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An Interview 
with 

Ofelia Rivas

Q: Would you please tell us 
about the O'odham VOICE 
Against the WALL and your 
role in the organization?

A: I am the founder of 
O'odham VOICE Against 
the WALL, which organized 
in 2003 to combat the crisis 
on the border on O'odham 
lands. O'odham territory 
extends across this inter-
national border with exist-
ing communities on both 
sides. With armed aggres-
sion and violence, the Bor-
der Patrol agents were hold-
ing elders and community 
leaders and ceremony lead-
ers at gunpoint on our tra-
ditional routes which cross 
this international boundary. 
We formed a youth group, 
which became the O'odham 
Youth Movement, to sup-
port our documentation 
and to seek resources to doc-
ument the harassment of 
the O'odham. This group, 
through Kevin Jose, ac-
tively supported the tradi-
tional O'odham Leaders, 
the community of Cu:Wi 
I-gersk and the indigenous 
school at Quitovac. The 
O'odham Youth Movement 
held the Punk Fest to raise 
funds. My role has been 

to support the Traditional 
O'odham Leaders that up-
hold the Him'dag, our way of 
life. In organizing O'odham 
VOICE Against the WALL, 
my role became a voice and 
presence for the traditional 
people in local and national 

and international forums 
on O'odham rights.

Q: Can you elaborate on the 
connection between indigenous 
heritage and the environment?

A: The O'odham oral his-
tory has been told and re-

told since the beginning 
of the world. The O'odham 
have maintained the univer-
sal balance through ceremo-
nies and sacred offerings. 
The O'odham way of life is 
connected to everything in 
the universe, and is an es-

sential part of 
everything in 
the universe. We 
have conducted 
ceremonies since 
time immemo-
rial to the entire 
universe. We do 
not separate our-
selves from our 
plant relatives, or 
our four-legged 
relatives, the stars 
and moons or 
the very Earth we 
walk on. 

This way of life 
includes what 
is called the en-
vironment and 
what has been 
happening to 

Mother Earth, caused by 
hungry elites and govern-
ments controlled by the few 
elites as well as the people 
of the Earth that have fallen 
away from their human obli-
gations of respect and honor. 

This has caused such an im-
balance which impacts ev-
erything in the universe. On 
O'odham Lands the water 
is contaminated by mining, 
the lands have been overrun 
by Border Patrol agents. This 
destruction has altered the 
way of life of the O'odham,.
The people are afraid to 
travel freely on the lands to 
harvest cactus fruits and an-
nual plants which they have 
for thousands of years. The 
lands have become hungry 
and lonely for the O'odham 
footsteps and the O'odham 
language, songs of encour-
agement and appreciation. 

As in many parts of the 
world, the displacement and 
relocation of original peo-
ples who honored their ob-
ligations in ceremonies and 
language and songs has left 
a void of neglect and loneli-
ness. Should things continue 
on this course of destruc-
tion, the silence will cause 
the O'odham lands to die 
away. Genocide is systemat-
ic and deliberate. The fear 
tactics used to close the 
eyes and ears of the peo-
ple make it so that even 
when they are screaming, 
nothing is heard.

As a traditional O'odham, Ofelia speaks on behalf of the Traditional O'odham Leaders, the council of O'odham communities 
on the southern O'odham territories, and carries the words of the ceremonial leaders to unite our common efforts to stay strong. 
She has represented the O'odham as part of La Otra Campaña and the World People's Summit on Climate Change in Cocha-
bamba, Bolivia. “These are the places that hold strength,” she says. “[I] was very fortunate to be at these places.” Campaigns 
such as VOICE Against the WALL and Stop the Dump have involved solidarity demonstrations across the state of Arizona 
including EF!ers, indigenous peoples and other activists. We were very fortunate to interview her for the 30th Anniversary.
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