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Building sustainable tribal communities
March 6, 2014 •  Nakia Zavalla/Commentary
[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the remarkable — but often untold — stories of this new century is what’s happening on reservations around the country in terms of using tribal cultures and traditions to create a better future for our next generations.
In past columns, I have shared with you some of the many tribal cultural offerings available on our reservation or elsewhere in the Valley. Sometimes, we hold large gatherings for the general public, such as our intertribal pow-wow or our Chumash Culture Days. Other times, our events are individualized classes or programs for tribal families and children.
As cultural director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, I get to witness firsthand how our cultural, educational and other programs have had an impact on the lives of people in our community. But this story goes beyond our reservation as well.
In just a little over a month from now, The Native Learning Center will be holding a national gathering dedicated to the development of cultural and quality of life skills for indigenous people. The “Training for Building Sustainable Communities in Indian Country” conference will be held in Green Bay, Wis. The Native Learning Center program is sponsored by the Seminole Tribe of Florida.
This gathering of Native people will provide a forum for “tribal communities to come together, stimulate ideas, establish collaborations, and initiate discussions surrounding the best approaches to strengthen our Native communities,” notes Georgette Palmer Smith, executive director of The Native Learning Center and a member of the Kiowa Tribe of Oklahoma/Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.
Part of the program will highlight our efforts on the Santa Ynez Reservation to revive our Samala language. I and Chumash family member Kathleen Marshall will address “Preserving Language: Turning Speakers into Teachers.” Marshall serves on the California American Indian Education Oversight Committee, and last year was appointed to another term by the state superintendent of public instruction.
We’ll share with other tribal people how we prepare our Samala speakers for teaching in community and public schools. The program we’ve developed utilizes the California Teaching Professional Standards as a guide. But we also include culturally appropriate strategies and techniques to aid in overcoming obstacles associated with preserving language.
Other programs at the conference will focus on matters such as “Negotiating Federal Community Facilities Funding” and “Financing Sustainable Affordable Housing in Indian Country.”
To some, the idea of discussing the revival and promotion of Native languages may seem out of place next to programs on financing and budgeting matters. But in Indian Country, the opposite is true.
We have learned that our self-determination programs must encompass our culture and traditions and honor our ancestors who endured so many hardships for us to survive together as a people.
As The Native Learning Center notes, the gathering will help provide tribal communities with “the tools to develop economic opportunities, sustainable community infrastructures, alternative energy sources and essential building blocks” for better futures.
Nakia Zavalla is the cultural director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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