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Native American Leaders Transcend Borders,
Help Redefine Leadersnip

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Even after decades of debate, some members of the media continue
to ster eotype Native Americans. Congder the overwheming focus on gaming — asif the word
Indian were now spdlled “ C-a-s-i-n-0.” M eanwhile, a generation of highly committed and
innovative Native American leadersisat work throughout the United States.

“News media are missing larger and moreimportant stories about thisleader ship,” says
Kathleen D. Sheekey, president and CEO of the Washington, D.C.-based Advocacy Indtitute.
Leadership for a Changing World is a partnership of the Ford Foundation, New Y ork
University’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service and the Advocacy Indtitute.

Native American leaders, including sever al recipients of the Ford Foundation’s 2002 and
2001 L eader ship for a Changing World award, are transcending the border s of
reservations—and even nationstates. In addition, these leaders are pursuing causes beyond
their own sdf-interest. Among them: environmenta justice, education, substance abuse, and
regiona economic developmen.

Here are afew examples of such leadership:

Terrol Dew Johnson and Tristan Reader, co-directors of Tohono O’ odham Community
Action, are doing pioneering dietary work that may well have implications far beyond the
boundaries of the Tohono O’ odham (previously known as Papago) Nationin Arizona. Ther
work focuses, in part, on returning the O’ odham to atraditional diet in order to combat the
highest rate of diabetesin the world. They lead amultidisciplinary task force that brings
together triba programs, federal programs and community membersto develop local
approaches —which may someday have international application — to the prevention
and treatment of diabetes. Johnson, a Tohono O’ odham, and Reader, who is not Native



American, are adso pioneering an economic development initiative involving traditiond arts,
and using the Internet to communicate — and sal — this gpproach to the broader public.

Denise Altvater, program director of the American Friends Service Committee Wabanaki
Y outh Program, is bulding bridges between the young people of her Wabanaki (or “People
of the Dawn’) reservations, spanning Maine and Canada, and teenagers of diverse ethnic

origins throughout New England. In addition to combining the youth programs of five
reservations, Altvater hosts youth groups from Boston, Chicago and other cities and towns
and sends Native youth to those cities. Sheis aso aleading voice raising the darm about the
devadtating impact of OxyContin in Maine, with the nation’ s second- highest per-capita
abuse of the highly addictive lega drug, which produces a heroin-like high. Altvater warns
that the drug may devastate vulnerable reservation populations acr oss the nation.

Sarah James isaleading international spokesperson for people opposing ail drilling inthe
Arctic Nationd Wildlife Refuge. Her central god isto help preserve the environment and
culture of the Gwich'in Athabascan (or “ Caribou peopl€’), the northernmost indigenous
nation in North America. She argues thet ail drilling will disrupt the caribou herd, potentialy
destroy the sustenance and soul of her culture and rob the earth of one of itslagt, pristine
environments. In addition to traveling worldwide to spread the message, James is using some
of the newest communiceations technologies to spread the Gwich'in message around the
world from her remote community. On March 20, the Senate narrowly rgjected oil drilling in
the wildlife refuge, James is preparing to counter new attemptsto open the Arctic
National Wildlife Refugeto ail drilling.

Rufino Dominguez is executive director of the Binational Oaxacan Indigenous Front
(BOIF). Dominguez works for the rights of indigenous peoples — from the Mixteco to the
Chinanteco — who hail from the Southern Mexican state of Oaxaca but work in Northern
Mexico and Cdifornia. Many of them speak only their indigenous language, and suffer abuse
even from non-Indian Mexican migrants. “1 am driven by the indignation that | fed about the
discrimination and poverty suffered by indigenous people everywhere,” says Dominguez. In
January 2003, he led a group of Leadership for a Changing World award winners to Fresno,
Cdif., and Oaxaca to explore the challenges that indigenous workers face while migrating
between the two regions. The trip was also part of an effort by Leadership for a Changing
World research partner, the Wagner Graduate School of Public Service, New Y ork
University, to better understand how good community leadership works. Though Dominquez
does nat fit the traditiondl U.S. definition of Native American, hiswork exemplifiesthe
increasing boundary-crossing natur e of indigenous leader ship.

