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FOREWORD
In the 19th century, Mexican gray wolves were one of the most numerous animals in the Americas, ranging from central
Mexico through much of the U.S. Southwest. A wealth of Mexican spotted owls also traversed the skies of the greater Southwest.
In the early 1900s, Apache trout coursed through 600 miles of rivers in Arizona alone. By the mid-20th century, the majority
of these noble animals had disappeared from the landscape. Unfortunately, humans were to blame for their extermination.
Abundance, as it so often does, invited greed and abuse. In the rush to turn timber, range, field and stream into dollars,
Americans turned a blind eye to the ecological wealth of nature.
The Rocky Mountains, the deep chasms and high mesas of the Grand Canyon, the sweeping pine forests, the bountiful
grizzly, elk and trout of field and stream and the roaring Colorado River were monuments to American greatness. They were
also the bedrock for flourishing markets and American economic might. But our values—our measures of success—can
change.
In 1909, Forester Aldo Leopold killed a Mexican wolf in the Blue Range of the Apache National Forest. The tragic moment
changed his life forever. Leopold lamented, “We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes. I
realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes – something known only to her
and to the mountain. I was young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that
no wolves would mean hunters’ paradise. But after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain
agreed with such a view.” Leopold became an advocate for wilderness and wildlife and helped found the National Wildlife
Federation.
Just as the Blue Range was home to the Mexican wolf, so too was it the traditional homeland of the White Mountain Apache.
They—the wolf and the Apache—share something much deeper than many of us can fathom. They share an investment in the
land, a bond with place that is at the heart of their physical and cultural well-being. Today, this connection survives. The White
Mountain Apache honor this kinship by fighting to make sure the “fierce green fire” burns on.
The White Mountain Apache Tribe’s conservation efforts offer us a story of courage, perseverance and hope. Where
once the Mexican wolf, Mexican spotted owl and Apache trout had nearly ceased to exist the Apache have helped bring them
back. The Apache have restored and protected their wildlife, mountains, forests, lakes, streams and land they call home. More
amazingly, the tribe has accomplished these conservation successes while preserving their cultural traditions and generating
economic development and jobs for their people. The White Mountain Apache give us a new guide to success.
We hope this report will shed new light on the possibilities for conservation success on tribal lands, as well as on public
and private lands across the nation. I hope the story of the White Mountain Apache will give you hope for the future of our
wildlife, forests, rivers, wild places and for our children’s future. I hope this inspires us all to begin, in Aldo Leopold’s words,
“thinking like a mountain.”
Sincerely,

National Wildlife Federation
Larry Schweiger
President and CEO
National Wildlife Federation
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INTRODUCTION

Creator told the people, “I wish of you to do your best toward making a perfect,
happy world.”
~Apache Creation Story
“For us Apache people, our land is our home. As a people, we draw our identity and
our culture from our land. In my language, the term shii ne’ is the word we use to
describe our land and it is also the same word we use to describe our mind. So, our
land and our mind are integrated and in that way we truly are a people who are
tied to and are of our land.”
~Dallas Massey, Sr., Chairman, White Mountain Apache Tribe

The White Mountain Apache Tribe is an exceptional example of successful natural resource
management. The tribe has always made conservation a keystone of their natural resource programs
by blending ecological science, traditional cultural knowledge and economic sustainability. The
integration of ecology, economics and culture fosters a balanced approach to tribal wildlife and
habitat management striving to address all living communities. For the White Mountain Apache,
the health of humans and the natural world are intertwined. By caring for the land and wildlife, the
White Mountain Apache are reclaiming a cultural ecosystem and creating a legacy of harmony to
be passed on to future generations.
The history of the White Mountain Apache Tribe (WMAT) is wrought with challenges. Like so
many other Native American tribes, European cultures assaulted their tribal traditions, economies,
independence and intimate connection to the land and animals. Despite these challenges, the
WMAT have made the most of their situation by adapting cultural philosophy, traditional land use
and land knowledge to 21st-century America. The concept of land as integral to cultural philosophy
and values is embedded in Apache culture.
Native value systems often emphasize that “circles and cycles are central to the world and that
all things are related within the universe.” Native American cultures are land-based cultures and
frequently tribal views of the world are rooted in “their relationships with the natural environment
and a circular philosophy based on the cycles of seasons, migrations of animals, and the rotations of
the Earth and the stars” (Fixico, 2003). These cycles create harmony and, if disrupted, can fracture
or end.
The WMAT believe that land is a reflection of social well-being. In the Apache language, the word
for land—Shii ne’—is also the word for mind. Land and mind are intertwined, inseparable and
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mirror one another. Shii ne’ captures and embodies a unique concept and perception of the world.
This powerful word gives voice to the importance of the WMAT ancestral homeland.
Harmonious well-being is reflected in respectful relationships between humans and nature and
between elders and youth. For example, creating a burden basket involves caretaking of plant
gathering sites and prayers of gratitude in recognition of what nature has provided. The Apache
burden basket provides a tangible, physical example of the Apache mind-land concept with its
integration of tribal cultural traditions and the natural world.
In the face of unemployment, poverty rates over 27 percent and other serious economic hardships,
the WMAT works to restore and conserve wildlife and wildlife habitat. The tribe recognizes the
significance of the land, native plants and animal species to their culture and to the health of their
ancestral land. The White Mountain Apache understand and apply traditional land use methods
that advance environmental sustainability for present and future generations. They have developed
successful wildlife management programs to foster cultural revival. The achievements of their
programs serve as a model for management of tribal, private and public lands across the nation.

