to listen.
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Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge is increasingly gaining recognition, most significantly in national, regional, and global processes that are seeking solutions to the ecological crises of climate change and biodiversity erosion. Indigenous or traditional knowledge is the wisdom and know-how accumulated from the past to the present, which guide a wide array of human societies in their interaction with their environment. Until recently, the domination of Western modern science meant that traditional knowledge was labeled as primitive, superstition, and unscientific, and many traditional knowledge holders were despised and oppressed.


Fortunately, many Indigenous peoples who live and work with the environment around them persisted in using and developing their knowledge on and relationships with the ecosystem and the resources found therein. Their worldviews, values, cultures, and spirituality are intricately linked with the ways they relate to the environment, and with their past, present, and future, the living and the nonliving, and the seen and the unseen. The Indigenous peoples’ rituals ensure that they respectfully engage with all of these elements. In this context, it is not difficult to understand what Indigenous and traditional knowledge mean and why they value the past in order to sustain and enhance well-being. This centuries-old body of knowledge seeks to guarantee a good life for future generations.


The Convention on Biological Diversity’s Article 8(j) urges governments to respect, preserve, and maintain knowledge, innovations, and practices of Indigenous peoples and local communities. A working group on Article 8(j) and related provisions has been established as a mechanism to guide its implementation. Indigenous peoples are actively engaged with this body, and this is where they share their views on how traditional knowledge can be used and how their rights to their traditional knowledge can be protected.


Indigenous peoples live in all regions of the world, inhabiting 22 percent of the world’s global land area where 80 percent of the world’s biological diversity is found. These significant numbers show that Indigenous peoples are crucial players in preventing biodiversity erosion. Even with this evidence, however, there is still a long way to go before governments and the dominant society will effectively implement their obligations under the Convention on Biological Diversity.


The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) has been a latecomer in recognizing the contributions of traditional knowledge and how it can provide solutions to climate change. In its twenty-first Conference of Parties (COP), held in 2016, the decision was made to strengthen knowledge, technologies, practices, and efforts of local communities and Indigenous peoples related to addressing and responding to climate change. It called for the establishment of a platform for the exchange of experiences and sharing of best practices on climate change mitigation and adaptation in a holistic and integrated manner among the greater global community.


These global decisions were the results of conscious and systematic advocacy by Indigenous peoples and their supporters in order to get sovereign states to recognize, respect, and protect their rights. The end result of this long-term work was enshrined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and in the implementation of these conventions. Part of the rights contained in this UNDRIP is their right to maintain, control, protect, and develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural expressions, and their right to protect and develop their intellectual property over these (Article 31).


In performing my mandate as the UN special rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous peoples, I am always in constant search of documents and books that provide evidence not only of how Indigenous peoples’ rights are violated but, more important, those which tell what Indigenous peoples are doing to survive and solve the problems they face. Before I was appointed to this mandate, my colleagues and I at the institution Tebtebba (Indigenous Peoples’ International Centre for Policy Research and Education), had engaged with the negotiations in the Convention on Biological Diversity and the UNFCCC. Our aim continues to be to ensure that the respect and protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples will be considered in the decisions and programs made by these conventions. I was directly involved in the drafting and negotiations of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples since 1985 until its adoption in 2007. Article 31, which pertained to traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions, was of utmost importance.


Gleb Raygorodetsky’s The Archipelago of Hope supports the arguments I have been using to convince the United Nations and the countries within it that it is in their self-interest to respect and protect traditional knowledge of Indigenous peoples as this will contribute to solving problems of climate change, biodiversity erosion, and the gross mismanagement of the gift that the earth provides to everybody. The Archipelago of Hope provides real-life stories of how Indigenous peoples develop and use their traditional knowledge and operationalize the values of reciprocity, solidarity, and collectivity as a way to live life. Archipelago shows the realities Indigenous peoples face as they further develop and use their knowledge to increase their communities’ resilience to climate change and enhance the biocultural diversity in the land around them. Amid the jargon and abstraction emanating from academic circles and in the negotiations and decision-making processes within the Convention of Biological Diversity and the UN Framework on Climate Change, Raygorodetsky’s book provides a very refreshing and authentic insight into the contributions Indigenous peoples provide and the challenges they face as they assert their right to maintain, control, and develop their traditional knowledge—and live their way of life.


I worked with Gleb when he was a program officer of the Christensen Fund, which supports efforts to enhance biocultural diversity. We collaborated on organizing the Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change in Anchorage, Alaska, in 2009. I was impressed with his extensive knowledge on biocultural diversity and his enthusiastic support for Indigenous peoples who are on the front lines of biodiversity conservation and sustainable use. I heard some of the same stories documented on the pages of this book. When he told me that he was writing this book I was thrilled by the news. I believe that The Archipelago of Hope makes an important contribution toward convincing the skeptics—of which there are still many in government, research, and activist communities—that Indigenous peoples provide solutions to many of the world’s environmental and social problems.


It is with great pleasure that I welcome the publication of this book, and I thank Gleb for his devotion and enthusiasm in writing it and sharing these stories and wisdom with the world. For those who have not yet learned of, or come to understand, Indigenous knowledge and its contributions to our earth, I urge you to read this book. For those who are familiar with the issue and are already supporters, please use this book as a model to share your own experiences and stories on traditional knowledge.


