On a given day you can find Judy Da Silva home-schooling her five children, organizing women’s gatherings or traditional powwows, educating youth about their rights as First Nations people, taking complicit Canadian government officials to task, blocking logging trucks from entering Grassy Narrows traditional territory, and taking on some of the world’s biggest multinational corporations.

Although Judy is extraordinary, she is not unusual. Throughout Canada’s vast Boreal forest- which stretches from Alaska to the Atlantic Ocean and is home to 25% of the world’s remaining ancient forest, 600 First Nations communities and over 1 million indigenous people- there is a growing movement of Native women and youth actively resisting corporate and Canadian state control, and seeking to re-take control of their futures and to defend the Boreal forests on which they depend. 

Judy Da Silva is a key grass-roots organizer in her remote Indigenous community of Grassy Narrows in Northern Ontario. Weyerhaeuser, the world’s largest lumber company, and Abitibi Consolidated, the world’s largest producer of newsprint, have been clear cut logging huge areas within Grassy Narrows’ traditional territory, devastating the local sustainable economy and the life support systems on which local Indigenous people have depended for thousands of years.  Judy has been a powerful force in leading and sustaining a community logging blockade which has turned Grassy Narrows into a rallying point and inspiration for First Nations and ecological justice seekers across the Boreal, throughout North America and beyond.  Through her broad and holistic work, Judy is setting the foundations and building the capacity for the revival of her people and for the active defense of the forests that sustain them.

The Problem

Since time immemorial the Indigenous people of Grassy Narrows (Anishnaabe) have lived on the English River system and sustained themselves physically, culturally, spiritually and economically, on their Traditional Landuse Area (TLA) in the Boreal forest.  Beginning in the 1850’s, large numbers of settlers began arriving in the area.  From those days on, a long trail of broken promises, negligence, and deliberate deception has lead to the current situation.  Decades of successive land use and policy decisions have ignored the rights and interests of the Anishnaabe.  The cumulative effects of these decisions have directly degraded a once thriving ecosystem, undermined the sustainable local economy, and torn the fabric of a vibrant society

For decades the children of Grassy Narrows were forcibly taken from their families by the Government of Canada and raised in Church run residential schools.  the 1950’s a dam on the English River system caused sporadic fluctuations in water levels that ruined wild rice harvesting sites – a key local staple.  In the 1960’s the community was re-located by the Canadian government and re-settled in a location with permanent road access.  In the 1970’s it was officially revealed that the local fisheries contained dangerous levels of mercury from the effluent of a paper mill upstream.  This revelation simultaneously destroyed another basic food staple, and a corner stone of the local economy.  The community was left to deal with the cumulative impacts of displacement, loss of traditional economy, unemployment and the associated social problems, racism, and a mysterious new ailment called Minimata Disease – Mercury poisoning.

Most recently, in the 1990’s, Weyerhaeuser wood-supplier Abitibi Consolidated dramatically increased logging rates in the Grassy Narrows TLA.  Using highly mechanized industrial techniques, Abitibi creates massive clear-cuts virtually overnight, leaving nothing standing.  The largest of these clear cuts currently planned is 62 times the size of New York’s Central Park.  These clear-cuts destroy trap lines, eliminate berry and medicine patches, damage the delicate soils, and disrupt wildlife populations and game animals.  Rather than allowing natural regeneration, Abitibi scarifies the land, aerially sprays herbicides, and re-plants monoculture tree plantations that are devoid of the biodiversity that once thrived on the site.  They have severely damaged the ecological life support systems that the Grassy Narrows Anishnaabe depend on. 

Until 2002, this industrial extraction was continuing in spite of the strong objections of the Grassy Narrows Anishnaabe.  It represents the latest of many attacks on the rights of the Grassy Narrows Anishnaabe to self-determination, spiritual and cultural practice, economic self-sufficiency, and even basic sustenance in their Boreal home.  The ecologically devastating clear-cutting compounds the cumulative effects of racism, dispossession, disempowerment, unemployment, and sickness that are the result of a disregard for the people of Grassy Narrows and the ecosystem that sustains them.  

While the impact of logging is often understood in ecological terms, to the Grassy Narrows Anishnaabe, environmental issues cannot be separated from the social crises that they generate, or from the political-economic framework which generates them.  The forests, waters, and air are intimately and personally connected with the health, sustenance, economy, and autonomy of the Grassy Narrows Anishnaabe.  Here ecology and society are not simply linked; they are inseparable.

Women-led resistance

Over the past decade Judy Da Silva has worked tirelessly to confront these many problems in the most organic and holistic way possible.  In the past three years her efforts have led to dramatic results and widespread impact. She has used a remarkable balance of education, skill sharing, role-modeling, mentorship, motherhood, sisterhood, and direct action.  In this way Judy is setting the foundations and building the capacity for the revival of her people’s culture, spirituality, economy and sovereignty. 