APACHE HISTORY
According to anthropologists, Native American people came to North America by way of the
Bering Straight in approximately 15,000 BC. Around 1400 AD, a number of Athabaskan speaking
bands, located in present-day western Canada, broke off; one band migrated southward and
became the ancestors of modern-day southwest tribes. However, Native American oral tradition
explains Native origins differently. Native American creation stories reveal that they have occupied
their ancestral land since “time immemorial.” Indeed, there is a special strength and rootedness
in Native people’s association with place that reflects the cultural significance of their homeland.
For the White Mountain Apache, Mount Baldy and the White Mountains are culturally significant
features of their tribal homeland.
Prior to European colonization, the nomadic Western Apache migrated through and utilized large
portions of the Southwest. Their territory included much of what is now New Mexico, northern
Mexico, west Texas, southern Colorado, western Oklahoma and southern Kansas. The Apache
also practiced agriculture and worked communally to diversify their subsistence. Related bands of
Apache typically utilized the same farming sites, particularly if the bands shared territorial borders
with one another. The Apache developed an intelligent, well-defined society with a complex
mythology and philosophy (Brandt, 1996).
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The Apache are composed of nine bands in Arizona, Colorado, Mexico, New
Mexico, Oklahoma and Texas, including the White Mountain, Northern
Tonto, Southern Tonto, Cibecue, Chiricahua, Mimbreno, Mescalero, Lipan,
Jicarilla and Kiowa-Apache. The Apache refer to themselves with a variety
of names, including Tineh, Tinde, Dini, N’de and Haisndayin, all of which
refer to the Apache as “The People.” This nomenclature expresses the tribe’s
philosophy of place in the world. “The People” does not assign the Apache
any hierarchical status in the world, but emphasizes they are part of the
greater whole and are a part of the land along with plants and animals.

in search of riches. Anglo encroachment in the Apache homeland incited warfare and factionalism
among the Apache, while the U.S. military attacked the Apache and turned Apache tribes against
one another.

THE RESERVATION SYSTEM
Events in the second-half of the 19th century dramatically altered Apache society. With the
establishment of Indian reservations, a once nomadic people were confined within strict geographical,
political and economic boundaries. The federal government established the reservation system to
“civilize” and isolate Native Americans, and break up the group cohesion of tribes. Reservations
came with the rhetoric of improving Indian welfare and the reality of freeing vast tribal lands for
white exploitation. Through treaties, executive orders and other documents, the federal government
acquired territory that left many tribes with only enough land for Native Americans to be subsistence
farmers. The blanket policy of agriculture doomed many Native Americans to decades of poverty.
In 1887, the U.S. Congress passed the Dawes Allotment Act for the division and allotment of tribal
lands to individual tribal members. Federal officials intended the Dawes Act to assimilate Native
people by making them private landowners and farmers. The federal government instructed Native
people to give up the hunt for the hoe and the plow. Once the land was parceled out, a majority of
remaining treaty lands were declared surplus and sold to non-Natives. The “blind enthusiasm” for
allotment was designed to breakup tribalism and individualize Native people. In the view of most
Americans, Native Americans were not properly utilizing the land; in the hands of white settlers,
land would be put to “beneficial use.” Allotment was a “universal solution” that ignored tribal
traditions, culture, the diversity among tribes and imposed white values upon Native Americans
(Prucha, 1984). The Dawes Act violated treaty agreements and, as a result, Native people lost
an estimated 90 million acres (Indian Land Working Group, 2005). Despite the imposition of
reservations, Native people have demonstrated great resilience by adapting to reservation life.

Great change came to Apache society with the arrival of Europeans in the
1500s. In defense of their traditions and homeland, the Apache raided early
Spanish settlements and stoutly resisted Mexican and Anglo-American
expansion. In 1848, with the U.S. victory in the Mexican-American War, the
Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo forced Mexico to cede its northern territory
to the United States. U.S. troops and civilians soon began arriving in the
Apache homeland. The discovery of gold and railroad construction spurred
westward migration and intrusion on tribal territory by Anglo-Americans