Victoria Tauli-Corpuz


UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples


Executive Director, Tebtebba


Baguio City, Philippines




PROLOGUE


THOUSANDS OF STORIES
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“We, the Maasai,” says Mr. Olood Saitaga, a respected community elder, “are completely dependent on our cattle. When the cattle die, we die too.” Even Mr. Saitaga’s skin, the color of dark-roast coffee, seems to offer little protection from the scorching heat of the Kenyan sun. He tucks the traditional crimson-blue shúkà robe between his legs and, folding his lanky, angular frame, squats in the mottled shade of a small acacia tree. From the welcome coolness, he looks out toward the distant mountains—a shimmering blue band suspended between the vast expanse of hazy sky and scorched savannah streaked with the rippling plumes of acacia trees. Mr. Saitaga delicately positions his wide-brimmed leather hat on his right knee. With the palm of his large sinewy hand, he brushes his close-cropped hair, the color of the large, silver hoops stretching his earlobes.


“We used to know when it would rain,” he says softly. “Now it is hard to predict whether it will rain or not. We haven’t had long or short rains for years and are suffering in the extreme.”


Mr. Saitaga’s metal bracelets clink as, clearing his throat, he wipes his parched lips with the back of his hand. “Animals, women, children, and men—all have suffered greatly. Most of our animals have died,” he says, gesturing toward the mummified carcass of a cow a few yards away, its teeth protruding through sun-withered lips in a ghostly snarl. The flies buzz incessantly over the cow’s carcass, as the unyielding sun continues to roast the savannah, vaporizing Mr. Saitaga’s quiet lament.


Less than two generations ago, local stories about the impacts of—and responses to—climate change would have been unheard of anywhere in the world. Today, there are thousands stories that are similar to the one Mr. Saitaga shared on video with the Conversations with the Earth project co-founded and facilitated by the participatory video nonprofit InsightShare. Super Typhoon Haima in the Philippines, Hurricane Matthew in Florida, record flooding in the Canadian Rockies and California, Australia’s mega fires, Peru’s deadly deluge—not a month passes without mainstream and social media buzzing with the news of yet another record-breaking weather-related calamity. While arguments about global warming rage on among politicians and lobbyists, there is no denying that the overall trajectory is toward extreme weather events becoming more frequent and intense—which is exactly what climate science foresees to be the future of our planet—as the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and temperatures continue to rise. Climate change, in other words, is no longer something that is likely to happen in a distant future—it is already here.


Nobody knows this better than Indigenous communities who, having developed an intimate relationship with landscapes and ecosystems over generations, have been observing climate change for decades and increasingly bearing the disproportionate burden of its impacts. Skolt Sámi reindeer herder and salmon fisherman Mr. Jouko Moshnikoff knows firsthand that winters are becoming warmer in his part of the world, and the outbreaks of parasitic autumn moth are becoming more frequent and widespread. The moths are threatening to wipe out birch forests—an important source of spring food for his people’s reindeer. For the Indigenous communities like Moshnikoff’s, climate change is not a theory, a political spin, or a fund-raising strategy—it is an inescapable reality of daily life.


These communities—islands of biological and cultural diversity in the ever-rising deluge of development and urbanization—are humankind’s “Archipelago of Hope,” for here lies our best chance to remember—or learn—how to care for Earth in a way that keeps it healthy for our descendants.


Within these pages, we will encounter diverse Indigenous peoples around the globe reaching deep into the well of their traditions and innovating to come up with creative responses to the many challenges of climate change. Though culturally and ecologically fitting to their specific circumstances, their approaches are ultimately relevant to all of us.


The Archipelago of Hope is based on over two decades of my work with Indigenous peoples around the world. Drawing on this deep experience, I have sought to explore how climate change fits within the multitude of other challenges—whether ecological or economic—affecting Indigenous communities, and what it takes for them to find ways to deal with the added pressures. We visit local peoples on different continents where climate change is a fact of life—the Skolt Sámi in Finland, the Nenets and the Altai in Russia, the Sápara in Ecuador, the Karen in Thailand, and the Tla-o-qui-aht Nuu-chah-nulth in Canada. Intimate portraits of local men and women, youth and elders, spiritual leaders, and craftsmen emerge against the backdrop of their traditional livelihoods, helping readers understand what it is like to live on the front lines of climate change. What these people recount is sometimes brutal—corruption that disempowers, pollution that sickens, education that rips children away from their families, and even development that kills—but this is balanced with the positive, the adaptive, the compelling, and often the spiritual.


While I draw on the most up-to-date climate science, my aim is not to write a treatise of facts and predictions but to help those of us living a step or two removed from the natural world engage with these rich cultures, and to understand our collective biocultural heritage that is intertwined with traditional practices. We might learn how to carve a halibut hook, listen to spirits, plant a medicinal garden, or catch a reindeer.


An important disclaimer—though there is no single definition of “Indigenous,” there are a number of common characteristics that the United Nations uses to describe Indigenous peoples. They must:


•possess a distinct, often a minority, population relative to the dominant postcolonial culture of their country;


•have a distinct language, culture, and traditions influenced by living relationships with the ancestral homeland; and


•demonstrate a resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive peoples and communities.


To my knowledge, none of these apply to my own ancestors. The Archipelago therefore is in no way my attempt to speak on behalf of the Indigenous peoples. Rather, I hope it is a way to respectfully share with readers what I have learned over the years of being an ally to the Indigenous peoples working on climate change, conservation, land-use management, and many other critical issues of our time.




We have the knowledge that can contribute to finding solutions to the crisis of climate change. But if you are not prepared to listen, how can we communicate this to you?


