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FFA celebrates youth, heritage

Vincent Armenta/Commentary Santa Ynez Valley News | Posted: Thursday, October 27, 2011 

Last week I attended the Future Farmers of America's Native American Heritage Celebration at the 2011 National FFA Convention in Indianapolis, Indiana.

With more than 45,000 people in attendance representing every state as well as Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, the celebration paid tribute to the rich ancestry and traditions of Native Americans in FFA, agriculture and agricultural education.

It was a proud moment when I watched my youngest son carry our tribe's flag during the Grand March procession at the FFA convention. He stood tall and marched confidently, knowing that he was representing a California tribe that has moved forward successfully on a path to build a solid future for generations to come. Like his father, uncles and cousins before him, he became an active participant with FFA and has been enthusiastic about it since joining.

Most recently, he participated in FFA by raising a hog and showing it at the Santa Barbara County Fair. The experience taught him about the responsibility of caring for an animal as well as learning about competition.

When I was a youngster, participating in FFA was a great experience that helped prepare me for the future by developing leadership skills, team building, and instilling in me a healthy competitive spirit that continues to serve me well. My brothers and I were involved in all aspects of FFA and passed that interest on to our sons.

While I was at the FFA Convention, I also participated in the Native American Heritage Stakeholder Roundtable and discussed various issues pertaining to Native Americans with other tribal leaders and tribal students throughout the country. A representative of the U.S. Department of Education was also present. It was a great opportunity to share information and learn from each other about ways to engage our youth and ensure that we build a solid foundation for them.

I walked away from the discussion feeling that I had gained valuable insight into the methods other leaders use to address the many issues we face as Native Americans.

The spirit of the Native American Heritage Celebration is anchored in building community with an emphasis in empowering and advancing Native American youth in agricultural education programs and FFA chapters throughout the country. Students, teachers, state leaders, elders, tribal leaders, nonprofit organizations and government agencies were invited to engage in dialogue on how to close the achievement gap of Native American youth in education and career success.

The Future Farmers of America is a national youth organization of 523,309 student members as part of 7,487 local FFA chapters in all 50 states, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands. The National FFA Organization added "National" to its name in 1988, in recognition of the growth and diversity of agriculture and agricultural education.

The FFA mission is to make a positive difference in the lives of students by developing their potential for premier leadership, personal growth and career success through agricultural education.

The experience last week at the FFA convention was a rewarding one that will leave a lasting impression about the importance of pursuing a goal that ensures that our youth continue to be involved in activities that allow them to thrive. As I learned as a young man, and as I was reminded last week, involvement in the FFA certainly fulfills that goal.

Vincent Armenta is the tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