The impact of federal Indian policy for the assimilation of Native people into American society
still reverberates today. Many Native children were sent to boarding schools to erase their tribal
culture, Native worldview and most importantly, their language and stories, which gave voice to
their traditional philosophy. Federal law prohibited Native Americans from practicing their religion
and ceremonies as well as speaking their indigenous language. As a result, many generations lost
sacred tribal knowledge of culture and land use. Thus, the struggle to maintain culture and the land
are united.
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STUDY AREA
The White Mountain Apache Reservation is located in east central Arizona about 194 miles
northeast of Phoenix. The reservation encompasses 1.6 million acres, is 75 miles long, 45 miles wide
and contains over 420 miles of streams and rivers. Nestled in the White Mountains is the town of
Whiteriver with a population of approximately 2,500 tribal members. There also are roughly 13,000
additional tribal members living in the eight reservation communities of Cibecue, Carrizo, Cedar
Creek, Forestdale, Hon-Dah, McNary, East Fork and Seven Mile.
Tribally-owned enterprises on the White Mountain Apache Reservation include the Fort Apache
Timber Company (FATCO) and the Hon-Dah (Apache for “Welcome”) Resort Casino and
Conference Center. The tribe also owns Sunrise Ski Resort, providing skiing, snowboarding and
snowshoeing opportunities. Other natural resource tourism enterprises on the reservation include
Salt River canyoneering and river rafting, and world-class big game hunting and fishing. The tribe
also manages a cultural resource museum called Nohwhike` Bagowa, or “House of Our Footprints.”
Additionally, some tribal members make a living raising livestock and farming.
During autumn, the White Mountains are transformed into vivid colors that pepper the landscape
with hues of scarlet, orange and bright yellow among Ponderosa pine and Englemann spruce,
which, during early mornings, are draped in ice. Light fog cloaks the White Mountains that reach
elevations between 7,000 and 8,000 feet. The White Mountains include Mt. Baldy, the highest point
on the reservation at 11,590 feet. The Salt River Canyon decends to an elevation of 2,600 feet and
is the natural border between the San Carlos and White Mountain Apache reservations. The White
and Black rivers flow off Mt. Baldy to create the breathtaking Salt River that winds kayakers through
the canyon. Early spring snowmelt flows into the Salt River and pounds over rocks, creating
dramatic waterfalls that spew and froth. Spring rains and warmer weather brings to life vivid desert
wildflowers—such as paintbrush, lupine, marigold, Mexican gold poppy, cholla, yucca and prickly
pear—pushing their way through the granite slopes of the Salt River Canyon.
The reservation embraces a diverse topographic terrain with four climate zones. The Canadian
zone includes the White Mountains and contains high plateaus and mountains reaching elevations
of 8,500 to 12,000 feet. The Transition zone ranges from 7,000 to 9,500 feet, the Upper Sonoran
zone from 4,500 to 8,000 feet and the Lower Sonoran zone includes elevations below 5,000 feet.
Along the Mogollon Rim on the southern part of the White Mountains, the rugged terrain is broken
up by mesas and high plateaus. The diversity of the landscape combined with the tribe’s stewardship
practices make the reservation an ideal home for rare wildlife.
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Biological Resources
Engelmann spruce, blue spruce, cork bark fir and white fir forests are
broken up by mountain meadows. Lower elevations include stands of
Douglas fir, Ponderosa pine, Gamble’s oak and alligator bark juniper. The
Upper Sonoran zone contains Piñon pine, Emory’s oak, Arizona oak, blue
oak and scrub oak. Deciduous trees such as ash, sycamore, cottonwood

listed under the Endangered Species Act; Mexican spotted owl, southwestern willow flycatcher
and bald eagle all thrive here. Osprey, golden eagle, peregrine falcon, ravens, mourning doves,
roadrunners, various hawk species, turkey vultures and the sonorous western meadowlark can also
be found on the reservation. Various game birds such as blue grouse, quail and wild turkey also
inhabit the reservation.
The reservation is home to a number of predators including coyotes, black bears and mountain
lions. The tribe is working to recover the endangered Mexican gray wolf and the jaguar. The
reservation also sustains pronghorn, elk, mule deer, Coues deer and bighorn sheep. Abert’s squirrels
and beavers are also found on tribal lands.
The threatened Apache trout have made a substantial comeback on the reservation and now occupy
a number of lakes and streams along with brook and brown trout and desert and Sonoran suckers.
The tribe is working to recover the threatened Loach minnow and the Chiricahua leopard frog. The
Arizona tree frog, chorus frog, northern leopard frog, western rattlesnake, black rattlesnake and
garter snake are also found on the reservation.

CONSERVATION

“Conservation is a state of harmony between man and land.... Harmony with land
is like harmony with a friend.”
~Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac
“Wellness is harmony in spirit, mind and body.”
~Ramon Riley, White Mountain Apache Cultural Resources Director

and certain species of maple are found along streams and river drainages.
Common shrubs and plants found on the reservation include Snakeweed,
rabbit brush, bear grass, sunflower, Barberry, Mimosa, Mountain mahogany,
squaw bush, Manzanita, yucca, Agave and various cacti.
Birds abound on the White Mountain Apache Reservation. The skies are
occupied by a variety of owl species such as the great horned owl, screech
owl and flammulated owl. The reservation is home to a number of birds

Conservation can be defined as the wise and frugal use of natural resources for the benefit of present
and future generations. However, conservation is a dynamic process that embodies diverse ideologies
and actions. The integration and adaptation of Native American traditional land use philosophy into
natural resource management can contribute to long-term conservation achievement.
For many Native people, land not only serves an economic purpose, but to this day the landscape
continues to have sacred places that hold historical, cultural and spiritual meaning. Land features
are imbued with sacred values. For the WMAT, conservation is rooted in concepts of the land. For
the Apache, “morality, identity, history, and place are of a piece” (West, 1995). The Apache believe
that Gans, or Mountain Spirits, are guardians of wildlife and brought agriculture to the people.
For that gift, Native people honor the spirits in ceremonies. The development of the West and
the physical and political imposition of reservation boundaries upon Native Americans inevitably
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altered the concept of land for Native Americans. However, the heart of the Apache concept of land
remains—Shii ne’—the interrelationship of mind and land.
Modern society fosters a disconnection between people and nature. Consequently, over the last
century and a half, there has been a dramatic loss of animal and plant species. Simultaneously, federal
Indian policy for assimilation contributed to a loss of traditional ecological knowledge about land
and animals among Native people. However, today many environmental entities are incorporating
traditional Native American knowledge of land use into their conservation ideology.
The WMAT have managed to preserve much of their cultural connection to the environment. For
them, persistence and resiliency form the foundation of environmental recovery and protection.
Likewise, persistence and resiliency is the stronghold for tribal traditional knowledge of the natural
world and the maintenance of cultural ties to plants and animals.