—Marcos Terena (Xané leader,
Inter-Tribal Committee of Brazil)






CHAPTER ONE


INTO THE WIND
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UNEASY STROLL


We were following a gravel footpath on Addison’s Walk. The setting was idyllic, the previous days’ labor had been fruitful, but something was bothering me and I could not quite put my finger on it. The path wound its way around a triangular water meadow by the River Cherwell at the southeastern end of Oxford University, less than a mile upstream from where it meets the River Thames. Ahead of us, I could see the Great Tower of Magdalen College through the opening in the crowns of the beech trees that flanked the walk. The fallow deer—a regular feature of the meadow during the winter months—were not around, having been moved off the pasture to allow for the spring bloom of snake’s-head, a delicate dapple-purple flower that in the old days would blanket ancient meadows throughout England every spring. With the meadows all but gone, the water meadow on the grounds of Magdalen College is one of the flower’s few remaining refugia. The blooming snake’s-head turned the meadow into a vibrant tapestry of thick jade and amethyst threads. Some of this rich color seemed to rub off on the gray underbelly of the British sky, turning it mauve in fading daylight.


As we walked, our local guide expounded on the great Ionians of the past—C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien had kicked up the gravel along this same path, conjuring up the realms of Narnia and Middle-earth in their minds. The names of other Oxford alumni and scholars rolled off the guide’s tongue in a who’s who of the worlds of art, science, politics, and faith over the past few centuries—everybody from Oscar Wilde to Rachel Maddow, Michael Palin to Margaret Thatcher, Stephen Hawking to Kate Beckinsale. The air was heavy with scholarship, distinction, and prestige. It was hard to find a more apt setting for an international scientific conference.


Why then did I feel so uneasy? After all, I had just spent two days listening to presentations by some of the brightest minds working on an issue I cared about deeply, both personally and professionally—climate change. Though our conference was not held in the Great Hall of Christ Church, an inspiration for Harry Potter’s Hogwarts, the setting at the Oxford University’s Centre for the Environment was by no means any less impressive. Moreover, the theme of our gathering—Indigenous peoples and climate change—was precisely the topic I had been researching as part of my job at the time. I had been developing a global grant-making strategy for the Christensen Fund—a private foundation in California working on “backing the stewards of cultural and biological diversity”—to support the efforts of Indigenous peoples worldwide to look after their ancestral territories. Scholars from such respected research institutions as the Missouri Botanical Garden, Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, Diversity International, International Union for the Protection of Nature (IUCN), and others had gathered at Oxford University in April 2007 to reflect on the progress in climate change research, policy, and action.


The experts who were gathered there were steeped in the most up-to-date information coming out of the latest UN climate change report. This wasn’t a conference to contemplate whether climate change was real or when it might occur. Despite the spin by the climate change deniers, the report’s conclusions were unequivocal. First, climate change is real. Second, if humankind doesn’t do something drastic about reducing greenhouse gas emissions soon, many parts of the world may become unsuitable for human habitation due to sea level rise, permafrost melt, droughts, floods, fires, and other calamities. The Oxford conference participants’ own field research carried out around the world had also taught them that the impacts of climate change are real and dramatic, as the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, and subsequently temperature, continued to rise.


This group of experts had come to Oxford because of their growing apprehension that the Indigenous peoples and local communities who bear the brunt of the climate crisis, yet have contributed the least to it, continue to have virtually no voice in the global discourse on the issue. Despite their low-emissions traditional lifestyles, which, after all, embody the best aspirations of the modern society striving to wean itself off fossil fuels, the Indigenous knowledge of the land, waters, weather, and seasons continued to be largely ignored. The conference participants contended that excluding Indigenous peoples and local communities from the global discourse on climate change was not merely unjust. Ignoring local and Indigenous peoples and their knowledge—such as growing and using traditional foods as a source of adaptation to warmer weather, relying on non-mechanized, traditional transportation to reduce reliance on fossil fuels, and protecting rain forests on their traditional territories to absorb atmospheric carbon—limited humankind’s collective ability to address the multiple challenges of climate change that lie ahead.


Presenters at the Oxford conference stressed that though they made up a mere 4 percent of the world’s population, Indigenous peoples are caretakers of more than a fifth of the earth’s surface, with close to 80 percent of the planet’s remaining biodiversity found on their traditional territories. For ages, such communities have maintained an intimate and vibrant relationship with their environment, guided by their traditional knowledge. Passed on from generation to generation through oral teachings and sustained through daily practice, their knowledge is based on an intimate understanding of landscapes and seascapes born out of the firsthand, tactile, and sensual relationships only possible when a people so deeply inhabits a place. It is a know-how as well as a worldview, an intuition as well as a vast “database” of observations and experiences. It is intimately tied to local languages and is never held in its entirety by an individual but always by a collective—a family, a community, a tribe, a territory, or a nation. This knowledge is a foundation upon which day-to-day activities are organized and local rules of conduct among community members, their territory, and other living beings—be they neighbors, animals, or spirits—are based.


Pharmaceutical companies, hippies, and ethnobotanists figured out long ago that traditional knowledge could lead to newer, better, and more effective medicines. They certainly used this knowledge to their considerable advantage, all too often with little regard for the rights and well-being of the original knowledge holders. Still, because it is traditionally passed on from elders to youth and shared among the community members through storytelling rather than as a written record, by and large traditional knowledge continues to be considered, by many scientists at least, as hearsay, a mere collection of folktales and anecdotes, not fact. Nothing could be further from the truth, however. Undoubtedly, there are certain differences between what the modern societies consider “real science” and traditional knowledge. But these differences, as the experts gathered in Oxford emphasized, should not lead to a wholesale rejection of the positive contributions that each knowledge system makes to humankind’s collective ability to aptly respond to climate change.


