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Lasting lessons of the Chumash land
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Our tribal government has made a commitment to stewardship of this land — where our ancestors have lived for hundreds of generations — and part of this commitment includes teaching and educating on environmental matters.
For example, in a recent column the cultural director for our tribe detailed our summer youth camp program that’s now under way. It’s called Camp Kalawashaq, or Camp K.
She explained how the camp in part focuses on nature and Chumash values, particularly our traditional responsibilities in terms of land and natural resources. The camp augments its cultural focus with other environmental education.
Our tribal government’s environmental office also works year-round on making our community a more sustainable and healthy place, from reducing the use of fossil fuels through solar power, to decreasing the amount of waste sent to landfills. We established the office in 1998 with the mission to manage responsibly “natural resources for sustained social, cultural, spiritual and economic prosperity.”
Summer offers special opportunities. The professionals in our environmental office are joined by college and high school students who have the opportunity to contribute and, we hope, become inspired to continue their own commitment to the natural world through their studies and future work.
I’d like to share some of their stories and aspirations.
Natalia Shaw is a sophomore at the University of Redlands who’s interning with us through a program of the Institute for Tribal Environmental Professionals. She’s specializing in indoor air quality issues.
Matt Lopez is a Chumash youth intern with us through our Environmental Job Training and Business Development Program. This program is funded by the Administration for Native Americans. Matt is a junior at Cabrillo High School and has a love of the outdoors.
Every September, Matt, his father and others paddle in the Chumash tomol from Santa Barbara to Santa Cruz Island.
“We have support boats so we can switch crews in and out when we get tired. It is definitely a lot of fun. Last year was my first year actually being able to paddle, and I am currently working on getting stronger for this year,” said Matt, who with his father also sings throughout the state with the Chumash Intertribal Singers group.
Zack Lopez is a Chumash youth intern and sophomore at the Dunn School. He’s interning through the Chumash Tribal Youth Internship program and is looking forward to learning about daily operations of the environmental office.
The Santa Ynez Chumash Environmental Office also works with members of our tribal families in other ways. The office has a channel on YouTube that showcases tribal descendants engaging in meaningful work on behalf of the environment and the tribe, such as the restoration of native plants. Many of these plants are central to our tribal stories and traditions.
Kelly Ferguson, our interim environmental director, said, “Summer is always a fun time in the Environmental Office due in large part to the youth activities like internships and Camp Kalawashaq. We treasure the opportunity to pass along environmental skills and work experience and connect with the youth in the community.”
It is through such connections that we help pass on our Chumash values for the environment to the younger generations.
Richard Gomez is tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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