Donald Sampson, executive director of the Columbia River Inter-Triba Fish Commissonin
Portland, Ore., helps preserve sdmon runs and protect tribd treaty fishing rights, linking this
work to economic development for Native and nornNative people throughout the Northwest.
Sampson helped start the Salmon Corps program, which teaches salmon restoration to youth
from nine tribes. Previoudy, as chairman of the Umtilla tribe, Sampson helped reverse the
severely depressed tribal economy and integrated it into the burgeoning regiona economy.
Sampson hopes to apply the successful Umatilla River regional model of cooper ative
salmon restoration to the larger Columbia River basn. Heis now building long-term



partnerships and strategic aliances among businesses, environmentaidts, tribes, grassroots
organizations and state and federd agencies.

Such gtories will beincreasingly important, as our nation’s indigenous population — though

relatively small — isgrowing at a higher rate than that of non-Hispanic Whites and Blacks.
And not every Native American was born in the United States. In fact, 6 percent of the nation’s
Native Americans were born e sewhere, mostly in Canada and Mexico.

Current events will accentuate Native American interconnectedness. In February, Sen. Danidl
Inouye, amember of the Senate Indian Affairs Committee, said he would introduce a bill to
restore full sovereignty to triba governments, thereby challenging recent Supreme Court rulings
that have weakened their standing as sovereign nations. The bill, he said, would be included as
part of a homeland security package.

“Clearly, the future of Native Americansisincreasingly entwined with the well-being and

security of the larger community. Thisisboth a national and an international story,” says
Sheekey. “ And these leaderscan tell it.”

Attached: profiles and contact information
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Among the indigenous Leadership for a Changing World awardees available for
interviews are the following practica visionaries, working in diverse settings —
from inner cities to remote rural areas — to improve the lives of Native Americans,
often offering solutions for problems faced by non-Indians aswell:

L ocal and Global L eadership, Caribou People Style

Sarah James (AK), spokesperson, Gwich'in Steering Committee, Arctic Village, AK, is
avaladlefor interviews (907) 587-5315 or mobile (907) 278-5773, sarahjamesav@hotmail.com.
The Gwich'in Athabascan Nation — encompassing 17 villages and severd million acres of

remote land in northeastern Alaska and Canada— depend on hunting, particularly of a 130,000
strong caribou herd, for most of their food, as well as clothes, tools and religion. James's people
have among the lowest per-capitaincomes and highest harvest of subsistence foodsin North
America. For a least 10,000 years, they have lived by hunting and gathering and conserving on a
coadtd plain bordering the Arctic Ocean and the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (A.N.W.R.). If
thisplain isinvaded by ail drilling, the Gwich'in believe, the caribou caving grounds will be
destroyed, dong with their culture and traditions.

“Indigenous peoples are an impoverished politica minority with very little perceived power,”
James says. “For our voice to be heard and projected ...we must find and support alies wherever
and however we can.” She has dso cultivated strategic partnerships with environmentd,

religious and human and civil rights organizations, as well as with musicians and artigts. James
brings people from dl over the world to meet the Gwich'in and better understand their way of
life. To share her peopl€e' s story with the world, she has performed caribou drum and traditiona
songs a the Cathedrd Church of St. John the Divinein New Y ork City and at the first Earth
Summit in Rio de Janeiro. She has keynoted conferences around the world and has testified at
the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives. Sheis a board member of the Internationa Indian
Treaty Council, anationd representative for the Council of Athabascan Tribd Governments, a
gpecid advisor to the Y ukon River Inter-Tribal Watershed Council and was amember of the
indigenous people subcommittee of the U. S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Nationa
Environmenta Justice Advisory Council.



James has educated the Gwich’in and others about renewable energy and bioaccumulation of
persistent organic pollutants (POPs), especidly in cold artic regions, and how this
disproportionately affects indigenous people who consume large amounts of fish and mest.

People of the Dawn

Denise Altvater (ME), program director, American Friends Service Committee Wabanaki

Y outh Program, Perry, ME, isavailable for interviews. (207) 853-2317, wabanaki @ptc-me.net.
The Wabanaki, or “People of the Dawn,” livein Maine and Canadain a confederacy of four
tribes. the Mi’kmag, Maliseet, Penobscot and Passamaguoddy. Maine stwo largest reservations
arelocated in one of the most remote and economicaly deprived areas in the United States, with
30 percent of Wabanaki students dropping out of school, an average educationd achievement
level of eighth grade and nearly haf of 15-30 year olds abusing acohol or drugs.

