Native American Sites

There are 123 federally recognized Native American tribes in California.  Many tribes have culturally sensitive lands in the forest with some sites still used for religious practices.  As the wildland fires burn throughout northern California, specifically the Blue 2, Siskiyou Complex, Ukonom Complex, and Iron-Alps Complex, cultural and spiritual areas of the Yurok, Karuk, Tolowa and Hoopa tribes were threatened.  In fact, the Ukonom Complex threatened the only known fully intact Karuk spiritual

Site. Meanwhile sacred lands of the Yurok were threatened by the fires in the Siskiyou Complex, and sacred lands of the Hoopa were threatened by the Carey Fire in the Iron-Alps Complex.    

         The Yurok, whose name means “downriver people” and Karuk, whose name means “upriver people,” together with the Hoopa, form a distinct ethnographic group in northwest California.  Although they have distinctly different languages, each Tribe has cultural lands and prayer sites within the forest, and practice very similar rituals

 and ceremonies. Some of these rituals include the brush dance, jump dance, and white deerskin dance. (Web-reference on specific rituals…)
Past experience with damage to culturally significant areas through suppression tactics, heightened the tribes concerns during the 2008 fire siege. For example, bulldozers  caused damage to Hoopa sacred lands during the 1999 Meagram Fire, and westward spread of the Carey Fire threatened to move into this same area.  
         Through formal agreements with the Forest Service, the Yurok, Karuk, and Hoopa tribes have designated tribal representatives who work with Incident Management Teams to ensure Native American cultural sites are protected.  The tribal representatives scout areas in the vicinity of a fire to determine whether there is evidence of Native American use.
When there is Native American presence within an area, tribal representatives coordinate with the incident management teams to mitigate suppression impacts.  Mitigation strategies could include locating hand lines well outside the area of concern or just letting the fire burn through it.  Due to threat of vandalism and desecration, the tribes as well as the Forest Service do not disclose exact locations of cultural sites.

         On all four of above named  incidents (Blue 2 Fire, Siskiyou Complex, Ukonom Complex, and Carey Fire), incident management teams reported that one of their primary concerns was protecting extremely important cultural sites.  However, major traditional spiritual activities expected within some of these fire areas added yet another level of complexity as teams had only limited knowledge of exactly where these activities were to occur in proximity to the fire and how many people were expected to be involved. Cultural leaders within the Yurok and Karuk Tribes continue to express the need for better adherence to agreed upon fire management procedures and on site consultation for culturally sensitive areas. Cultural leaders in the Hoopa Tribe requested long term analysis of where the Carey Fire would spread and establishment of trigger points for when they would be consulted on fire suppression actions.  
         Meanwhile active fire conditions heightened widespread public concern, requiring new tactics to be considered, which in turn increased concerns with tribal representatives.
