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Inspiring our youth
August 1, 2013 •  Dr. Niki Sandoval/Commentary

[bookmark: _GoBack]The future of our tribe relies on our children. Our tribal government has made education a top priority for our families, from offering individual tutoring for students to making sure our young people have access to a range of programs and opportunities.
As part of this, our educators often employ the learning-by-doing approach to instill in our youth their responsibilities to society. I am pleased that today our tribe’s young people are emerging as social entrepreneurs who are making contributions to the community.
They have, for example, sold items they’ve produced at community events to make a positive difference in the lives of others. Our youth have donated funds from their work to support homeless people, animal shelters and native plant restoration in the county.
Hands-on learning also is at the heart of the community garden project. They’ve organized a Kids’ Farmers Market on our reservation here in the valley, in partnership with Foodbank of Santa Barbara County.
One of our teens who is involved in such projects is Dylan Ortega of Buellton. Dylan says, “It’s valuable for us to learn by doing and to get to learn from others.” Last May, the 14-year-old organized the “Zaca Creek Car Show” at the Zaca Creek Golf Course, with 50 percent of the proceeds raised benefiting the St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital.
Dylan, along with Chumash youth Mateo Baca, Anniya Lucas, Aponi Rivera and Sarah Romero did just that last week by participating in the American Indian Chamber of Commerce of California’s 10th Annual Expo in Rancho Mirage. Robert Gonzales and Lisa Romero of our Education Department chaperoned the trip.
The conference was organized around the theme of “Building success through tradition, culture and partnership” — all important points in Indian Country today.
The American Indian Chamber of Commerce’s mission includes: “To provide opportunities for networking and support of American Indian business people in California (and) to provide a mentor's environment for those individuals beginning new endeavors and establish a vehicle for education, networking and growth opportunities.”
The chamber offers a special youth expo as part of its annual conference. The expo provided Dylan, Mateo, Anniya, Aponi and Sarah with opportunities to connect with other tribal youth from across the state. The young people were challenged to an “entrepreneurship exercise” of creating a marketing-type pitch.
They also were inspired by tribal and other business leaders. Businesses represented ranged from one-person consultant agencies to large companies such as the Walt Disney Co., AT&T and Southern California Edison.
A long-time leader of a San Diego County tribal government discussed his people’s 30-year journey from living in poverty to developing successful diversified businesses.
He told the young people about the importance of “doing your homework” when starting a business — but also having a vision for yourself and your community. “You are the future,” he noted, adding, “Work hard for yourself and for your tribe, for the next seven generations. It’s up to all of you.”
These are principles we also are hoping to instill in our youth when they are back home. They were told at last week’s conference to “aspire to make a difference” in the future. When I see the talent, drive and social awareness of our youth today, I know they will. In fact, they already are making a difference.
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