The Duwamish Tribe has been a major force in cleaning up the heavily polluted Duwamish River in South Seattle. The Duwamish is one of the major rivers that feeds into Puget Sound. Weekday intern Claire Thompson spoke with James Rasmussen, a leader of both the tribe and the cleanup effort, about why the restoration is important to him.

BUD’S JAZZ RECORDS IN PIONEER SQUARE SITS BELOW STREET LEVEL. IT’S DOWN A FLIGHT OF STEEP STAIRS TO THE GROUND FLOOR OF ONE OF SEATTLE’S OLDEST BUILDINGS. JAMES RASMUSSEN RUNS THE PLACE. A HEAVYSET MAN WITH A GRAYING PONYTAIL, HE IS A JAZZ ENTHUSIAST AS WELL AS A MEMBER OF THE DUWAMISH TRIBE. RASMUSSEN IS ALSO A LEADER IN THE EFFORT TO CLEAN UP THE DUWAMISH RIVER. HIS TRIBE HAS LIVED ON ITS BANKS FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS. THE DUWAMISH ARE DIFFERENT FROM MANY OTHER TRIBES INVOLVED IN THE ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION OF PUGET SOUND. BECAUSE THEY ARE NOT FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED AS A TRIBE, THEY HAVE NO TREATY RIGHTS TO FISH ON THE RIVER. THIS, RASMUSSEN SAYS, GIVES THEM A WHOLE DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE ON CLEANING UP THE SOUND.
RASMUSSEN: “A lot of times we look for this really deep insight and everything else from native people about the environment, and you’ll get a different insight that’s for sure, but you’ll also get people who are protecting their own financial interests as well. Because the Duwamish tribe is on the outside looking in, we’re different, because we don’t have those opportunities. The Duwamish tribe does not have a financial interest in protecting the environment in the area. But the connection with the people goes deeper than that.”
THE DUWAMISH HAVE A GENUINE DESIRE TO RESTORE THE AREA THEY HAVE ALWAYS CALLED HOME. RASMUSSEN HOPES FUTURE GENERATIONS CAN ENJOY THE RIVER THE WAY THE TRIBE DID BEFORE THE POLLUTION.
RASMUSSEN: “That’s what’s important to the Duwamish people, is having a place where we can come back together again. And that place is on the Duwamish River.”
THE RIVER HAS BEEN A FEDERAL SUPERFUND SITE SINCE 2001. THAT MEANS THAT THE ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY HAS IDENTIFIED IT AS ONE OF THE MOST TOXIC WASTE SITES IN THE COUNTRY. THOUGH BIG INDUSTRIES ARE TO BLAME FOR SOME OF THE POLLUTION, A LARGE PORTION OF IT COMES FROM SEATTLE RESIDENTS. RUNOFF FROM THE SURROUNDING NEIGHBORHOODS IS FULL OF TOXINS. RASMUSSEN BELIEVES THAT INDIVIDUALS NEED TO TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR KEEPING THIS POLLUTION OUT.
RASMUSSEN: “If you don’t stop the mess that’s coming in, you’re not going to be able to clean up what’s in Puget Sound. For at least me, my family, and the native people I know, this is not a temporary place. This is not a place where I’m gonna get a mortgage, make some money on a property, and move on to another place or anything like that. This is my home, this is where my family’s family comes from. I ain’t going anywhere. I want to make this a better place.”
RASMUSSEN WISHES ALL PUGET SOUND RESIDENTS COULD FEEL THE SAME SENSE OF PERMANENCE. HE CITES PUBLIC IGNORANCE AS THE MAIN ROADBLOCK TO HIS EFFORTS TO CLEAN UP THE DUWAMISH.

RASMUSSEN: “I have a connection to this place that might be a little different, but people live here now, they should have a connection, they should learn about that area, they should learn about what’s going on.”
ONCE THE PUBLIC IS EDUCATED, RASMUSSEN IS OPTIMISTIC ABOUT THEIR ABILITY TO GET BEHIND HIS CAUSE.

RASMUSSEN: “People would rather live in a place that really connects with nature rather than completely changes nature. It’s a little more work, you might have to pay a little bit in taxes, but you’re gonna see the results. Nobody’s looking at pie in the sky type stuff. You do a little bit of stuff, and nature comes back with a vengeance. It’s great to see.”
NATURE ALREADY HAS STARTED COMING BACK. HAMM CREEK, FOR EXAMPLE, WAS ONCE NOTHING MORE THAN A FORGOTTEN DITCH SPEWING FILTHY WATER INTO THE RIVER. NOW, IT’S A NATURALLY FLOWING CREEK AGAIN. SOMEDAY, RASMUSSEN HOPES, THE WHOLE RIVER WILL BE AS HEALTHY. FOR WEEKDAY HIGH, I’M CLAIRE THOMPSON.