Traditional knowledge is based on deep wisdom arising from long-term observations over a relatively small area, embracing the sacred as part of the world we live in and interact with. Science, on the other hand, derives its predictions based on short-term collection of data, suppressing the spiritual. Still, many experts have come to view traditional knowledge as no less rigorous than, and complementary to, conventional science, because both are based on detailed direct observations of natural phenomena, though they draw their final conclusions from their respective underlying worldviews. There are several research fields where traditional knowledge has been recognized as important in providing ecological insights based on the long-term observations of the natural world. These observations lead to developing local methods of environmental management—like traditional savannah burning in northern Australia that enhances local biodiversity and actually helps avoid devastating large-scale fires, or community-managed marine protected areas in the Pacific that conserve marine animals, fish, and reefs. There is also a growing consensus that local knowledge of Indigenous peoples is the solid foundation for local climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies.


“It is a bit disconcerting, don’t you think?” Dr. Nancy Turner asked me at the end of Addison’s Walk. We were waiting for all the participants to assemble before proceeding to celebrate the conference’s success at the Head of the River pub, a local haunt right next to the Folly Bridge. An eminent ethnobotanist from the University of Victoria, British Columbia, Canada, Dr. Turner is admired by her peers and respected by the Indigenous communities she has devoted her life to, documenting their traditional knowledge and wisdom.


“What is?” I asked, uncertainly raising my eyebrows. Dr. Turner’s round face broke into a cautious smile and she looked down, as if searching for something she had lost. “Well, here we are,” she responded with a sigh and looked up, “going on about such important issues like Indigenous peoples’ knowledge and how it is vital to our understanding of climate change—but there are no Indigenous people at the conference! Don’t you think that’s a problem?”


Of course I did! It finally dawned on me that this was exactly what had been bothering me during the meetings. Caught up in the excitement of the setting and all the rhetoric, I failed to recognize that our group of well-informed and well-meaning Indigenous allies had fallen victim to the same exclusionary thinking they all were trying to overcome in others. They spoke on behalf of the subjects of their research—Indigenous people—instead of letting them take center stage to share their own views and experiences. The organizers had forgotten that any initiative seeking to address ecological or societal challenges either locally or globally must be based first and foremost on respectful, fair, equitable, and transparent relationships between researchers and local communities.


That Oxford gathering was a personal wake-up call for me, plainly showing just how far we still have to go in our work to achieve meaningful and lasting results at the local level, the only place where it ultimately matters.
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KNOWING THE PLACE


Through the fog of time, it is often hard to recognize the precise moment when the first stirring of an idea, a feeling, or a belief takes root in your heart and mind, gradually growing stronger to the point of changing the way you see the world around you. Was it happenstance? A chance encounter with a stranger at a public talk that makes you question your most basic of assumptions? Maybe a film that your friends suggested you watch, because it revealed things about the human condition you were only then beginning to contemplate? Or, perhaps, a book you devoured in one sitting because the author’s ideas captivated you so?


My own path to developing a deep respect for the knowledge of local people about their environment goes all the way back to my childhood, when I was still building castles out of the black volcanic sand on the shores of a small village in Kamchatka, a peninsula on the eastern fringes of then Soviet Russia.


In my mind’s eye, I am marching down a muddy street, heading home from school, past the gap-toothed grins of wooden fences leaning drunkenly into the street. “Oh, yeah?” I raise my voice. “You just got here, and we’ve been here forever!” My patched-up black rubber boots slide in the slick muck, and I know that I must slow down or I will get a thrashing if I get dirt splattered all over the navy-blue school uniform my mother just washed and ironed for me over the weekend. I slow down to a more deliberate pace and continue to quarrel with Grib, my schoolmate, a year my junior, over who knows the coolest places around the village—the finer points of local knowledge.


“I bet you’ve never even been to the lighthouse at Kirpichiki!” I declare. “That’s the best place around. You can find some really cool stuff there, if you know where to look. Romka even found a Chinese coin there once. Have you seen Vitka’s stone arrowhead? Yeah? Well, that’s from that lighthouse too!” Grib quickly concedes that he has yet to explore that part of our village. It would be awesome, he says, if I could show him the lighthouse. I am happy to be his guide. We immediately begin plotting our weekend expedition to Kirpichiki as we trudge home.


My father, Roman Isaakovich Raygorodetsky—a gifted young journalist and writer—first came to Kamchatka in the early 1960s on assignment for the Moscow-based magazine Yunost, or Youth. After hopping over nine time zones from Moscow in several airplanes, he landed in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, the peninsula’s administrative center. He staggered stepping off the airplane ramp, overwhelmed by the site of the majestic sugarloaf of Avacha Volcano towering over him. There and then he decided to make Kamchatka his home. After completing his short assignment for Yunost, he gave up his return ticket to Moscow and offered his services to a radio and TV station in Kamchatka. He went to work for them the very next day. Soon thereafter, he met my mother, at the time a waitress at Vostok, a local hotel and restaurant. A couple of years later they welcomed me into their world. Soon after, my father decided that a city was no place to raise his son. He got the job of a special correspondent for the Koryak autonomous region, based in Tilichiki, on the northeastern coast of Kamchatka Peninsula. And, when I was five, we moved.


Tilichiki in the 1970s was a small coastal village of fewer than two thousand people—mostly fishermen, border guards, geologists, various laborers, and Communist Party bureaucrats. One-story, single-family houses crowded the old part of the village, while two-story, wooden apartment buildings lined up along the shoreline in the newer part, at the base of the low hills sheltering Tilichiki from strong northerly winds. A sandspit opposite Tilichiki created the expansive yet well-secluded Bukhta Skrytaya, or Hidden Lagoon, that protected the village from the tempests coming off the Bering Sea. On the spit, the small hamlet of Korf clung to an airstrip large enough for small jets to land after a two-hour flight from Petropavlovsk.


