
IV. World Heritage Properties  and Indigenous Peoples  143142  IV. World Heritage Properties  and Indigenous Peoples

Chaco Canyon and the Greater Chaco Landscape 
at Grave Risk Because of Oil Drilling
Paul F. Reed, Archaeology Southwest

Chaco Culture National Historical Park (also known as Chaco 
Canyon), New Mexico is under grave threat from oil-gas de-
velopment (see Fig. 1). Chaco Canyon is one of only 24 World 
Heritage sites in the United States, and it is the one most threat-
ened by encroaching oil-and-gas infrastructure.

Threats to Chaco’s World Heritage Site status and impacts to 
its Outstanding Universal Values as a result of oil-gas develop-
ment include: 

1.	flaring of excess natural gas from wells close to the Park’s 
boundary, which compromises Chaco’s designation as a 
Dark Skies Park; 

2.	impacts to Chaco’s viewshed and soundscape as a result of 
visual and sound effects of infrastructure; 

3.	destruction of the integrity of the ancient Chacoan land-
scape as more and more oil wells and other facilities are 
built; and 

4.	severe impacts to the spiritual feeling and essence of the an-
cient Chacoan landscape.

Because of these threats, and beginning in 2016, Archaeol-
ogy Southwest and its partners have strongly advocated for 
the creation of a 10-mile-radius protective zone. The cultural 
buffer area would be enforced around Chaco Canyon and two 
of its outlying great house communities. To put the 10-mile 
buffer zone in place, our coalition has pursued both legislative 
(through the US Congress) and regulatory (through the Federal 
managing agencies) action.

Chaco Canyon was the center of a thriving society that flour-
ished in the Four Corners region of New Mexico from 850–
1250 CE. The Chacoans and contemporaneous, affiliated 
Pueblo groups built hundreds of great house structures across 
the region, many of which were connected by kilometers of 
roads and other landscape features. This is the Greater Chaco 
Landscape. These places have deep spiritual and cultural impor-
tance to contemporary Pueblo people, who are descendants of 
the Chacoan people.

Today, this extensive ancient landscape is managed by a variety 
of federal, Tribal, state, and private owners. Many sites asso-
ciated with ancient Chacoan society are protected within the 
boundaries of Chaco Culture National Historical Park. Chaco 
Canyon and several of its outlying great houses are UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites that preserve the history and culture of the 
Pueblo people.

Despite the protection offered by Chaco Culture National 
Historical Park, many sites lie outside the Park across the Greater 
Chaco Landscape. These places are scarcely protected from the 
ravages of oil-gas development, despite the World Heritage  
Site status of five sites / properties managed by the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM). Increased oil-gas development asso-
ciated with the Mancos-Gallup Shale play in northwest New 
Mexico has been threatening fragile Chaco-affiliated cultural 
resources across a large portion of the San Juan Basin since 
late 2011 (see Fig. 2). The threat to sensitive cultural resources 
is heightened by recent Trump administration orders that aim 
to prioritize energy development on public lands. These ac-
tions will further fragment and degrade the Greater Chaco 
Landscape.

In response to drastic expansion in oil drilling in the Mancos 
Shale formation, the BLM (Farmington Field Office) began the 
process of amending the long-term resource management plan 
for the area in 2014. Seven years later, this process is nearly 
complete. If the current approach continues under the incom-
ing Biden administration, the Greater Chaco Landscape will not 
be protected. In their draft planning documents, the BLM and 
partner agency Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) favor policies that 
do not provide for a protective buffer zone around the Chaco 
Park. Beyond clear concerns for the protection of the World 
Heritage site at Chaco that a 10-mile buffer zone would offer, 

3.	 Proposed work to establish mechanisms for properly man-
aging the flow of the Peace River has been stalled by pro-
vincial jurisdictions and no timelines have been established 
for restarting and completing that work.

4.	 Work to establish water control structures in the Park and 
to advance modelling has been hampered by inadequate 
resources.

5.	 Indigenous groups report problems with transparency and 
inclusion.

Canada points to the inter-jurisdictional nature of water under 
Canadian law as a reason for these challenges. The Committee 
should expect outcomes, not a reiteration of challenges that 
have been known for decades. The important fact is that in-
stitutions and agreements to manage water in manner that is 
protective of the Park’s OUV have not been established. 

Despite Canada being a wealthy country, impediments from 
under-resourcing have stalled essential actions, including:

1.	 Important aspects of the environmental flow and hydrology 
assessment

2.	 The creation of a water governance framework to support 
environmental flow and hydrology work;

3.	 Installation of water control structures and weirs

4.	 Creation of research stations in the Peace Athabasca Delta

5.	 Enhancements in Peace Athabasca Delta research and mon-
itoring, including the establishment of the proposed indige-
nous-led monitoring centre.