In 1999 Judy Da Silva began organizing multi-day gatherings of her community, their neighbours, and supporters.  Since then she has hosted a number of gatherings, including annual Environmental Youth Gatherings, Women’s Gatherings, Community Gatherings and Traditional Powwows.  These gatherings  bring together like minded people to share time, network, discuss problems, strategize and make plans for action.  They unite communities and help people find support, understanding, and strength.  But most explicitly, they serve as an opportunity for learning about the environment, teaching traditional ways and knowledge, envisioning positive alternatives, and preparing to make them realities. 

In December of 2002, inspired by Judy’s mentorship and prepared by these gatherings, youth from Grassy Narrows lay down on the main logging road and stopped Abitibi’s trucks from logging near their community. To this day, no logging trucks can use that road.  With Judy’s leadership, this action developed into a permanent blockade that is officially supported by the community’s Band Council – a rare cooperation between community activists and local governance.  Judy has been a key force in sustaining and popularizing the blockade.  In addition to providing motivation and strategic guidance, she coordinated development of the blockade site into a small year-round eco-village complete with log cabins, a traditional roundhouse, powwow grounds, solar panels and composting toilets.  In 2003, the community high school moved their classes to portables on the blockade site, both contributing to the blockade and recognizing its importance as an educational experience.

Judy has also worked tirelessly to spread the word of the blockade and build the base of supporters.  She has organized multiple speaking tours, press conferences, public protests and marches to highlight the environmental issues that affect her community and others.  Consequently, a broad range of First Nations, environmental NGO’s, grass-roots environmentalists, anti-poverty organizations, religious groups, and human rights activists stand behind the Grassy Narrows blockade.  

Beyond the blockade, Judy also works to strengthen her community.  She organized a scientific study of contaminants found in wild meats to educate her community on the risks they face, and to provide solid information on which traditional food sources are safe to eat (2003 - present).  With her husband, Judy is promoting and developing a selective horse logging pilot project that, coupled with the community’s new log house building lathe, will provide ecologically sensitive economic opportunities for her community (2004 - present).  Judy is an exemplary mother who is raising and home-schooling five children.  She provides constant support, advice, leadership, mentorship and role modeling to the youth, children and young mothers of her community.  In her uniquely quiet but strong way, Judy consistently teaches and personifies the values of respect for the Earth, and all peoples.  

This is extremely important work in a community that faces serious social and ecological problems that are typical of the legacy imposed by recent colonial history on Native communities in Canada.  It is this unique synergy of healing, education, capacity building, and leadership in action through which Judy builds the strength of her community and which allows the people of Grassy Narrows to boldly challenge the status quo of environmental destruction and dispossession.  

The movement spreads

These issues are not unique to Grassy Narrows, but rather they are representative of the intertwined social and environmental problems that have been and continue to be imposed on Native communities across Canada’s vast Boreal forest.  What is unique is the inspiring stand that the community of Grassy Narrows has taken in defense of the land, their rights, and their children’s futures.  This accomplishment is significant on an international level because it acts as an inspiration and a hopeful example for re-defining the status quo of environmentally and socially destructive industrial resource extraction in the Boreal forest – the largest remaining intact forest ecosystem in North America.  

Increasingly, environmentalists are turning their attention to the once obscure, and immanently threatened, Boreal forest which represents 25 percent of the world’s remaining ancient forests.  This forest is home to hundreds of Indigenous communities, and intact populations of wolves, lynx, woodland caribou, wolverine and bears.  It also provides habitat for nearly 50 percent of all bird species found in North America.  As the world’s largest terrestrial carbon reserve the intact boreal forest plays a key role in global climate control, mitigating the effects of global warming.  The industrial liquidation of the boreal forest has a very tangible international face.  Abitibi sells newsprint to newspaper publishers around the world including The New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Knight Ridder newspaper chain.  Trus Joist, a wholly owned subsidiary of Seattle based Weyerhaeuser, is the single largest destination for trees logged from the Grassy Narrows TLA.  Trus Joist Timberstrand products are marketed across Canada and the U.S. as “green” building products, and are used in housing developments in our communities.
Judy Da Silva and Grassy Narrows are leading the way in the fight to protect this ecological and cultural treasure for future generations.  In April of 2005 the women of Saugeen and Mishkeegogamang Boreal First Nations initiated a blockade on their traditional territory; they credit Grassy Narrows with inspiring their actions.  Judy is a quiet powerhouse and leader of this growing movement of Native women and youth seeking to re-take control of their futures and to defend the Boreal forests which are the basis of their culture, spirituality, and economy.

In the coming years the pressing issues of the Boreal forest and its inhabitants will become more and more prominent in the public eye.  Judy and her work will increasingly stand as a beacon of courage, vision and hope for environmental justice.  In many ways Judy’s work represents perhaps the greatest chance of a sustainable and just future for the Boreal and its peoples.
For more information, and to find out how you can support Grassy Narrows, go to:

FreeGrassy.org

FriendsofGrassyNarrows.com
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