My father, a Ukrainian Jew born in Kharkov and raised in Kiev, spent most of his life trying to stay as far away from the Communist reach as possible. Moving to Tilichiki, he would say, was his escape from the Soviet Union without actually leaving the country. He would point eastward from a window of our second-story apartment facing the lagoon, and say that he could almost see the Iron Curtain—the invisible, yet impenetrable, barrier of secrecy separating the Soviet and American superpowers. With Alaska less than nine hundred miles on the opposite side of the Bering Sea, it really felt like the Iron Curtain had almost a physical presence in Kamchatka. Thankfully, like most Soviet products, the Iron Curtain must have had a few chinks, because our evenings were filled with the crackle of an old Grundig radio reeling in the Voice of America out of the North Pacific.


When I had bragged to Grib about living in Tilichiki forever, I didn’t feel I was exaggerating. Not a bit. Time flows perhaps more slowly through a child’s mind, and some moments stretch into years. I truly felt like I had lived in the village all my life, though in reality it had been only five years. When I met Grib, my schoolmates and I, who had lived in the village at least as long as I had, all looked down on the city boys who’d just arrived in Tilichiki from materik, or the mainland. We were convinced that just like their parents—sent to Tilichiki to work by the Soviet state—these kids had no clue about local life. It never even entered our minds that most of us were also strangers in this land.


I did have some vague recollections of our family’s earlier life in the city, but those had faded, eclipsed by the exploits I’d had since arriving in Tilichiki. Picking berries on the hills above the village, fishing off the coal pier, crossing the Bay of Korf in my dad’s boat to go hunting, skiing on the frozen lagoon in the winter—every day in our tiny village at the edge of the world was fraught with adventure. Back then, I never paid any attention to the discomforts of village life I would certainly notice today—no running water, public outhouses, half-empty shelves in the local grocery store, open garbage dumps scattered around the village, stray dogs roaming the muddy or snowed-in streets, long and cold winters, and summers full of mosquitoes. These were all interrelated parts of my world, and I couldn’t imagine anything better.


I still don’t know how my father, an urbanite himself, managed to adapt to and embrace the village life. Maybe it was because he was a reporter and a writer fascinated by the human condition, or maybe because he could hold his drink as well as any of the locals, or maybe it reminded him of his teenage years during World War II, when his family had been evacuated from Kiev to a village in eastern Siberia, or maybe because there, at the eastern edge of the USSR, right next to the Iron Curtain, he finally found some semblance of freedom. Whatever the reasons, soon after our arrival, he became part of a tightly knit group of local men he called muzhiki, the real men. They were truck drivers, laborers, mechanics, and electricians—ordinary men with ordinary jobs, but with an extraordinary breadth of knowledge about the backcountry, because they spent most of their lives in the village. Their unassuming demeanor was in stark contrast with the arrogance and the pompous airs of the intelligentsia—the social class in Soviet Russia—often found in writing and artistic circles—that viewed itself as intellectually superior to common laborers. It was obvious, however, to anybody who cared to check, that the intelligence of the intelligentsia was surface-deep and no match for the muzhiki, who had intimate knowledge of life and nature—of animals and birds, of weather and seasons, of navigating the waters and traversing the land. All these skills were vital for life in our village. Maybe this is why my father eventually quit his radio job and signed up as a guard at the grocery store’s refrigeration unit—to have more time to hang out with muzhiki and write about them.


The best fishermen and hunters of our village, these muzhiki would steer their tiny aluminum boats, motors revving, across the wide expanse of the Bay of Korf in any weather or time of day; going through the countless rapids of the Kultushino River, all the way up to its source, without losing a single blade from the propellers. They could read the winds and currents, and find the best hideouts for hunting ducks and geese, they knew all the best fishing spots and, of course, would never return home empty-handed. Undeniably, their skills and knowledge of the land exerted a strong pull on my father’s imagination, perhaps another reason he sought their companionship and guidance. After apprenticing for a year on a friend’s boat, he bought a used one himself to be part of the group. When I turned seven, he began taking me along on the weekend hunting and fishing forays.


Those days were a whirlwind of boats, dogs, tents, and mosquitoes; of staring into the fire and roasting potatoes in the glowing embers; of listening to the stories of fishing and hunting exploits laced with profanities I was warned not to imitate at the cost of my life; of cuddling up inside a vast and warm reindeer-skin sleeping bag and watching the long shadows, cast by the dying fire dance on the tent’s tilted walls. Weariness would eventually overtake me, and I would drift off to sleep. In my mind, the muzhiki were the coolest men in the village. They were of the land, and having my father being part of the group made me feel like I belonged to this land too.


During the first evening of each trip, the men would guzzle down most of the liquor they brought with them, to “avoid later temptation,” they would say. Otherwise nothing good would come out of this hunting or fishing. Often, sitting by a smoldering fire at dawn or dusk, we’d hear the distant whine of an outboard motor, somewhere downstream from our camp. The monotonous drone of the motor pushing the boat up the river would surge and wane like a hefty bumblebee traversing a meadow from blossom to blossom. And, with uncanny regularity, the drone would cut off sharply with a loud shriek, followed by a deafening silence. The muzhiki around the fire would chuckle, shake their heads, and raise their vodka-filled enameled mugs to toast yet another novice adventurer making an acquaintance of one of many sandbars on the Kultushino River. The motor’s propeller was most definitely broken and now, with no knowledge of these waters, the misadventurers would be blindly paddling the boat through a maze of channels and tributaries in search of a landing spot where they could fix it. I would also snigger, nod all-knowingly, and sip my hot tea laced with condensed milk. I was delighted to be sitting snug by the fire with my father and his knowledgeable friends, our motors intact, instead of being part of the crew on the ill-fated boat, paddling to shore in the chilly dusk.