CONSERVATION PROGRAMS
ON THE WHITE MOUNTAIN
APACHE RESERVATION
In 1976, the White Mountain Apache Tribe created the Wildlife and Outdoor Recreation Division
(W&ORD) with the mission of serving the tribe’s needs in outdoor recreation and species
management. The creation of W&ORD was a reflection of the tribe’s status as a sovereign nation,
independently asserting its authority to sustainably manage tribal wildlife and natural resources.
The WMAT tribal land restoration code aims to restore tribal ecosystems “to a state that better
reflects conditions prior to damage from earlier mismanagement” by the federal government
(Westfall, 1999). Recently, the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development
honored W&ORD for its achievements and multifaceted approach to species conservation
that involves partnerships with state and federal agencies as well as working with elders in the
tribal community (Harvard, 2000). W&ORD’s exemplary application of sustainable resource
management has also generated award-winning outdoor recreation and tourism enterprises. The
tribe’s application of traditional ecological knowledge and cultural philosophy to create wildlife
management and conservation plans is gaining respect from non-Indian entities. The tribe’s highly
effective approach is becoming a model that other tribal, federal, state and public natural resource
programs are learning from and beginning to implement.
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In the mid-1970s, W&ORD exerted tribal management authority over
big game hunting on the White Mountain Apache Reservation. Prior
to W&ORD management, the state of Arizona controlled hunting on
the reservation. However, the tribe won control and they have turned
reservation big game hunting into a highly successful and prosperous
enterprise.
The foundation for the hunting program is the reservation’s trophy elk
hunting, which frequently brings in record-sized elk. Today, W&ORD has

where they can hunt big game, while tribal members hunt in zones specifically reserved for them.
Elk hunting is also an important source of food for tribal members.
Hunting profits benefit hunter education courses for tribal members, anti-poaching programs and
college scholarships for tribal members studying natural resources. The scholarship program has
benefited three tribal members who are now employees of W&ORD and serve their community.

SENSITIVE SPECIES
PROGRAM
In 1994, W&ORD launched its sensitive species program to manage federally-listed endangered
and threatened species, species the tribe declared sensitive and their habitat. The objectives of the
program are a part of the tribe’s larger mission and continuing effort to “maintain, promote and…
recover the biological diversity of the reservation,” states Cynthia Dale, head of the sensitive species
program. The program focuses on ten species native to the White Mountain Apache Reservation:
Apache trout, Bald eagle, Chiricahua leopard frog, jaguar, Loach minnow, Mexican gray wolf,
Mexican spotted owl, southwestern willow flycatcher, Arizona willow and peregrine falcon.

significantly enhanced and expanded the program, developing a targeted
and thriving public outreach program and built a significant consumer
base for hunting at White Mountain. The tribe has made the elk license
lottery a premier auction event and tribal trophy elk hunting into the
leading program in the world. In 2005, W&ORD granted over 450 nontribal member elk tags; with the cost of equipment and guide services, the
tribe received as much as $16,000-$19,000 from many trophy hunters and
$70,000 for auction tags. The reservation’s bighorn sheep form another part
of the tribe’s big game enterprises and sheep also frequently set records.
During the season, non-tribal member hunters are assigned specific zones

In 1994, the tribe entered into a “Statement of Relationship” that established a partnership with the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) for sensitive species conservation. In 1997, that document
became the framework for Secretarial Order # 3206, issued by the Secretaries of the Interior and
Commerce, recognizing the importance of tribal self-governance, government-to-government
consultation between tribes and federal agencies and the trust and treaty obligations of the U.S. to
tribes (Westfall, pers. comm.). Secretarial Order # 3206 directed all agencies and employees within
the Interior and Commerce Departments to carry out their duties “in a manner that harmonizes
the Federal trust responsibility to tribes, tribal sovereignty,” strive to work collaboratively with tribes
on endangered species issues, and “ensure that Indian tribes do not bear a disproportionate burden
for the conservation of listed species” (Secretarial Order 3206).
The sensitive species program takes a holistic approach to wildlife management, weaving together
“natural resource protection and sustainability with the cultural and economic needs of the tribe”
(Harvard, 2002). One value does not take precedence over another–cultural beliefs, economics and
species protection have equal merit. The integration of these values in natural resource protection
and management has made the White Mountain Apache a powerful force in national conservation
efforts. The tribe is a model for species restoration, leading the way in the recovery of the Mexican
gray wolf, Apache trout and Mexican spotted owl.

