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'Guardian of forest' wins prize for work
Sun Apr 22 2007
By Alexandra Paul

	

	


A Manitoba woman from a northern Ojibway First Nation is this year's North American winner of the Goldman Environmental Prize.

Sophia Rabliauskas, 47, from Poplar River First Nation, is the only Manitoban to win the award, established in 1990 by San Francisco philanthropist Richard Goldman and his family. (For Rabliauskas's profile, Guardian of the Forest, see page B4.)

The environmental prize is worth US $125,000.

Rabliauskas is one of only a handful of Canadians to win the award. Former Assembly of First Nations grand chief Matthew Coon-Come won in 1994 for a campaign to protect the Cree wilderness in Quebec from a hydroelectric megaproject.

Rabliauskas won for the work she and her community are doing to preserve one of the last unspoiled tracts of boreal wilderness from the effects of logging to the south and hydroelectric development to the north.

"Canada's vast boreal forest, which includes the lands of Poplar River First Nation, plays a vital role in mitigating the impacts of climate change. A leader of her Poplar River First Nation in the boreal region of Manitoba, Sophia Rabliauskas has for the past eight years worked with her people to secure interim protection of their two million acres of undisturbed forest land -- three times the size of Rhode Island," the Goldman foundation said in a statement announcing her award.

	
	


Rabliauskas will be honoured with five other winners, one from each of the inhabited continents.

The prizes are being presented Monday at an invitation-only ceremony at the San Francisco Opera House, followed by a second ceremony Wednesday in Washington, D.C.

Rabliauskas left for the United States earlier this week with her husband, their three adult children and a community elder to attend the round of ceremonies.

Before she boarded the flight, Rabliauskas expressed gratitude for the honour from her entire community.

It's an award she said all Manitobans can share.

"As a province, we should all be proud that somebody in our province is being recognized like this. When we look at the Earth and how vibrant it is, that sense we have, it's the people who make it that way," she said.

Deeply spiritual and grounded in the faith of her Anishinabe ancestors, Rabliauskas said she and her community aren't heroes. The real heroes are their ancestors who preserved the land for the present generations, aboriginal and non-aboriginal, and the elders who spurred Poplar River's people to work so hard to protect it.

She believes the land has the ability to heal itself from harm and to help heal people too -- as long as some of it is left the way it was at the beginning of time. "The forest is alive," she said.
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