These were my early lessons in valuing local knowledge and the first taste of an intimate relationship that develops between the people and the place over time. In retrospect, these initial learnings were more like Local Knowledge for Dummies, given the history of the place I came to discover only much later. Our village’s past was similar to many such settlements throughout the Soviet Far East. Tilichiki was built by the Soviets on the traditional territory of the Indigenous Koryak people, who had herded reindeer, fished for salmon, and hunted seals for millennia before the Russians arrived. The village was built to subjugate this traditional culture and bring the Koryak “primitive” society into the fold of Communism. This, of course, simply meant eradication of their traditional way of life, customs, and language. The Koryak generations-deep local knowledge and their relationship with the land had been undoubtedly far superior to anything the muzhiki could ever learn.


I remained ignorant of this history until much later, when more truthful accounts of the Communist past began to emerge during the breakup of the Soviet Union. As a kid, all I knew of the Koryak people was based on the distorted images of their “primitive” culture I saw around our village. There were neglected, poorly dressed Koryak kids from the Internat, a residential school for native children who were brought to our village for the duration of a school year from small Indigenous settlements or reindeer camps around the region. Some of these kids I knew, and a couple of them were my good friends. There were also local Koryaks drinking themselves into a stupor, passing out behind the tiny village liquor store. I didn’t know any of them but saw one or two every other day. I suspected, however, that there was more to the Koryaks than these grotesque caricatures of a culture undone. I saw glimpses of it in what my father would bring back from his trips to reindeer herding or fishing camps to produce radio and newspaper reportages—photos of herders in their traditional clothes, or some objects of their traditional culture he wished to use himself, like a Parenski hunting knife or a kukul’, a sleeping bag made of reindeer skin.


Though obviously very naive, my early encounters with local knowledge were powerful enough to shape my worldview. Soon after we moved, I developed severe eczema on my legs and hands. The itchy, often bleeding sores must have looked ghastly, but I wasn’t troubled by them too much. I even learned to use an occasional flare-up on my hands to great personal advantage—a legitimate excuse not to practice piano. My parents obviously tried everything to heal, or at least ease, my condition, but none of the conventional creams or ointments prescribed by local doctors did me any good. I was about twelve, when, during one of our regular summer visits to my father’s relatives in Kiev, Ukraine, ten time zones west of Kamchatka, my uncle suggested that we should visit a travnik, or an herbalist, to see if any folk remedies could help me. I suspect that, by this time, my father was ready to try anything. We took a cab to one of the new Kiev developments to find the herbalist. After driving in circles around dozens of absolutely identical concrete apartment towers, we finally found the one with the travnik’s flat.


A hobbit-like figure opened the door of a tiny first-story apartment. The diminutive herbalist was wearing a faded long-sleeve shirt buttoned up tight around his neck and tucked into his trousers, which were pulled up almost to his chest. He ushered us into the main room, dimly lit with the gray afternoon light filtering through old flowery curtains draped across the solitary window. It was as if we had climbed inside a hobbit’s burrow. The pungent aroma of herbs, drying in bundles on the walls and ceiling, filled the air. After a few preliminaries, the herbalist examined me quickly and then questioned my father about my condition. After a few minutes, the hobbit declared that it was the bad spirit in my father that was responsible for my affliction and that to heal me, he would need to purge my dad a bit. He pointed to a small chair for me to sit on and tapped a spot on the spring bed next to himself for my father. I was relieved that I would not have to consume any herbal concoctions, undoubtedly obnoxious, and happily sat down to witness the ordeal. While my father’s philosophical musings ranged from dark matter to spiritual, from evolution to creation, specific religious practices were never part of our life. “Things I do for you,” I read on his face, as my father—his eyes rolling to the ceiling—surrendered to the hobbit.


There were no cauldrons bubbling with witch’s brew, nor magicians drawing pentacles on the floor to summon spirits. The hobbit simply pulled a small box of matches from of his deep pants pocket, counted some out, and lined them up next to himself on the bed. Then he closed his eyes, put his left hand on my father’s forehead, and began to pray. He muttered for a bit, moved a single matchstick aside, and repeated the prayer. For a few minutes nothing happened—just another murmured prayer and another matchstick added to the growing pile. It all looked quite amusing, but I tried to keep a straight face. My father stoically played his part in this theater of the absurd, but it was clear that he was rapidly losing his patience. Then he belched. The herbalist raised an eyebrow. My father apologized. The herbalist nodded, saying that it was a good sign and continued with his prayers. Another burp. More murmurings. Then another belch. Within five minutes, my father had his shirt unbuttoned down to his chest and his handkerchief soaked with the sweat he had to continuously wipe off from his forehead. His incessant belching resembled a lion’s roar thundering over an African savannah. He no longer apologized. The little man continued his prayers unfazed, as if he were reading a Sunday paper. I was sinking deep into my seat, not knowing what to think.


My father’s torment continued for about an hour. When the herbalist finally stopped his prayers, the belching stopped. My father was visibly exhausted but tried to keep a brave face for my sake. Of course he would have lots of bad spirit in him, he said, given the tough life he had led. The healer agreed—my father still had quite a bit of bad spirit in him and would have to come back for a few more sessions. In the meantime, the healer gave me some herbs and instructed when and how to use them.


