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Chumash youth appointed to national ambassador post
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Jessica McCool doesn’t fit the stereotype of a Native American.
[image: McCool]A Chumash tribal descendant on her mother’s side, McCool’s pale skin and freckles are more telling of her father’s Irish heritage, and allow her to walk the line in the Santa Ynez Valley, where she said racism towards the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians runs rampant. 
She hears the chatter from those who are unaware of her connection to the tribe.
She hears slurs on her high school campus.
“Red skin.”
She sees it on web forums and unprovoked on Facebook.
“Chumash are scum.”
When Santa Ynez Valley Union High School hosted their prom last year at Hotel Corque, a Solvang-based hotel owned by the Chumash, McCool said some students grumbled because of its connection with the tribe.
“Here, not many people favor the tribe, and there are groups that are against us … we have all these great things people aren’t focusing on. They’re focusing on the casino and the money, and it’s a bummer,” McCool said.
Now, as the Chumash Tribal Youth Ambassador for the Center for Native American Youth, McCool is trying to change those longstanding negative perceptions.
McCool’s appointment late last year to the national post, along with 89 other ambassadors from tribes around the country, positions her in discussions with key policy makers in Washington D.C. as part of an initiative President Barack Obama launched in December called Generation Indigenous.
“Our efforts extending for Native youth isn’t about us doing the talking, but creating opportunities to lift up and make youth the face of their stories and connect them directly to decision makers to make those changes happen,” CNAY Executive Director Erin Bailey said. “It’s your story, and your needs, and your community. You’re the expert in that. Nobody else is.”
Common issues youth ambassadors outline include widespread racism, lack of educational opportunities on reservations, suicide rates that hover above the national average, and poverty and homelessness among tribal members.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Domestic violence rates are higher among Native American women than any other population, with two out of five women identifying as victims in their lifetime, according to a 2008 Center for Disease Control study.
Policing in many tribes is inconsistent because of the division of sovereign land from local law enforcement agencies.
On-reservation schools typically emphasize cultural history, but lack core curriculum like English, math and science, McCool said. The national graduation rate among Native youth in 2003-04 was 49.3 percent, about 27 percent less than the national average.
“The tragic thing is these issues are largely invisible to the general population,” Bailey said. “You hear some really difficult things. There’s a lot of lack of understanding and education that needs to be done, but people like Jessica [McCool] and native youth have all the power in changing that.”
While McCool said racism and low rates of Native American youth pursuing higher education are issues throughout most tribes, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians are not facing many of the challenges other tribes struggle with.
Tribal descendants at the local reservation said domestic violence is not an issue. The Santa Barbara County Sheriffs Department patrols the reservation, and a private security force roves the casino and reservation grounds. Tribal members and descendants attend public schools, while a tribal learning center emphasizes cultural education, including the revival of the indigenous language, Samala.
“We’re really privileged to be here. It makes me very thankful,” said McCool, but added that many younger tribal members take the tribe’s success and services for granted.
Despite the tribe’s success, higher education remains a hurdle for young tribal members, with many opting out of college and instead getting jobs at the reservation, McCool said.
“I feel like many of the youth here — not to discredit any of them — but we’re not inspired enough or driven enough,” McCool said. “It just makes me sad because I know we have so much potential and I feel like it's taking forever to get this processing to get the youth to pay attention, but once it does, it will really pay off.”
Later this month, McCool is collaborating with the tribal Education Department to organize a free self-defense class at the Tribal Hall, an event that she said has less to do with staggering domestic violence rates than it does with empowering women.
McCool is also in talks with tribal leaders about launching a Tribal Youth Council to initiate more community service projects.
“She [McCool] is someone who is not only participating in this national initiative, but also bringing the resources back to our Valley, and that serves not only our tribal community, but Valley-wide community,” said Niki Sandoval, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians education director, who nominated McCool for the ambassador position.
In the first few months of her position as ambassador, McCool was selected to be part of a steering committee to help lay the framework for future CNAY Tribal Youth Ambassadors.
"Jessica's commitment to community service and excellent work ethic are great examples of what it means to be a young leader," Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta said. "She is a great role model for Chumash youth. We're all very proud of her." 
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