In December 2020, Canada announced that it intends to pro-
vide an additional three years of funding for the Action Plan. 
This appears to be a positive response to the Committee’s ob-
servation that the Action Plan was inadequately resourced. 
However, the announcement warrants close scrutiny. For one 
thing, Canada has yet to provide details on how the money will 
be allocated, making it difficult to evaluate its sufficiency. Sec-
ond, short term funding does not allow for the creation of sta-
ble governance mechanisms or meaningful partnerships with 
indigenous peoples. Third, short term funding is inconsistent 
with the need for longer term actions, like establishing an in-
tegrated cumulative effects monitoring program for the Peace 
Athabasca Delta. And as we observed in December: “While 
funding is critical, no one should lose sight of the fact funding 
must come with a clear timetable for taking actions and it must 
be combined with real commitments from all jurisdictions to fix 
the problems facing the Peace Athabasca Delta. Ultimately, the 
status of Wood Buffalo depends on how fast Canada moves to 
take real action to address the causes of its deterioration and 
establish new safeguards for the park.”

For our part, as traditional stewards of the Peace Athabasca 
Delta, we have been investing time and resources to try to es-

tablish a partnership with Canada around the Action Plan. Yet, 
we struggle to match comments in the 2020 Report about Can-
ada’s “ongoing commitment to fair, transparent, and meaning-
ful engagement” with our experience of having spent close to 
a full year seeking to formalize a partnership with Canada to 
identify priorities and substantive outcomes for Action Plan im-
plementation without resolution. Clearly, Canada needs to do 
more, including providing long term funding for the monitoring 
and research entity proposed by the indigenous communities 
of Fort Chipewyan, for the words in the 2020 Report to match 
reality.

Recommendations
Given the ongoing threats to the Park and the serious structural 
problems that undermine the prospect that the Action Plan will 
address the crisis with the Park,

	• we recommend that the Committee note its concern that 
the deterioration of Wood Buffalo National Park has not 
been halted by the Action Plan and take appropriate steps 
for advisory bodies to support the Committee’s considera-
tion of inscribing the property on the ‘Heritage in Danger” 
List. 

	• At the same time, we also recommend that the Commit-
tee request that the State Party address the issues raised 
previously by the Committee – such as immediately estab-
lishing effective water governance mechanisms and agree-
ments, creating effective indigenous partnerships that ad-
vance reconciliation (including advancing the establishment 
of and long term support for the monitoring and research 
institution proposed by the indigenous communities of Fort 
Chipewyan), resolving the lack of long-term resourcing for 
the Plan and expanding efforts to share governance author-
ity over the Park itself – so that those outcomes can be eval-
uated by advisory bodies. 

Canada has the ability and resources to correct course and halt 
the deterioration of Wood Buffalo National Park as it says it is 
committed to doing. We believe the Committee has a critical 
role to play in making sure this happens.

Fig. 1: Oil drilling rig at work in Greater Chaco (foreground). Note the ongoing flar-
ing at a fracking well in the background.�  Photo © Paul Reed

Fig. 4: Forest in the Site C Dam flood zone of the Peace River.
�Photo: Garth Lenz / The Narwhal
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there are also significant concerns about the archaeological and 
cultural sites within the 10-mile buffer zone. 

The 2019 US House of Representatives bill (HR 2181) and pend-
ing Senate companion bill, known as the Chaco Cultural Her-
itage Protection Act, will provide permanent protection in a 
10-mile buffer zone by withdrawing the Federal minerals from 
oil-gas development. A version of this bill was originally intro-
duced in the US Senate in 2018, where it was not passed out 
of committee. Subsequently, in 2019, the Chaco Protection Act 
was introduced in the US House as HR 2181 but the bill stalled 
in the US Senate in 2020. As the US Senate and House of Rep-
resentatives begin work in 2021 under Democratic leadership, 
passage of the Chaco Protection Act should be near the top 
of the priority list. When the bill passes, it is very likely that 
President Biden will sign it into law. In addition, the All-Pueblo 
Council of Governors passed a resolution supporting the Chaco 
Protection Act in 2018 (APCG 2018; see Appendix).

To better understand the nature and extent of cultural re-
sources in the 10-mile protection zone, Archaeology Southwest 
undertook a reconnaissance project in 2020, focusing on the 
northwest, north, and northeast portions; see Figure 3 (Reed 
2020). The approximately 700,000-acre area encompassed by 
the zone contains roughly 4,200 known archaeological and 
historic sites. These sites speak to episodic use of the area by 
diverse cultural groups (Paleoindian, Archaic, Puebloan, Nav-
ajo, and others) from about 12,000 BCE to the present. Be-
cause less than 20 percent of the area enclosed by the 10-mile 
zone has been surveyed, however, the actual cultural and his-
toric property count is undoubtedly much higher. In addition, 

little recent ethnographic work has 
been undertaken with any Pueblo 
or Tribal groups, aside from the 
Pueblo of Acoma’s 2018 project 
with Archaeology Southwest. Doz-
ens of traditional cultural proper-
ties (TCPs) were revealed during 
the Acoma Project, indicating that 
there are probably hundreds, if not 
thousands, of TCPs and other Tribal 
cultural sites as yet unidentified 
across Greater Chaco.