Conservation on White Mountain Apache

9

MEXICAN GRAY WOLF
(Canis lupus baileyi)
The Mexican gray wolf is a subspecies of the gray wolf. The Mexican wolf, or ba’ cho, has a thick fur
coat colored gray, rust, tan and black. A typical adult wolf can weigh between 50 and 80 pounds and
reach up to 5 1/2 feet in length. The Mexican wolf ’s habitat includes mountain forests, evergreen
woodlands and grasslands. The original habitat range of the Mexican wolf extended from central
Mexico, north through west Texas and included much of Arizona and New Mexico. The Mexican
wolf is often mistaken for a coyote, however the wolf is distinguished by larger, round ears, long
legs and a broad snout. The Mexican wolf ’s primary diet consists of elk and other various ungulates
(USFWS Mexican Gray Wolf, 2003).
Western expansion and development caused the near extinction of the Mexican wolf in the United
States. Wolves posed a threat to livestock producers and as native prey was reduced or eliminated
wolves increasingly preyed upon livestock. Similar to many Americans’ views of Native people,
wolves, bears and various predator species were seen as an obstacle to western settlement. This
resulted in abundant wolf killings by both private individuals and federal agencies. In fact, at
the turn of the century the federal government launched campaigns to poison, shoot and trap
wolves,and pay bounties to reward successful wolf hunters (USFWS, Mexican Gray Wolf, 2003).
By the 1970s, Americans had extirpated the Mexican wolf from the Southwest. In 1976, the federal
government listed the Mexican gray wolf under the Endangered Species Act. In the late 1970s,
USFWS captured a few of the remaining wolves in Mexico, and they became the foundation of a
breeding program. In May 1998, USFWS released Mexican wolves into the wild in the Blue Range
Wolf Recovery Area, a region that includes the Apache and Gila National Forests adjacent to the
White Mountain Apache Reservation. Surprisingly, in a location where a large number of wolves
had been slaughtered, much of the public welcomed the return of a respected species to its native
habitat.
In the 1990s, the WMAT became the first tribe to officially facilitate Mexican wolf recovery. The
Tribal Council passed a resolution initiating the Mexican wolf management program on the
reservation and the tribe formalized a groundbreaking cooperative agreement with USFWS. The
goals of the agreement include training, equipment acquisition and technical assistance for the
tribe. As a result of the support, the tribe hired wolf biologist Krista Beazley, an enrolled member
of the White Mountain Apache Tribe. Beazley monitors packs through telemetry, helicopter, tracks
and scat.
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In addition to serious ecological impacts, the loss of the Mexican wolf
deeply affected the White Mountain Apache. The wolf is a symbol of the
tribe’s traditional culture. The Apache sang traditional songs to honor the
wolf and the wolf war song is still a part of the culture today. Admiring the
wolf ’s keen hunting strategies and ability to provide for the pack, Apache
warriors summoned the spirit of the wolf in preparation for battle. As in
the past, the White Mountain Apache see the wolf as part of the whole
system of land, animals and all natural resources that must remain for
future generations.

APACHE TROUT
(Oncorhynchus apache)

Although it had once seemed an impossible task, W&ORD is successfully recovering the Apache
trout from threatened status. Arizona’s state fish, the Apache trout is only found in cool lakes and
streams nestled in forests of aspen, spruce and pine at elevations from 8,000 to 9,000 feet (Whitaker,
1990). The Apache trout is a chunky, iridescent gold fish with hues of brass and copper on the head
blending into an olive color towards the upper part of the body. The fish is speckled with dark
spots that are lightly surrounded by halos toward the head. Apache trout can grow as large as 9 to
14 inches in length and can weigh from 6 ounces to 5 pounds.
In the 19th and 20th centuries, the Apache trout suffered significant population loss during AngloAmerican expansion and development. Formerly, abundant Apache trout filled 600 miles of streams
and rivers in Arizona. The introduction of non-native cutthroat, brown, brook and rainbow trout
led to interbreeding and the eradication of many Apache trout (USFWS, Native Trout, 1987).
During the 1940s, the WMAT fostered recovery by closing off fishing for the Apache trout on
their reservation. In partnership with USFWS, W&ORD has made considerable strides in reviving
Apache trout populations (Springer, 1999). Due in large part to the reservation’s Alchesay and
William Creek fish hatcheries, Apache trout have established numbers sufficient for some harvest
and they may soon reach populations that ensures species survival (Tim Gatewood, pers. comm.).

Mexican Spotted Owl
(Strix occidentalis lucida)

“Strix occidentalis” translates into “owl of the west” and “lucida” means “light or bright.” The
Mexican spotted owl has dark eyes, white and brown spots on its abdomen, back and head and thin
white bands that mark their brown tail. Owl habitat extends southward from southern Utah and
Colorado to the mountains of Arizona, New Mexico, west Texas and central Mexico. Owl habitat
includes forested mountains, canyons and closed canopy forests (USFWS, 2005).
In 1993, the federal government listed the Mexican spotted owl as threatened. Currently, the owl
is protected on public lands by USFWS and by the federal government in partnership with the
White Mountain Apache on the tribe’s reservation. The owl is a species respected by many Native
American tribes. Unlike Anglo folklore that portrays the owl as an incarnation of wisdom, many
Native Americans believe the owl is a harbinger of bad luck. For the WMAT, however, the owl is
a messenger of change that calls on tribal people to correct their actions. The WMAT works in
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partnership with USFWS to protect this native species. Protection of the Mexican spotted owl
requires careful management of the diverse habitats the owl utilizes, particularly forests where the
owl typically nests. Historically, forest harvest eliminated owl habitat and dispersed owl populations
as they attempted to find older trees for nesting. However, the WMAT ensures balance between owl
recovery and timber harvest.
Throughout history, people have had a tendency to eradicate animals viewed as negative to their
particular lifestyle. However, the WMAT has balanced their traditional teachings about owls as
messengers of change with ecological needs. Thus, the protection of owls has been transformed into
a process that preserves a spiritual component of Apache culture, the historical cultural context the
owl symbolizes for the tribe and the ecological role of the owl. The Mexican spotted owl has become
a living connection to the Apache past beyond written language.
The wolf, Apache trout and owl are central to Apache culture. Reservation wildlife “live on in
Apache stories and songs,” explains Cynthia Dale. “The animals will remain a part of the system,
part of the stories, and part of the circle that connects the Apache people with the land and all living
things” (Westfall, pers. comm.).

