December 18, 2015

Is Nothing Sacred?

By Representatives Terese Berceau, Lisa Subeck & Chris Taylor
 
Earlier this month, Sen. Chris Kapenga and Rep. Robert Brooks introduced legislation that would eviscerate the 1986 Wisconsin Burial Site Protection Act. We were completely appalled and disgusted when we learned of this proposal.
  
This measure seems designed to appease Wingra Stone, which wants to destroy Native American effigy mounds at a quarry it owns north of Mc Farland. The site, known as the Ward Mound group, was once much larger but many of the mounds have already been demolished. Eradicating our cultural history is definitely not something Wisconsin legislators and companies should even be contemplating.
 
The south central part of our state, especially the Four Lakes region around Madison, once was home to more effigy mounds than any other place in North America. The largest bird effigy on the planet is located on the grounds of the Mendota Mental Health facility on Madison’s north side. We’ve already ruined more than 80% of the Native American mounds that once existed in Wisconsin. Many of them were plowed under before we knew what they were or why they are so important. But we don’t have those excuses today. Now we just have greed and cultural hubris to blame.
 
Many Republicans like to think of themselves as champions of religious freedom, but apparently that freedom only applies to certain religions. Indian mounds, both burial and effigy, are considered sacred by native tribes. Quarrying at the Ward Mound Group is akin to strip mining Forest Hill Cemetery.
 
It is quite interesting that this measure is being offered by two legislators who live nowhere near Dane County. One is from Delafield; the other from Saukville. I think they would be highly offended if elected officials from the Madison area interfered in a business dispute in their districts, or tried to do an end-run around an ongoing court case that affected one of their constituents.
 
Wingra Stone apparently had to go legislator shopping because it knew it couldn’t win this argument on its merits. The 1986 law gave property owners six years to petition to have their mounds decertified as burial mounds. The company knew about the requirement, but took no action for almost twenty years – well after the statute of limitations had ended. It lost its case before the state’s Division of Hearings and Appeals. It then initiated legal action, which is still underway. Now it’s trying to get a retroactive do over from the legislature.
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