I write in concern for the heritage of an invaluable cultural resource and living legacy of the Native American peoples of the American Southwest. Chaco Canyon is the center of a vast civilization. The Solstice Project, a non-profit research group I established in 1978 following my rediscovery of the Sun Dagger site, has sponsored research on the outstanding astronomical accomplishments of the Chaco culture: documenting the light markings of the Sun Dagger site (declared by the National Geographic and others an “American Stonehenge”) and the alignments of monumental Great Houses to the sun and moon. These expressions across the larger landscape are a web of sacred connections, fragile and vitally important to the central complex and to the descendant Puebloan cultures of today. To engage in further modern energy extraction in ignorance of this landscape expression is threatening a heritage that cannot be replicated and calls instead for respect and steadfast efforts of preservation. Fundamental to our findings over nearly five decades is the geographic expanse achieved by the Chaco culture through ancient “roads” and a network of outlying Great Houses modeled on the monumental canyon architecture, religious structures housing numerous Great Kivas.  See solsticeproject.org for the research papers and documentary films broadcast by PBS 1981, 2000 and 2024.

It is shocking to be alerted with only ONE week for comment that the BLM is planning to lift all restrictions and protective measures around Chaco Canyon, to allow and support drilling for oil and gas. As a UNESCO World Heritage Site Chaco Canyon has legal protection under international convention.

Chaco Canyon is recognized worldwide as a center of brilliant cultural achievements in astronomy, magnificent multi-story architecture, and engineering of extensive straight roads. These features reach far across the landscape surrounding Chaco Canyon just where fracking activity would bring major disturbance and has already. With nearly 90% of the region already leased before protections were put in place, intensive drilling has caused significant harm to the health of local and Indigenous communities, air quality and cultural integrity in the landscape surrounding Chaco Culture National Historical Park. 

With the support of the Puebloan Tribal governments the “buffer zone” of ten miles around the Chaco Canyon National Historical Park was implemented to protect these fragile sites of the ancestral Puebloan land. This critical protection was in recognition of the sacred nature of the landscape in the larger region. In rescinding that protection the BLM is acting in flagrant disregard of a vital cultural heritage. 

Oil and gas wells, roads, pipelines and other infrastructure have destroyed significant cultural sites and transformed others into industrial wastelands. Just the continuous vibrations from drilling and heavy equipment along roads so close to the park could have a destabilizing effect on the ancient walls of the ruins.

For the US government to drop these protections to support oil exploration and drilling is as though the Egyptian government promoted the area around the pyramids for energy development for immediate monetary gain or short-sighted energy resourcing.

Rather than rescind the Buffer Zone designation, we strongly urge BLM to reaffirm it and abide by the international and national laws that protect the heritage of the Chaco peoples. We have yet to fully understand the brilliance of the people who a 1000 years ago flourished in the harsh canyon and its arid surroundings, withstanding these conditions to build a center as outstanding as the Vatican, ancient Athens or the pyramids. Progress can be expressed in education that is grounded in the science of the past and directs attention and humility to the heritage on our land. Rather than exploit a landscape of such great American cultural history for monetary gain let us recognize and honor its place in our active memories for posterity to generations to come.








 