SEEKING THE BALANCE

“Go slowly. Respect and listen to the streams and the land. They will tell you what
to do.”
~Bernice Endfield, White Mountain Apache Tribal Elder

One of the primary challenges to creating a successful conservation program is achieving a balance
between conservation, community values and economics. Thus, the key to the WMAT’s success lies
in its ability to integrate species conservation with traditional values and economic development.
For example, the tribe has achieved equilibrium between preserving the Mexican spotted owl
by maintaining owl habitat and meeting tribal economic needs through timber operations. One
value does not supersede the other—economics does not overrule preservation, but jobs must be
provided. In that manner, the concept of harmony is put into action.
The White Mountain Apache reservation encompasses 474,000 acres of commercial forest and
approximately 300,000 acres are used for harvesting timber on a sustained-yield basis. This allows
the tribe to cut each area every 20 years without endangering the forest’s continuing productivity
(White Mountain Apache Tribe v. Bracker, 1980).
The White Mountain Apache tribal forestry program serves as the liaison between the Bureau
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of Indian Affairs (BIA) and the White Mountain Apache Tribal Council.
Nonetheless, the BIA remains a force in the management of Indian forests.
Although silvicultural practices have improved on tribal lands, there has
been little improvement in federal trust oversight responsibilities for tribal
forestry. Lack of economic support has hindered tribes’ ability to meet
economic and social objectives in their forestry programs (Intertribal
Timber Council, 2003).

established the Fort Apache Timber Company (FATCO) to promote tribal economic development
“through efficient utilization of…tribal timber resources” (AZ’s White Mountains, 2005). FATCO’s
harvest techniques are fundamental to the tribal forestry program’s success. FATCO is one of the
most lucrative tribal economic enterprises, exclusively employs tribal members and is one of the
top employers of tribal members on the reservation, with approximately 255 staff and 200 logging
sub-contractors (Paul DeClay, pers. comm.).
Although FATCO has been successful, the company frequently faces challenges. In 2002, the
Rodeo-Chediski fire burned 276,355 acres on the reservation and reduced the harvestable base
from 110 million board feet to 37.5 million board feet. As a result, FATCO was forced to downsize
by closing operations at its facility in Cibecue, which accounted for 27% of its business. Today,
production focuses on multiple wood products and averages 37.5 million board feet, annually.
Despite its struggles, FATCO was awarded an Indian Timber Symposium award for their
successful forest management practices and has been able to consistently meet economic demand
(Mary Classay, pers. comm.). The wildfires in 2002 forced the tribe to explore the utilization of
less valuable timber products to generate biomass energy for the reservation. This step towards
developing renewable energy not only offers a means for economic development, but also a way
for the tribe to restore the health of their land. Recently, the tribe received an endowment from the
Department of Energy to further pursue biomass endeavors. The tribe is investigating the location
for a biomass plant on the reservation, taking into account key factors such as the impact on the
living standards of tribal members, the financial market for biomass and the cultural aspects of
using tribal lands for biomass ventures.

Still, the WMAT has received national awards for their “exemplary forest
management” practices and managing forestlands for conservation value
(Stephens, 2004). The forestry program is a member of the Intertribal
Timber Council (ITC), a national, non-profit organization that aims to
improve the management of natural resources important to American
Indian communities. With ITC’s assistance, tribes establish successful and
sound natural resource based enterprises (Intertribal Timber Council,
2005).
In 1961, the tribe assumed control of reservation timber resources and

Tribal timber is managed “on an ecosystem basis, not on a timber sale by timber sale basis”
(Westfall, pers. comm.). FATCO works in compliance with the BIA, the tribal forestry program and
natural resource planning groups to assess and meet the needs of species preservation. This process
involves consultation with various groups, such as livestock producers, biologists, forest rangers and
fire control; all provide input on issues pertaining to watersheds, erosion and the effects of forestry
on animal and plant species. These assessments are utilized to create policy that satisfies the tribal
community’s vested interests in forestry, cultural preservation and livestock production (Classay,
pers. comm.). To maintain balance, FATCO prohibits timber harvesting in places that hold cultural
significance for the tribe or are a part of species management areas.
FATCO’s efforts for the preservation of Mexican spotted owls are the most significant example of the
tribe’s ability to achieve balance and harmony between conservation, cultural values and economics.
FATCO works collaboratively with W&ORD to abide by the tribal and federal regulations
concerning the Mexican spotted owl’s federally listed status. With W&ORD input on biological and
environmental assessment, FATCO and the tribal forestry program carefully monitor which trees to
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harvest, leaving some old growth trees as prime habitat for the Mexican spotted owl. Owl protection
not only restores balance to the owl’s native territory, but sustains cultural tradition. Although some
Apache regard the Mexican spotted owl as a bad omen, tribal members preserve the species because
traditional knowledge and respect for owls is imperative to tribal cultural survival. Traditional
stories about owls are woven through tribal culture and represent vital oral tradition that has been
passed down for countless generations. Tribal protection of the Mexican spotted owl exemplifies the
application of cultural beliefs and the mind-land concept to species and ecosystem preservation.
The White Mountain Apache’s holistic approach to conservation is also illustrated by their efforts
to balance Mexican gray wolf reintroduction with the tribe’s economic needs as livestock producers.
The relatively small human population and the excellent health of the tribal lands ecosystem make
the reservation an ideal place for wolf recovery.
W&ORD works with nine cattle associations and managers of the tribal herd to address Mexican
wolf reintroduction issues by holding meetings to inform reservation livestock producers on
issues pertaining to wolf release and protection programs. Although predator reintroduction is
controversial, most of the cattle associations are open to reintroducing the wolf to its native habitat
on the White Mountain Apache Reservation because of W&ORD efforts to alleviate conflict. To
ease friction and support the economic needs of tribal members, W&ORD worked with Defenders
of Wildlife to hire an additional stockman to move cattle away from wolf den sites and also
reimburses those who suffer cattle losses to wolves.