The primary objective in this work 
is connected to the ongoing plan-
ning processes undertaken by the 
BLM and BIA and focused on an 
examination of the Greater Chaco 
Landscape at a different scale than 
is usually pursued by the Agencies. 
Although the Agencies’ primary 
avoidance policy has spared many 
cultural resources from outright 
destruction, it has resulted in a 

fragmented cultural landscape across the Greater Chaco Land-
scape. A better perspective considers cultural sites as pieces of 
larger communities on the landscape: a community- or land-
scape-based approach.

During the project, we assessed six site clusters or communities: 
Pierre’s Community (included in the World Heritage designa-
tion for Chaco); North of Pierre’s cluster; Split Lip Flat and Ah-
She-Sle-Pah road cluster; Kin Indian-Escavada-Greasy Hill Com-
munity; Bis san’ni Community; and Chaco Northeast site clus-
ter (see Fig. 3). The communities at Pierre’s and Bis san’ni are 
well known archaeologically. The other four areas are not well 
known. These six areas represent a sample of the clustered sites 
and communities within the 10-mile zone and across Greater 
Chaco, and they clearly illustrate the high density of sites di-
rectly adjacent to Chaco Culture National Historic Park. These 
findings affirm our assertion that the 10-mile zone of protec-
tion is not arbitrary. The 10-mile zone contains irreplaceable an-
cient and historic sites and communities that merit greater pro-
tection than current policy and regulations provide. 

Beyond the limited but important work completed by Archae-
ology Southwest in 2020, additional cultural research is neces-
sary to understand the Greater Chaco Landscape and protect 
Chaco (see Fig. 4). Two separate cultural-ethnographic projects 
were funded by the US Government in 2018 and 2019. To-
gether, these projects provide $1.4 million in funding for Pueb-
los and Tribes to complete ethnographic-cultural work through-
out the Greater Chaco Landscape. The timeline for the larger 
2019-funded project is 18–24 months. This, then, is a very 
good reason for BLM and BIA to suspend the current planning 

Fig. 3: The Greater Chaco Landscape showing site clusters/communities and the 10-mile cultural protection and buffer 
zone.�  Map: Catherine Gilman for Archaeology Southwest

Fig. 2: The location of Chaco Culture National Historic Park, oil-gas leasing encroaching on Chaco, and the Greater Chaco Landscape in the American Southwest. Note the 
proposed 10-mile cultural buffer zone. �  Map: Catherine Gilman for Archaeology Southwest
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Annex: All Pueblo Council of Governors Resolution of 2018 on Chaco Cultureprocess until preliminary results from these projects are avail-
able, at minimum. Many additional TCPs and other sensitive 
cultural sites will be identified, and these will need careful eval-
uation prior to new leasing or permitting of oil-gas activities.

The 1987 UNESCO World Heritage Site designation included 
Chaco Culture National Historic Park (see Fig. 5), Aztec Ruins 
National Monument, and five additional sites/properties on 
BLM-managed lands across the Greater Chaco Landscape. To 
manage these important places across several US Government, 
state, Tribal, and other entities, the Interagency Management 
Group (IAG) was organized. This group is charged with consist-
ent and coordinated management through review of manage-
ment decisions, sharing of technical expertise, and assistance 
with necessary legislation. Despite the importance of the IAG in 
the protection of Chaco’s World Heritage Sites, the group has 
not met for years, as of January 2021. This failure is BLM’s re-

sponsibility, and it seems clear that BLM is failing to proactively 
to protect the universal values of these World Heritage Sites.

Because of the threat to Chaco and the Greater Chaco Land-
scape, I implore the UNESCO World Heritage Committee to im-
mediately contact the US Dept. of Interior and BLM offices to 
make clear that the Agencies’ plans for managing the Greater 
Chaco Landscape are not only wholly inadequate, but also pose 
great risks to Chacoan World Heritage Sites.
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Why not manage this highly sensitive, complicated, World Her-
itage-protected cultural landscape with a different approach? 
The BLM and BIA could proactively identify areas of possible 
leasing where the Mancos Shale formation is present, where no 
families are currently living, and where known cultural and his-
toric site densities are low. These areas could then be vetted by 
interested Pueblos and Tribes, and cultural resource concerns 
could be front-loaded into the process, rather than after oil 
companies have purchased lease parcels and are committed to 
specific locales. In addition, BLM and BIA can bring the APCG 
and individual Pueblos and Tribes into an active, decision-mak-
ing role in the management of their ancestral lands.

It is clear that the BLM and BIA should postpone their final de-
cisions on these planning processes and not attempt to finalize 
planning documents in 2021. Currently, prices for oil and gas 
are depressed, demand is low, and there is little prospect of im-
provements in the market in the near future. The draft planning 
documents will guide oil-gas development over the next 15 to 
20 years. Delaying the final decision provides the time neces-
sary to complete cultural-ethnographic studies that will surely 
inform more robust protection of the Greater Chaco Landscape 
and provide an appropriate protective buffer for the World Her-
itage sites in Chaco Cultural National Historic Park.

Fig. 5: Pueblo Bonito, the grandest of Chaco’s protected World Heritage Sites. � 
Photo © Paul Reed

Fig. 4: Chaco’s Great North Road from the site of Pueblo Alto, looking north. This 
view shows the expansive Greater Chaco Landscape that surrounds the National 
Park.�  Photo © Paul Reed
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