My father never went back to see the hobbit. My eczema cleared up after a couple more years, most likely, my parents were told, because we left the northern village and moved to warmer climes. To this day, my scientific training fails me in explaining our encounter with the herbalist. But ever since, I have had a deep awareness of how our logical mind can be blind to the mysterious and subtle powers of the universe that is unseen, intuitive, and of spirit.


As I got older and looked for ways to deepen that sense of intimacy with the world I first developed in Tilichiki, my learnings multiplied. During my academic training, both in Russia and later, after immigrating to the United States, in Alaska and New York, I realized that in wildlife or conservation biology, the scientific lens of statistical models, maximum sustained yields, predator control, and conservation “offsets,” provided me with a very skewed view of the natural world—a black-and-white snapshot of nature as a collection of resources to be managed to satiate human appetite. Such a soulless egocentric view of the world was definitely not what I was searching for. When Cheryl, my wife, whom I met in Alaska during my studies, got a job as a biologist working with the Gwich’in people, a group of Athabascan-speaking Canadian First Nations, we moved to Inuvik, a town above the Arctic Circle at the end of the Dempster Highway in Canada’s Northwest Territories. There, I was fortunate to get a chance to help the Gwich’in people develop a project that nurtured my evolving understanding of the value of local knowledge. The Gwich’in Traditional Ecological Knowledge Project tapped the deep well of collective local knowledge of Gwich’in elders, hunters, trappers, and fishermen about their traditional territory and local biodiversity important for their culture. I finally felt that my work was getting me closer to gaining insights into the true nature of human relationship with the land.


Wherever my life and work have taken me since, I longed for that deep connection with the landscape, approaching it with the respect and reverence I often saw reflected in the eyes of local people—men and women, elders and children, hunters and herders, farmers and fishermen, headmen and healers. Whether these local people were Evèn reindeer herders of Kamchatka or Caboclo fishermen of the Brazilian Amazon, Aleut fur seal hunters of the Pribilof Islands in the United States or Kuku Nyungkal rain forest guardians of Australia—I have treasured every chance I got to learn from them, always trying to understand the subtleties of their intimate relationship with their ancestral territory.


Today, as a research affiliate at the University of Victoria’s POLIS Project on Ecological Governance—a center for transdisciplinary research that investigates and promotes sustainability—I continue to work on finding ways to strengthen local voices and respect for local and Indigenous knowledge at all levels of decision making, whether it is a UN agency developing a climate change assessment agenda or a First Nation community concerned about the future impacts of a proposed mine on its freshwater supply.


As the negative ecological and societal consequences of our actions become increasingly apparent, there is a growing recognition that we must move away from the ways of thinking and acting based on the dominant worldview that sees people as separate from nature, which got us into our current predicament in the first place. In recent years, a number of integrative disciplines—systems science, resilience science, ecosystem health, ethnoecology, deep ecology, Gaia Theory, and others—have sought ways to advance our understanding of the complex, nonlinear, and multidimensional relationships between people and nature, incorporating insights from both the biological and social sciences as well as Indigenous knowledge. Various organizations working on biodiversity conservation, cultural preservation, and sustainable development are increasingly relying on such holistic approaches in their work.


Out of all these emerging approaches, one way of looking at the world, and our relationship with it, has particularly resonated with me. Biocultural diversity is a product of millennia of coevolutionary relationships between humans and their surroundings, when people rely on their environment for survival while adapting to and modifying it. Biocultural diversity reflects a tremendous variety of biological and cultural relationships around the globe. As Dr. Luisa Maffi, one of the pioneers in this field, documents in her book Biocultural Diversity Conservation: A Global Sourcebook many of these systems continue to endure today worldwide. Most of the examples in the book—from relying on taboos to maintain traditional conservation sites in the Marshall Islands to using traditional knowledge to coexist with endangered crocodiles in the Philippines—come from Indigenous peoples who continue to maintain biocultural systems by practicing their time-tested ways of looking after their traditional territories. The very reason biocultural systems have persisted to this day is that they are very resilient, which simply means that, when facing change, they are capable of learning and adapting by self-organizing to maintain their essential functions. Tight feedback between social and ecological parts of a biocultural system ensures that it responds to changes in timely and appropriate ways, often detecting approaching shifts long before they are capable of flipping the system into a new state. Indigenous knowledge of the environment is one such feedback mechanism that enables communities to monitor the state of the system and detect change before it is too late.
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NEW WINDS


First off,” said Tero Mustonen in a slight Finnish accent, his elongated vowels and softened consonants reminding me of syncopated beats of a yodel, “I want to tell you that when Alestine Andre heard that I was coming here, she wanted me to give you her regards. She asked me to tell you that the Gwich’in project is still going good.” It is a small world. Alestine, a Gwich’in herself, was at the Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute when I was working on the Gwich’in Traditional Environmental Knowledge Project back in Inuvik. I was pleasantly surprised to discover that Tero knew her and happy to learn that the project I had helped launch and steer almost a decade before had endured and continued to benefit local people.


We had just stepped out of the Kaufmann Theater, a small auditorium next to the Hall of Northwest Coast Indians, the oldest hall at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. We had been there for the past three days at an international symposium, “Sustaining Cultural and Biological Diversity in a Rapidly Changing World: Lessons for Global Policy.” The symposium brought together leading conservation scientists and development practitioners, representatives of nongovernmental organizations, research and educational institutions, and, unlike the Oxford gathering the previous year, members of local and Indigenous communities. We all gathered to help articulate a shared vision for conserving biological and cultural diversity worldwide as a way of addressing the multitude of environmental and social problems besetting us and the planet, including climate change.