CHALLENGES TO
CONSERVATION
“Who more than the Apache should be a fervent ecologist? The Apache knows from
history how important the environment is for survival. Who more than the Indian
should understand that exploitation, no matter how great the need does not have
to mean spoliation.”
~Fred Banashley, Sr., Former Chairman, White Mountain Apache Tribe
W&ORD’s Big Game Hunting Program yields important revenue for the tribe to continue its efforts
in species conservation and wildlife management. However, revenue from hunting alone cannot
fulfill W&ORD’s natural resource endeavors. In addition to funding, W&ORD faces a series of
business, natural and political challenges to achieving its conservation goals.
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Significant challenges exist in funding the management of the White
Mountain Apache forest resources and FATCO. FATCO’s aging saw mills
further constrain forest product output. Underfunding for FATCO’s
operations and equipment improvements also deters the employment
of tribal youth who are seeking college degrees. Moreover, funding for
FATCO’s scholarship program for students pursuing college forestry
degrees has been exhausted. According to recent studies, employment in
forestry on tribal lands is well below the level in federal and state forestry
programs, with staffing 40 percent below the level “adequate” to service

laden streams by transporting them to clean streams away from the fire. The fire burned so intensely
that it sterilized the soil in some places, possibly requiring over 100 years for these woodland areas
to recover from the damage (Steuver, 2005).
Despite the devastation, the tribe has been resilient in nurturing the land. As Tribal Chairman
Dallas Massey Sr. explains, “Planning for future forest management and forest health must…
recognize that we as [a] people are a part of these forests and our plans for the protection and
betterment of our forests must involve us” (U.S. House, 2003). In recovery efforts, the tribe built
hundreds of miles of fence to protect reseeded land damaged by the fire, “cleaned hundreds of
clogged culverts, dropped thousands of tons of hay from helicopters to mulch hill sides, placed tens
of thousands of logs along the contour to capture eroding soil, moved hundreds of thousands of
tons of rock to stabilize erosion in critical places and planted over a million pine seedlings” (Steuver,
2005). Extensive recovery efforts illustrate the tribe’s commitment to restore tribal land and build
community solidarity.
The tribe not only conducted outreach to tribal members by holding Burn Area Emergency
Rehabilitation (BAER) fairs and radio call-in shows conducted in the Apache language, but also
cultivated communication networks with local and regional newspapers. In the fall of 2004, the
WMAT organized a Tribal Tree Planting Camp to encourage tribal members to plant seedlings
grown in a greenhouse specifically dedicated to fire recovery efforts. The tribe also created
partnerships with the Ecological Restoration Institution from Northern Arizona University and the
U.S Forest Service’s Rocky Mountain Research Station in Flagstaff. In recognition of these efforts,
the Departments of Interior and Agriculture honored the tribe with the National Fire Plan Award
for Excellence in Rehabilitation. Fortunately, the tribe’s stewardship has stabilized the fire-damaged
areas on the reservation. Although the tragedy of the Rodeo-Chediski fire continues to impact the
White Mountain Apache, it has demonstrated the tribe’s commitment to conservation and building
alliances for environmental restoration.

tribal land forests (Intertribal Timber Council, 2003).
The 2002 Rodeo-Chediski wildfire forced FATCO to close their second mill
in the town of Cibecue. The fire ravaged over 276,000 acres, obliterated
500 buildings and destroyed timber worth $300 million (Beal, 2002). The
Rodeo-Chediski fire left a landscape of charred trees, ash-covered ground
and sullied an extensive swath of riparian area. The fire also seriously
damaged fisheries and the tribe made great efforts to save fish from ash-

