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Guardian of the forest 

Sun Apr 22 2007
By Alexandra Paul

SOPHIA Rabliauskas saw the bald eagle first, as she led a string of cars along a gravel road in the northern Manitoba Poplar River Asatiwisipe Aki First Nation.

But the 47-year-old wife, mother and grandmother did­n’t point it out to the media crew driving with her to Onagyam, a place in the boreal forest that means First Rapids. She waited. She wanted the media to spot it for them­selves. She figured it would mean more to them that way. The eagle circled around and around the rapids, high in the sky for nearly an hour.

The CTV news crew finally spotted the majestic raptor, grinned like kids who discover a treasure and tipped the camera lens straight up at him.

It was a mild spring day, a bright blue sky and the rapids were whipping water into a whirlpool black as pitch against the soft white ice on Poplar River, 400 kilometres north of Winnipeg on the east side of Lake Winnipeg.

Jack pine and spruce rose above the granite ledges of the boreal bedrock, shot through with veins of glittering white quartz and patches of rock the colour of raw red salmon. Iron pyrite, fool's gold, glowed in the gentle warmth of the sun.

This is a land where old Indians, the ones with braids, who tanned moosehide for clothes and lived in the forest, are still within the living memory of elders today.

It's a land where trappers walked softly and other people took care where their footsteps fell. Thunderbirds lived here. So did the being called Sasquatch. Thunderbirds and Sasquatch hated loud noises, thought humans stank and took offence to disrespectful displays of anger, petulance and greed.

The people learned respect. Without respect, there is no kindness. Without kindness, there is no peace. And without peace, there is no life.

That's what the old ones say.

"Our elders told us if we want to heal, we have to go back to the land. When we do, when you listen to the land, that is what you will find, that healing," Rabliauskas said.

Home to 900 people, the community is considered successful among Manitoba's 63 First Nations. It struggles with the problems of alcoholism, drug addiction, diabetes and unemployment. But it has maintained its social cohesion and economic health. There is little turnover in its tribal leadership, and women play an active role in decision-making and cultural leadership.

But it's no Eden.

"We struggle with alcohol and drugs and this land is the only hope we have," Rabliauskas told reporters.

The eagle circled down, dropping closer and closer to the earth, low enough to allow the lens to capture his image. Then it flew off, only to return with two more eagles. The trio circled the rapids as reporters pointed and gawked.

"Yes, that's the same eagle. And yes, he's brought back friends," Rabliauskas nodded when a reporter asked if the eagle was really doing what it looked like: Watching the people below.

To traditional Anishinabe people, as the Canadian Ojibway call themselves, the eagle is a sacred messenger from the Creator. It watches over the people and the land, the boreal forest that covers 1.4 billion acres and makes up 58 per cent of Canada's land mass. It acts as a massive set of lungs for the planet. It contains 1.5 million lakes and some of Canada's largest rivers. It's home to the world's largest herds of woodland caribou, wolves and bears.

The eagles are the eyes of the boreal.

Rabliauskas laughed out loud. Normally quiet, the woman accompanied by her husband Ray Rabliauskas and community elder Ed Hudson said the eagles' appearance was auspicious and it relaxed her. "It's a good sign," she said simply.

Rabliauskas was hosting a media crew flown north to interview her before she flew south to San Francisco to be awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize.

"Sophia, when she goes there and she brings back the award, she's bringing it back for all of us. She's doing this for the community. She's not doing it for herself," said elder Frances Valiquette, 73.

Manitoba's Culture Minister Eric Robinson said Manitoba is equally delighted with Rabliauskas. "We're very proud of her. She's being recognized internationally for the work she does in environmental protection. I know her personally and this is something Manitobans and Canadians ought to be embracing."

Rabliauskas is the only Canadian aboriginal woman and one of only a handful of Canadians to win the award, given to just six individuals from each of the world's inhabited continents each year.

Conservation Minister Stan Struthers said Rabliauskas and the people of Poplar are making a difference to the entire province because they are reminding people that an attachment to the land is personal as well as ecological.

"I thought they have exactly the right person for that award. Sophia's quiet but determined. She's founded in Mother Earth and the principles she speaks from are grounded in Mother Nature. Sophia is as humble as they come," the conservation minister said.

RABLIAUSKAS and her people's efforts are focused on securing permanent protection of their land from the Manitoba government. With that victory, they will seek a UNESCO World Heritage listing for a larger region of the boreal forest.

Elder Ed Hudson said the soft-spoken approach the elders insisted mark every effort at diplomacy is a key to their success so far.

"The province has helped us along," he said. "The elders told us to work in good faith with government. We didn't have to kick down doors. We could speak eye to eye. It was a gentle process. And that's good," Hudson said.

That humility is a big reason the province supports the work, both ministers agreed.

So it wasn't a big leap for the province to join Poplar, half a dozen other Ojibway First Nations in both provinces and the province of Ontario to draft a submission proposing a huge chunk of the boreal in both provinces as a UNESCO World Heritage site.

A decade ago, community elders made a decision that's directly responsible for the events today.

They told their sons and daughters that the tribal wisdom wasn't enough to protect the land and their way of life anymore. They worried loggers would come to cut down the trees and governments would dam the rivers without consulting them.

The elders said to bring scientists to find proof that the land had a purpose beyond the bottom line and their people had a right to demand a say in its future.

The task turned into a comprehensive land protection and management plan, a precedent-setting effort among First Nations in the world's boreal region. It also proved the people of Poplar were descended from cultures that dated back 6,000 years in the archeological boreal record.

Poplar never expected that work would put them squarely in the public eye. They prize their privacy.

A couple of years ago, though the American National Resource Defence Council led by Robert Kennedy Jr. heard about Poplar. Kennedy asked permission to visit and he and Poplar formed a bond of friendship over a common mission -- to protect the boreal as a global heritage. Then came the Goldman award.

The international spotlight that will surely follow brings with it apprehension in a community that has never sought attention but it also brings opportunity as an eco-tourism destination.

"Now, people (outsiders) will come. They will come and they'll take a look. Perhaps they will help us protect the area," Hudson said.

As an elder, Hudson said he values kindness as the greatest law.

"We're very careful not to call it 'our' land. We call it traditional land. It is Crown land and we have to work within the boundaries of the law," Hudson said.
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