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“Wild & Scenic Film Fest: The Heart and Soul of Activism” 

By Matthew Gilbert 

(February 2017) 

 

After a ten-year absence, I returned for the 15th edition of the Wild & Scenic Film Festival and it 

did not disappoint. With origins in the charming mining town of Nevada City, CA, in the Sierra 

Nevada foothills, this international showcase for the best in activist films has grown steadily 

over the years and now features venues in its stylish sister city of Grass Valley. What I most love 

about this festival is the community vibe that’s created. Concentrated over a long weekend 

with most venues just a few minutes’ walk or ride away, the 6000+ visitors (and hundreds of 

volunteers!) forge an instant bond, all ages converging in a spirit of education, inspiration, and a 

willingness to look reality square on. Once focused only on films, this affordable fest has 

expanded into children’s programs, activist workshops, art exhibitions, and even a fashion 

show! But films remain its heart and soul. 

 

The movies, an eclectic mix of shorts, feature-length docs, and world premiers, tell the deeper 

story behind many of the environmental and social abuses that threaten both people and 

planet, revealing patterns of exploitation that don’t have easy solutions. Indeed, after watching 

some these films, it would be easy to believe that the apocalypse can’t be avoided if it weren’t 

also true that lots of people are meeting the challenges with spirit, resolve, creativity, and even 

love. 

 

Obviously there’s a lot at stake, and the short-term forecast doesn’t have a lot of positives. But 

powerful new strategies and actions are on the rise that challenge the status quo, relieve some 

of the pain where help is most needed, give our lives meaning, and lay the foundation for a 

future that actually works. 
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I couldn’t watch all the films, of course, so I’ll highlight a few I did see.  Two of the longer 

reviews are posted on the Cinema Noēsis homepage. 

 

We the People 2.0 

This eye-opening film makes clear why so many grassroots efforts to protect communities from 

dumping, drilling, fracking, and toxic attack don’t work: local and statewide agencies defer to – 

or are intimidated by – existing “upstream” laws whose injustices flow downhill. They reflect a 

system of “rights” that is deeply rigged to protect the interests of those who profit from 

devastation. But a bold new movement is gaining converts and claiming victories: Enacting 

Community Bill of Rights and Rights of Nature ordinances that protect self-governance and 

challenge the very notion of who should be in charge when a town’s health and safety are being 

sacrificed to corporate greed. 

 

Death by Design 

Massive international sweat shops, suicidal workers, toxic waste, resource depletion, and 

planned obsolescence are the rule, not the exception, when charting the wreckage behind the 

production of our smartphones, tablets, and computers. By 2020 it is estimated that five billion 

people will own a mobile phone, and the carcinogens that first leaked into the groundwater of 

Silicon Valley and Endicott, NY (the original home of IBM) have been exported to China and 

elsewhere. Little reported until now, the benefits of our high-tech addictions come with a hefty 

price tag.  

 

The Future of Energy: Lateral Power to the People 

One of the more powerfully inspirational films on the program, The Future of Energy 

convincingly argues that a new paradigm of renewable energy is exploding across the planet. 

After the requisite scenes of environmental destruction – which are formidably presented – the 

movies pivots to a global network of visionaries, inventors, entrepreneurs, and your neighbors 

down the street who are bringing freedom from fossil fuels closer and closer to reality. Just ask 

the people of Greensburg, Kansas, who rebuilt their town as a model of environmental living 

after a hurricane leveled it in 2007. It’s a “good news” story, underreported like so many 

others, that will restore your faith in the power of the human spirit to overcome any obstacle.   

 

Please visit the Wild & Scenic website to read about all the films on the program (and be sure to 

check out the winners). Festival films also tour to over 150 cities in the U.S., often partnering 

http://www.cinemanoesis.com/
http://www.wethepeople2.film/
http://deathbydesignfilm.com/
http://www.thefutureofenergy.org/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/greenhouse/2013/04/13/greensburg-kansas/2078901/
https://www.wildandscenicfilmfestival.org/
https://www.wildandscenicfilmfestival.org/2017-award-winners/
https://www.wildandscenicfilmfestival.org/and-theyre-off-2/
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with local nonprofits, so be sure to reach out and bring some of their strong medicine to your 

community. In a world beset by challenges, these movies remind us that we are all 

interconnected, and that the solution to one challenge is a solution for us all.  

 
* * * * * 

 

Matthew Gilbert is founder/curator of Cinema Noēsis: Films for Evolving Minds, a website 

dedicated to reviewing new and recent movies, both mainstream and independent, that will 

change the way you see yourself and the world around you. 

 

http://www.cinemanoesis.com/