To advance their natural resource programs, the tribe must persevere in securing political and
financial support. Despite the conservation opportunities and restoration efforts on tribal lands,
funding for tribal lands wildlife conservation is woefully inadequate. State wildlife agencies have
decades of demonstrable conservation success due in large part to the passage of the PittmanRobertson, Dingell-Johnson and Wallop-Breaux federal funding mechanisms. The PittmanRobertson Act was enacted in 1938 to provide funding for “the selection, restoration, rehabilitation
and improvement of wildlife habitat, wildlife management research,” hunter education programs,
and other related activities. Funds for this act are generated from an 11 percent excise tax on
sporting arms, ammunition and archery equipment and a ten percent tax on handguns. Anyone
who purchases such equipment, including tribal members, pays this tax. Similar to PittmanRobertson, the Dingell-Johnson Act and Wallop-Breaux Amendment fund sport fish restoration
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programs from excise taxes paid by manufacturers of fishing rods, reels, creels, lures, flies and
artificial baits as well as taxes on the purchase of fishing equipment, boats, and boat fuel. Funds
from this act go toward aquatic education and outreach.
Fishing and hunting are very popular on the White Mountain Apache Reservation. However,
tribes are not eligible for excise tax funding, nor are they eligible for Section 6 funding under
the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. Federal funding mechanisms have been in
place for decades and have allowed the states to offer long-term job security, program continuity,
institutional commitment, research insight and capacity to their wildlife programs. Although tribal
members pay taxes that support these funding streams, tribes remain excluded from receiving the
benefits and only states are allowed to access them.
Recently, Congress has allowed tribes to access some new funds for wildlife conservation. Congress
authorized USFWS to provide funding under the Tribal Wildlife Grant (TWG) and Tribal
Landowner Incentive Programs (TLIP). Tribal proposals for support frequently total more than
$30 million annually. Yet these programs combined have only provided an average of $7 million
dollars annually to tribes. With over 560 federally recognized tribes, competition is severe among
tribes. Individual tribes rarely receive sufficient funds to fully support important conservation
efforts. However, the fifty states are eligible for over $60 million of similar funding under a parallel
program, in addition to the Pittman-Robertson, Dingell-Johnson and Wallop-Breaux funding
sources. Ultimately, tribal conservation efforts must be financially supported at a much higher level
if the nation expects tribes to perform conservation at the same level as the states. To achieve full
success, the federal government must follow through with its trust responsibilities and funding.
Tribal lands contain some of the best remaining habitat for threatened and endangered species.
Frequently without any assistance, tribes such as the WMAT shoulder the burden for managing and
protecting critical species and habitat. Tribes struggle to strike equilibrium between the demands of
wildlife protection and tribal economic needs (Guardia, 1999).
In spite of the obstacles, the White Mountain Apache Tribe continues to run a successful wildlife
and outdoor recreation program while maintaining their sovereign status. By focusing on the
integration of conservation, cultural preservation, economic development and partnership
building, the WMAT are successfully meeting the challenges of natural resource management.
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CONCLUSION:
A “TRADITION OF STEWARDSHIP”

“Our tradition of stewardship continues to guide the natural resource management philosophy of
the White Mountain Apache Tribe. Our lands were seriously damaged due to mismanagement
by the Department of the Interior from the time the reservation was first established in 1871.
We have since regained managerial control of our lands and are now in the process of repairing
extensive damages that were done to our grazing lands, forest, and riparian areas.”
~Ronnie Lupe, Former Chairman, White Mountain Apache Tribe
The ripple effects of the settlement and development of the United States have resounded through
the centuries and among Native American communities. Tribal lands once thought of as territory
that held no promise of utility have been pursued as both ideal places for resource extraction and
protection of significant wildlife habitat. Preventing unrestrained development and encroachment on
tribal lands—and ensuring wildlife and habitat protection—requires accommodation, innovation and
financial support. Political, economic and cultural divides must be bridged for tribal visions of species
and land conservation to be realized.
Native Americans are clear leaders in ancestral land protection and species conservation, ensuring
environmental sustainability for present and future generations. For the WMAT, natural resource
conservation and culture are intertwined. Guaranteeing biodiversity hinges on the cultural preservation
of traditional tribal ecological knowledge and land use philosophy. Conservation of the physical
landscape is an essential part of the traditional culture, and cultural knowledge fosters species and
habitat conservation. For the White Mountain Apache, Mexican gray wolf reintroduction on the
reservation is a significant ecosystem restoration accomplishment and secures the continuation of the
wolf ’s essential role in tribal culture. Likewise, the White Mountain Apache Tribe’s other wildlife and
habitat protection efforts honors the Creator’s wish that The People do their “best toward making a
perfect, happy world.”
The Wildlife & Outdoor Recreation Division fuses tribal elder teachings on plants and animals with
science to create a program unparalleled by many mainstream environmental entities. To continue
these noteworthy efforts, the White Mountain Apache Tribe needs our support and assistance as they
continue to restore and conserve their reservation. Despite a history of inequity towards Native people,
the tribe has made remarkable strides in conservation. “We have every confidence that we will reach
our goals,” declares Dallas Massey Sr., “and we will achieve our vision for sustenance for our economy,
a positive future for our people, and restoring our land to a balance of health” (U.S. House, 2003).

The White Mountain Apache’s strength—Shii ne’—the inseparability
of mind and land among The People bolsters their endeavors with
wildlife and species conservation. Shii ne’ is a process of adaptation
and regeneration, a continual process of communication, exchange
and respect between humans and the natural world. The land-mind
philosophy fosters a familial relationship of caretaking between The
People and nature.
Shii ne’ harmonizes the White Mountain Apache people, culture and
nature. Because of that bond, the Apache and their homeland will
remain whole, united for the preservation of human and natural
communities.
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Shii né:
The Mind-Land Harmony
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