Tero and his colleague Vyacheslav Shadrin, the head of the elders council for the Yukaghir people from the Kolyma region in northern Russia, presented at the session on Indigenous peoples and climate change. Both men represented the Snowchange Cooperative, a global nonprofit organization Tero cofounded over a decade earlier to advance the role of traditional knowledge in environmental policy and practice. Headquartered in the village of Selkie, Finland—where Tero is a headman and a traditional-seine-net master—Snowchange is a respected international community-based network of Indigenous and non-Indigenous members developing locally appropriate solutions to the challenges of climate change. Their work has been very important in advancing the global recognition of Indigenous knowledge in climate change adaptation and mitigation efforts. Their ultimate goal, as Tero puts it: “To see our cultures come back—a complete rebirth on the land!”


What brought us out of the auditorium was Tero’s concluding remarks at the end of the climate change session. After spending an entire day in the confines of the stuffy auditorium, his words jolted me into wakefulness.


“Our elders gave me permission to share this information with you,” said Tero to emphasize to the audience that though what he was about to share was not his own knowledge, he had been given permission to share by the original knowledge holders. “They want you to know that new winds are blowing across the land now. They do not know these winds but still try to greet them.” He paused, lowering his microphone, either trying to let us take in what he had just said or looking for the right words to properly convey his message. “To really understand what climate change means,” he continued, “you need to spend time with us on our land.”


Tero’s words cut through the tangle of PowerPoint presentations and endless soliloquies with the precision of a fisherman’s blade, revealing the very essence of the challenges faced by local communities. I wanted to learn more from Tero, and so we eventually found a moment to sit down and talk about his work at Snowchange.


“You should come for a visit,” he said at the end of our conversation before we headed back inside the auditorium. “Our partners in northern Finland are Skolt Sámi from Sevettijärvi near the Näätämö River. They are doing some good work to rebirth their culture and we are helping them to take care of their land and adapt to climate change.” He paused and smiled. “For you it will be like going back to the Gwich’in, only instead of the wild caribou, it’s domestic reindeer!”


A hefty Finn, Tero looked small, perched on the edge of a long and wide bench in the dark hall. Imposing totem poles, house posts, sculptures, and ceremonial masks carved out of ancient western red cedars loomed over our heads. They looked out of place, jostling for a spot against the walls and partitions of alcoves packed with artifacts of cultures almost forgotten. The old dyes faded from their carved ancient faces and their cedar skin had turned the color of cured tobacco. Since arriving at the museum from research expeditions long ago, their mother-of-pearl eyes have peered past one another, through the walls and display cabinets, as if searching for the horizons and clouds, seas and mountains of their homelands, from which they were plundered in the name of science—the coastal villages of Kwakwaka’wakw, Haida, Tlingit, and other peoples of the Pacific Northwest. They longed for an escape from this stale hall of preserved cultures and a return to the fresh air of living communities.


“Sounds like a great idea, Tero,” I responded eagerly, ready to greet the new winds traveling across the land and sea. And so my new journey began. Over the next several years I sought to bring Indigenous voices on climate change to the global audience. In 2009, as a program officer of the Christensen Fund, I helped arrange an Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change in Alaska, a global gathering of the Indigenous peoples where they formulated key messages to bring with them to the global climate change meetings. With nonprofits InsighShare, Land is Life, Project World, and Conversation du Monde—led by Nicolas Villaume, an award-winning photographer, I helped cofound a project called Conversations with the Earth (CWE)—an Indigenous-led multimedia initiative that amplifies Indigenous voices in the global discourse on ecological and cultural challenges facing the planet, including climate change. More than a million visitors saw CWE exhibits at the National Museum of Denmark, in Copenhagen; the Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian, in Washington, DC; and the United Nations Headquarters in New York. I also helped develop the Indigenous Peoples Climate Change Assessment—a global partnership of Indigenous communities developing culturally appropriate ways of addressing climate change. More important, however, I was privileged to spend time in several Indigenous communities around the world, learning about their lives and the challenges of climate change they have been facing. The challenges that all of us, however reluctant and frightened we might be to acknowledge it, will face for generations to come.






CHAPTER TWO


CHANGING WITH THE LAND
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BACKBONE


The pale smoke and the pungent aroma of kippered fish escape a stainless steel box perched on top of a small fire, as Tero Mustonen quickly lifts the lid. On the top rack of the smoker, a dozen muikku, or vendace, a European cisco, cure above the smoldering alder chips.


“Almost ready,” Tero announces, closing the lid.


“Smells delicious,” I remark wistfully, inhaling the mouthwatering aroma. The scent reminds me of the smoked herring my father would bring home from his fishermen friends, the muzhiki, back in Tilichiki, the coastal village where I grew up. The Pacific herring used to be abundant along the eastern coast of Kamchatka Peninsula until industrial fishing fleets wiped out most of the stock in the middle of the 20th century. By the time we moved to Tilichiki in 1970, the herring was gone—no milt turning the coastal waters chalky, like a glacial-fed stream; no strands of seagrass turgid with sticky roe; no herring scales washing up on the shore. And so it remained until, one windless early-summer day in the mid-1970s, as if stirred by gusts of wind, the surface of our small lagoon frothed with schools of herring, coming in to spawn on the seagrass beds. Everybody grabbed anything resembling fishing gear—a fishing rod, a hand net, or just a bucket—and, crowding on the shoreline, scooped up the frenzied fish by the hundreds. Over the following weeks, families around the village salted and sun-dried their catch, and hot and cold-kippered herring was on our menu for the rest of that summer.
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“There could be no more accurate or prescient way to see our future than through the eyes

of Indigenous culture.” —Paul Hawken, New York Times bestselling author of Blessed Unrest
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