Reclaiming Declassified Military Wilderness: linking the art and science of sound for rainforest conservation.

Jay Needham and Andrew D. Carver

Note: This article features accompanying sound files, available online.  See the note on Page 2 for instructions about accessing this issue’s audio supplement.

The tropical rainforests of the Americas are experiencing deforestation and uncontrolled urbanization at an unprecedented rate.  The resulting loss of wildlife species and their fragile habitats continues to irreversibly alter soundscapes that have helped shape the region’s culture and human-environmental interactions.  The goal of this article is to define an innovative partnership between a sound artist, scientist and environmental activist aimed at the common goal of conserving the natural and cultural heritage of Panama, one of the most biologically diverse countries in the world.

 The foundation of our improbable collaboration began with an all too common approach to environmental activism – separation of art and science.  As a sound artist, I have been creating a series of artworks that interweave themes relating to borders, and issues concerning natural spaces that are currently or were formerly occupied by military forces. These are protected landscapes and signal-scapes of a different order, chosen initially for their benefits to defend and promote American interests, often times once secret, well guarded and fortified. In the case of “Listening at the Border,” that radiophonic work focused on the story of an American sound spy whose duty was to listen and translate coded voice traffic from inside North Korea. “Narrative Half-Life” is an ongoing series of sound and visual works that trace my familial and military ties to the origins of the atomic bomb and to Hanford, Washington, a 500-square-mile Department of Energy site and home to the first full scale atomic reactor.  

Simultaneously, ecologist and land use planner Andrew Carver was studying wildlife populations in Panama and supporting a local grass-roots environmental organization’s efforts to transform a one thousand-acre tract of abandoned U.S. Department of Defense land along the Panama Canal into an ecological reserve. The Association Panamericana para la Concervacion (APPC), led by environmental activist Nestor Correa, has fought hard for government approval to set aside this tract of land as a public rainforest park.   Known now as EcoParque Panama, the land had been kept off-limits since 1911 as an ammunition bunker complex for the former Rodman Naval Base.  In 2000, the canal and surrounding lands including the naval base were reverted to Panamanian ownership.  Its 20 kilometers of roads and sixty concrete bunkers all resided inside a fenced compound characterized by rolling hills and tree canopies reaching 35 meters.  The landscape is very unique in that it contains thousands of plant species and hundreds of birds and mammal species even though it is adjacent to the sprawling urbanization of Panama City.  Endangered wildlife species inhabiting the site include jaguars, anteaters and titi monkeys. The space and its politics are unique culturally because of the inherited and somewhat hermetic outcome that resulted in the creation of a now rare and valued landscape.

In January of 2007, I was invited to Panama by Carver and Correa to record the sounds of EcoParque Panama.  Upon arrival in Panama, my initial meetings with the APPC staff centered on defining the several kinds of collaborations that could take place between us. Rather than making art alongside or as a visiting artist with this organization, I sought a different relationship; a longer and more lasting one that may assist in promoting change outside artworks I may author.  Our discussions revealed that we shared many common goals regarding conservation, education and a grass-roots approach to the environment.  Our focus quickly narrowed as we outlined how our backgrounds and our interests might be complementary.  The APPC was interested in both the scientific and creative aspects of sound.   From the scientific standpoint, the dense tropical vegetation had been hampering the visual-based scientific study of the area’s wildlife. From the creative standpoint, the unique sounds of the Park had the potential to improve the experience of future visitors (on site) as well as increase the general public’s environmental awareness (off site). 

Field recording began in March 2007 with the general goal of cataloging both the natural and human sounds within EcoParque Panama during the dry season. Panama’s dry season is a “winter” period of five or six months where little rain and North East winds dominate an otherwise intensely humid tropical climate. Mornings, afternoons and evenings were spent recording at various locations inside the Park, concentrating on recording near the existing network of asphalt roads, as they will eventually be used as paths for visitors and researchers. 

The distribution of city sounds as they migrate into the Eco Park landscape form many amazingly dense soundscapes. Explosions from the current expansion of the Panama Canal mingle with the cries of titi monkeys, toucans, barge traffic and airplanes. Sprinkler heads from newly planted golf courses can be heard as one views a sloth in the “wilds” of the Park.  The stories these sounds help to tell is one of a land and fauna in rapid transition, a Panama City in the early stages of a hectic globally funded re-build. 

While in Panama I learned that far too much research conducted in Panama, whether scientific or creative, was being “exported” without contributing to Panama’s sustainable development, academic and community/cultural trusts.   The exploitation of rainforest plants, animals, and indigenous medicinal knowledge for global pharmaceutical use is a frequently cited example.  Our discussions to create a plural and reciprocal path for research originated from our interest in how successful collaboration occurs and what sustains it. 

Our use of the gathered sound files will be beneficial for on-the-ground activism and as a method for raising awareness globally.  This includes production of the bilingual CD titled Dry Season: Edition 1 in late 2007 (in press), a listener’s guide to this former military landscape.  Also, the development of “The Vanishing Sounds Project,” a grass-roots effort to teach Acoustic Ecology in Panama to Panamanians.  Our structure for this program is designed to extend into the community, to blur the lines between the academy and the community and to foster regional research and creative production.  Our initial goal is to develop a series of weekend workshops that focus on the political, environmental and aesthetic aspects of the discipline in order to promote a regional approach to listening, gathering, creating and critiquing sound. This platform will also serve to launch additional teaching opportunities in the media arts including micro-FM and video journalism with an emphasis on developing a hybrid space of practice among researchers, artists and members of the community.  EcoParque Panama will serve as a compelling field classroom not only because of its rich combination of wildlife and city sounds but for what is underscored pedagogically by encountering nature in a reclaimed landscape.

If park sites can be viewed as a kind of species or social organism, EcoParque Panama itself represents something of an indicator. The designs for the interpretation of this post-colonial landscape are being drawn by scientists, artists and environmental activists who are interested in the layers of nature and culture present in the assigned boundaries of EcoParque.  As classified spaces become increasingly public, a bit of reversal of fortune is now at play. The designers of the military bases along the Panama Canal could not have imagined that roads paved for trucks to carry bombs would one day be used for sound-walks or the preservation of endangered wildlife.  Because of its prior off-limits status to hunters, poachers and the public alike, what was preserved by accident will soon offer Panamanians and others opportunities to learn forms of ecology, conservation and the arts in an area of the world where development is at the door and knocking loudly.
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Jay Needham recording in a bamboo grove – EcoParque Panama.  Andrew Carver photo 2007.
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Boundary of EcoParque as it abuts a newly constructed golf course community.  Jay Needham photo 2007.

View of EcoParque
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Above the canopy East of EcoParque Panama.  Jay Needham photo 2007.

Entrance

Andrew Carver walks a road inside the EcoParque. Jay Needham photo 2007.
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