
The National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA) and the Silencing of 
Native American Worldviews 

By 
Kurt E. Dongoske, Thomas F. King,  

and Theresa Pasqual  
presented at the annual meeting of the National 

Association of Environmental Professionals 
 

03 April 2013 
 



Presentation purpose 
• NEPA premiere environmental legislation 
• Grounded in Euro-American scientific 

materialism 
• Uncritical reliance on scientific materialism 

fails responsibility to Native Americans 
• Examine consequences of employing only 

Western science perspectives in NEPA 
• Present examples from Acoma and Zuni 
• Advocate for a holistic perspective that 

includes Native American views 



Science and the Environment:  
1960s and Beyond 

 NEPA product of the 1950s and 60s 
 Rachel Carson, 1962, Silent Spring 
 NEPA science-grounded, science-

promoting law 
 



Evolving Perspectives: 
1970s-1990s 

 Need for qualitative analyses: multiple 
“truths” 

 Native American traditional perceptions 
of and relationship to environment 
devalued and delegitimized 

 Native American perspectives of the 
natural environment and science 
◦ Clash of cultural values 



Zuni Perspective 
• Live in northwestern New Mexico for more 

than a millennium 
• Conservation of environment same as caring 

for one’s relative 
• Deep reverence for the landscape; special 

stewardship relationship with land 
• Strengthened by spiritual connection and 

responsibility to plants, animals, water, places 
on landscape 

• Sentient beings – treated appropriately, if not 
negative consequences 



Acoma Perspective 

 Relationship with 
environment recounted in 
oral history of Acoma 
people 

 Core values established 
including U’washtiyumi or 
stewardship 

 Responsibility to maintain 
balance reflected through 
the daily lives of Acoma 
people 

 Example: Mt. Taylor 
 



Stewardship… 
It Is at the Core of  Who We Are 

Spring 

Summer 

Winter 

Autumn 

Core Values 

Stewardship, Respect, Love 
& Honor 

Embedded within Cultural 
Beliefs, Traditions and 

Language 
 



Acoma and Zuni Perspectives 

 Traditional knowledge of 
the environment in its 
own right a “science” 

 Knowledge accumulated 
over centuries and tested 
through living on the 
landscape 

 Core value: respect for all 
living things 

 Native science integrates a 
spiritual orientation 
 



Traditional Environmental Perspectives and 
NEPA: Example Zuni and Grand Canyon 

•  Reduction in Humpback 
chub numbers in 2000-
2001 suggest dramatic 
decline in population. 

• Predation and 
competition by rainbow 
trout conceived as main 
factor in limiting HBC 
viability. 

• BOR, GCMRC and 
USFWS embrace  
mechanical removal of 
trout. 
 

Case Study: Zuni & Mechanical 
Removal of Non-Native Fish 



Trout as the Culprit in HBC  
Demise 

• Dramatic departure from past 
scientific thinking - HBC 
population viability negatively 
influenced by the cold water 
releases from Glen Canyon Dam.  

• 2002 Tribal Consultation BOR 
characterized  mechanical 
removal as a 16 year experiment. 
2006 BOR truncated the 
experiment to a management 
action. 

• Zuni objected to Reclamation’s 
change from an experiment to a 
management action without 
reinitiating consultation.  

• Zuni expressed concern about 
the large number of trout that 
were being killed (over 20,000) 
and that they were being 
processed for fertilizer. 
 



Zuni Objection to Mechanical 
Removal: 

Taking of Life 
 

• Special relationship with water creatures. 
• Stems from events during Zuni search for 

the middle place.  
• Zuni children released by parents into the 

river and turned into fish, frogs, and other 
aquatic life.  

• Establishes lasting familial relationship 
between Zuni and all aquatic life in the 
Colorado River and other water sources. 
 



Zuni Objection to Mechanical 
Removal 

• Annual Zuni ceremonial activities performed 
to ensure rainfall and prosperity for all life.  

• Zuni must maintain a balance with all parts 
of the interconnected universe.  

• Entire Grand Canyon is sacred to the Zunis 
and is integrally connected to Zuni. 

• Mechanical removal creates a counter-
productive energy to the Zuni ceremonial 
efforts. Massive taking of life creates 
imbalance in the universe. 

 



Zuni, NEPA, and Trout 
Communication Problems 

1. 95% of consultation meetings characterized by DOI 
agencies impressing on Zuni BOR’s need to comply 
with ESA. 

2. Stressing science’s support for killing trout. 
 
Hegemonic Scientism 
1. Science perspective valued over all other 

perspectives. 
2. Embracing Principal of Parsimony – simple better 

than complicated. 
3. Preliminary research findings become management 

actions. 



Uranium Mining and Mt. Taylor 

 Mt. Taylor important to both 
Acoma and Zuni people 

 Mt. Taylor sacred place; a 
Register-eligible TCP 

 Proposed uranium mine 
triggered EIS for Forest 
Service 

 Scientific studies dominate as 
primary analytic tool; Acoma 
and Zuni perspective de-
valued 

 Cumulative effects of multiple 
impacts to TCPs 

 Environmental Justice 



21st Century retrenchment 

 NEPA process and Tribal Consultation ≠ 
form letter 

 EIA has become a business conducted by 
for-profit consulting firms 

 Native American views continue to be 
ignored or relegated to the “cultural 
resources” section of EA or EIS 



Need for Reform 

 NEPA analysis would benefit from a more 
thoughtful, mindful engagement with 
Native American Tribes 

 Native American insights should be 
routinely sought for informing EIA 

 Need to systematically involve Native 
Americans in every aspect of EIA as 
contributing colleagues 



THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION 

QUESTIONS  
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