Working Together

Monday April 19th was a special opportunity for Central New Yorkers to come hear the unveiling of the Onondaga Nation vision for a cleaner Onondaga Lake. Henry Lickers and Chief Jake Edwards spoke on behalf of the nation and County Executive Joanie Mahoney, SUNY ESF President Neil Murphy, sustainability coordinator Andy Maxwell and Meredith Perreault, a senior scientist with the Onondaga Environmental Institute spoke on as a panel of community responders.  The event was the fourth in the Neighbors of the Onondaga Nation speaking series Onondaga Land Rights and Our Common Future and held at Syracuse Stage before a large crowd.

Entitled “Sacred Waters,” this event gave the Central New York Community the chance to hear why the Haudenosaunee feel the water needs to be kept sacred.  Henry Lickers began by reading the stated vision of the Onondagas. This vision includes a statement on why it is a necessity to protect the water because water is the foundation for all living things.  The People, The Earth, The Waters, The Fish, The Plants, The Food Plants, The Animals, The Trees, and The Birds are all part of sacred Mother Earth and the Haudenosaunee hope that this long term plan will be fulfilled and that their neighbors will be there with them.  The answer to the question how long will it take? Henry responded – as long as it takes.


Jake Edwards then spoke.  He said that if we all work together we can obtain this vision for our mother Earth. “She’s taken good care of us and we must do the same for her.”  He then brought up the fact that Native Americans and Non-Native Americans agreed that they would work with each other and live along side each other.  He says this agreement needs polishing up and we need to work together and maintain this treaty.  Chief Edwards feels that the laws of nature should never be broken and that we shouldn’t take more of something from the Earth just because there is more.  We need to leave these necessities for future generations because they deserve to live in peace and contentment as well.  Edwards challenged the audience by saying “We know how precious what he have is so we need to start acting like it and behaving like we know.” Chief Edwards closed with the fact that he really looks forward to working together with the county and the Haudenosaunee will offer advice and help when they are called upon to do so.

County Executive Joanie Mahoney was the first to respond to the vision.  She started by saying she appreciates the nation for all they’ve done but mentioned that when she took office the plan was already in place and started.  After evaluating the current plan she did what she could to stop the rest of the project from going forward and she believes that the county could do better.  She started by inviting the Nation along with the city and other stakeholders to come together in court and ask the judge to put a stop to what had already started, and because they were able to come together and agree, the judge granted the stoppage.  Mahoney then highlighted the positive aspects of Onondaga County brining up the fact that we are the only county in the country working under a consent order requiring the use of green infrastructure. Mahoney also said to the audience “with your help we can accomplish some of the things we’re trying to do” again reminding us all that we need to work together.


SUNY ESF President Neil Murphy also spoke.  He reminded us how lucky we are to even have water because there are 1.6 billion people in this world who do not have any access to clean drinking water.  What we have is special and we need to protect this resource.  He then stated that ESF is committed to the process of making our environment better and listed several items that ESF is participating in, including demonstrating what is possible through green infrastructure on campus, using a biosystem to reduce the flow of water, using porous pavement, and most importantly teach others what is necessary and research all that is required to bring more green technology to Onondaga County.

Onondaga Sustainability Coordinator Andy Maxwell also spoke.  He relayed the message that if we work together the Nation’s vision is achievable.  He stated that the county’s relationships with the community and places like ESF are critical to achieving the vision.  He also said he was excited about a sustainability plan and to achieve the goals set forth we need to have a strategic and coordinated plan.  Maxwell also brought up the importance of Onondaga Creek and reminded us all that it is easy to turn a blind eye to pollution of water sources like the creek when you turn a blind eye to pollution and don’t have a relationship to the creek.  He reported that the creek has been polluted and isolated with fences going up near and around it.  If you don’t see it, how can you think about it or think of yourself as a waterfront community he asked? He said the county is working on facing the creek and not turning their back on it and that cleaning the creek and lake are something that everyone wants to be a part of we just have to figure out how to get there.

Meredith Perreault then spoke on behalf of the Onondaga Environmental Institute.  After reading through the creek plan and Onondaga vision she said the major finding is a vision for a clean and natural waterway with healthy fisheries and recreation opportunities.  She said we know what we want to see and that we have to give ourselves the ability to think differently about our relationship to Onondaga Creek and that visions are powerful tools.  She then said the tough stuff no one else wanted to bring up.  We have to really challenge ourselves for “truly” working together and include ALL who want to be a part of the decision making in the decision making, that everyone should be allowed to contribute to the vision, and that we need to find ways to work together in ways we never imagined including sitting across the table from each other, looking eye to eye and having an honest discussion with those who really want to contribute.


By the end of the evening the vision was clear not just for the lake and creek but also for the community to stop saying we’re going to “work together” and actually do just that.  As we have heard this evening, some progress is being made but it is just not enough.  We need to work harder to bring the Nation, the community, and the county together and allow everyone’s ideas to be heard.  If people feel like they’re not going to be heard then why would they want to participate or something like the Onondagas vision?  Allowing the community to be invited to come and this vision is the first step towards completely working together to allow Onondaga lake and creek become a true water source.