In aregion where people and communities have been isolated and often powerless for decades,
Altvater has crested a supportive web of connection and communication, which she views as an
essentia step to improving Wabanaki conditions. She combined the youth programs of the five
reservations, and works with adults to help the young people develop a sense of culturd and
persond pride, including drumming, singing and talking circles. “We hold quarterly weekend
gatherings on different reservations, bringing youth from these tribes together to build cultura
awareness and bonds for the future,” she says. In the process, the tribes have learned new ways
of working together. Her program also nurtures grester understanding between Native and nor
Native youth through cultural exchanges, hosting youth groups from Boston, Chicago and other
cities and towns and sending Native youth to those cities.

Altvater is aso aleading voice raising concern about the devastating impact of OxyContinin

Maine, with the nation’s second- highest per- capita abuse of the highly addictive legd drug, and
other reservations. “We have a population of young people who are like the waking dead,” she
says. “Between the two reservations, we have 1,400 people — and over 100 are aready addicted.
Theincreasein IV drug useis dill going up and going younger. If things continue the way they
areright now, at least a quarter of our population will be dead or the walking dead from IV drug
useinfiveyears”

A Follower of His People

Donald Sampson (OR), executive director, Columbia River Inter-Triba Fish Commission,
Portland, OR, isavailable for interviews: (503) 238-0667, croj@critfc.org. A member of the
Walulgpum tribe, the “River People’ of the mid-Columbia River, he helps restore salmon runs
and boost the economic hedlth of avariety of tribes— and non-Native people — in the Pacific
Northwest, where sdmon are a centra part of the region’s cultura, spiritua and economic well-
being. For the 20,000 residents of the Umatilla federated reservation community — aswell as
the Y akama Nation (Washington), the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs (Oregon) and the
Nez Perce Tribe (Idaho) — the hydrodectric dams on the Columbia River and its tributaries
decimated the fishing economy dong with sdmon and their habitat. With adegree in fisheries
resource management, Sampson served the Umatilla Triba Fisheries Program for 15 years,
boosting salmon returnsin the Umatilla River basin from 1,500 to as many as 10,000 fish ayear,
by congtructing a state- of-the-art hatchery, reducing neighboring farmers dependence on



Umatilla basin water and undertaking extensive habitat restoration. Later, as chairman of the
Umatillatribe, he helped reverse the severdly depressed triba economy and integrated it into the
burgeoning regiona economy. “For 30 years, many of the people in my community never had a
job, dways had lived in low-cost public housing and didn’t even have a checking account or
car,” he says. “Now, developments on our reservation have shifted to medium-income housing.”

Sampson hel ped start the SAmon Corpps program, which teaches salmon restoration to youth
from nine tribes. In 2000, with the Columbia River Inter Triba Fish Commission, he formed a
codition of tribes, citizens groups, public utilities and loca and county political leaders. They
agreed to divert returning salmon from a hatchery to the sdmon depleted Methow River,
boosting sdlmon nests there from only 30 to 4,700 in two years. Last year, Sampson’s Jammin’
for SAmon festiva brought more than 17,000 diverse people to Portland’ s Waterfront Park to
celebrate salmon-centered cultures across the Pecific Northwest, chronicle the region’s
environmenta successes and raise funds and educate the public about salmon restoration.

Sampson amsto goply the successful Umatilla River region model of cooperative sdmon
restoration in the larger Columbia River basin. He is now building long-term partnerships and
drategic dliances among businesses, environmentalists, tribes, grassroots organizations and date
and federa agencies. He will keep pressing for dternative energy policies, protection and
restoration of salmon habitats, restoration of degraded habitats and hatcheries to help boost
sdmon populations. “It will be amultigenerationd solution,” he says. “We must teach our
children the importance of caring for the land, the rivers and the sdmon.”

The Desert People's Way

Terrol Dew Johnson and Tristan Reader (AZ), co-directors, Tohono O’ odham Community
Action, SdlIs, AZ, are available for interviews: (520) 383-4966, tdew] @earthlink.net,
wynread@earthlink.net. West of Tucson, Ariz., where 16,000 members of the Tohono O’ odham
(formerly Pima) tribe live on a 4,600- square-mile reservation, Johnson and Reader are
developing new ways to enhance hedlth and traditiona vaues. Residents face one of the lowest
per-capitaincome rankings of any tribe in the United States— and one of the world's highest
rates of adult-onset diabetes. So Johnson and Reader educate them about the nutritiond vaue
and culturd importance of wild desert foods and share information with tribal members about
medica problems associated with modern diets. They are raising production and demand for
tepary beans, which are highly nutritious and sdutary for people with adult-onset diabetes and a
traditiona food source for the Tohono O’ odham. They aso lead a multidisciplinary task force
that brings together tribal programs, federa programs and community members to develop loca
gpproaches to the prevention and treatment of diabetes. In April 2000, they joined with the
Comcaec (Seri) Indian community in Mexico and the Arizona- Sonora Desert Museum to
organize an 11-day, 250-mile walk across the Mexico/U.S. border to raise awareness of
traditiond foods, bringing often-isolated triba members together.

“Our elders expect us to take responsbility for creating a healthier and stronger world,” says
Johnson. Unlike Reader, who is not amember of the tribe, Johnson is a Tohono O’ odham who,
as aboy, was urged by his grandfather, atraditiond heder, to nurture the community spirit —
“the desert people sway.” Johnson is also an award-winning basket weaver. Johnson and Reader
work closely with the Hopi and Salish Kootanai communities. They also bring people together
with craft traditions, such as an annua Celebration of Basket weaving, which attracts more than



300 Native American weavers from 17 tribesin 10 states (as well as Native people from Mexico,
Audtrdia and Canada). They explore ways in which basketry weaves together the many strands
of lifein Native communities: culture, economics, artistry, identity and heglth. They adso cregted
amarketing cooperative to ensure fair compensation for weavers and to gain access to public and
private lands traditiondly used to collect weaving maerias. A weavers mentoring program
ensures that weaving traditions and techniques are passed on to anew generation. They are
helping to develop a North American network for sharing of strategies, skillsand visons of
indigenous community- based organizations.

The Mouth of the Wolf

Rufino Dominguez (CA), executive director, Binationd Oaxacan Indigenous Front (Centro
Binaciond parad Desarrallo Indigena Oaxaqueno), Fresno, Cdlif., is available for interviews:
(559) 499-1178, fiob@pachell.net. “I am driven by the indignation that | fed about the
discrimination and poverty suffered by indigenous people everywhere” he says. A former
migrant himsdf, he fights for the rights of today’ s migrants, who face double discrimination:
“Hirgt, from our own compatriots, the Mestizo-Mexicans, who refer to us with derogatory
expressions such as ‘ oaxaquitas, oaxacos, indios [Indians]’; and second, from the Anglo-
Americans who discriminate againgt us due to our appearance and to our culturd differences.”
Dominguez provides support for the rights of various indigenous groups — such as the Mixteco,
Zapoteco, Triqui, Chatino, Chinanteco and Mixe. They hall from the Southern Mexican states of
Oaxaca, Guerrero and Puebla, but work in Northern Mexico and Cdifornia Many of them spesk
their indigenous language — and there are at least 16 in Oaxaca done. But many speak neither
English nor Spanish, so it is a chalenge even to build bridges between them. Earning among the
lowest wages, many live in substandard housing and dangerous conditions. When they arrivein
the United States, their inability to communicate — even among their own cultures — limits
their accessto jobs, housing, medica services and fair trids.

Dominguez believes that most problems experienced by indigenous people from Mexico are the
result of isolation; therefore, his centra strategy isto create connections. His work reaches well
beyond his Oaxacan central focus. For example, he participates in a Medi-Ca promationin
partnership with 10 other community-based organizations. The program serves the genera
Fresno County population, with specia emphasis on Hmong, Latin Americans and African
Americans. Also, through the Immigrant Women Weaving Cultures project, under the
coordination of Pan Valey Inditute of the American Friends Service Committee, he helped bring
together Hmong and Mixteco women to share their respective cultures, identify common
problems faced as immigrants — and explore ways to tackle them. Hisgod isto establish a
growing and sdf-sugtaining network of organizations helping indigenous migrants, dlied with
other ethnic minorities. “We educate migrants to become knowledgesble leaders within their
communities, so that they are able to organize and train more people to learn how to defend their
rights.”
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