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Native Americans Need Commitment

v en Lyinn Cuder became the Clinton
gj administration’s point person for lndian
affairs in March 1997, she had no idea of
how cxtensive the problems were for many tribes.

“] cared in a generic sense because I care about
injustice.” says the former vice chair of the
Democratic National Committee. “But I had no idea
of the scope of it. This is America’s dirty little
secrel.”

She held meetings with tribal lcaders and started
lcarning the harsh realities of life in Indian country:
houscs with no indoor plumbing, electricity or
teiephones: schools with outdoor toilets and no
insulation ¢n some of the coldest parts of the
country; high rates of dumestic violence hecause of
the high rates of alcoholism: crime rates that are
more than twice as high as the res: of the
pupulation. Poverty is endemic, ranging from 49
percent to 67 percent on some rescrvations, versus
the national average of 31 percent, and so is
unemployment. with rates ranging as high as 75
percent on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakotw

Gammg which gets the media's atgnnon. isa

Caldomn but many othcr nixa Im in isolated
places, on the same barren land the govermment
gave them when it drove them into reser-vations.

Native Amerians, a group that also includes the
Alaskan Natives, are in amuch poorer health than the
rest of us. The Indian Health Scrvice has been
chronically underfunded and unable to provide the
early detection, treatment and education that
promote better bealth Indians suffer from diabetes
at three times the rate of the rest of the population,
and it is their sixth lcading Guse of death. Nearty
half of them have a problem with alcohol. They are
more than twice as likely to lose a child t o Sudden
Infant Death Syndrome as the rest of us. Native
Ameritan women have the worst arvival statistics
from breast cancer of any ethnic group, because of
late detection. ladian youths are mare likely to die
from accidents and suicde than the rest of our
young people. Life expcctancy, like so many other
factors in Native American lives, rivals that of Third
World countries. For the Oglala Sioux men on the
Pine Ridge Reservation it is 56.5 years, and for the
women it is 66 years.

President Clinton has visited Pine Ridge and the
Shiprock reservation in Navajo country, the firxt
president to visit two reservations during his time in
office, says Cutler. He has also asked Congyeas for an
additional $1.2 billion for roads, school
constructior, health services and funding for tribal
colleges, which can help Indians go on to four-year
colleges and graduate at a much rugner rate,

“One of the ways you can dcal with places like the
Navajo country and Pine Ridge with vast land
holdings that are worth nothing is in information
technology. When you have 30 percent of the people

with phones. computers are not a salution and
laying cable isn't going to work,” Cutler says. “We
neeqd the electronic infrastructure sc they can get
computer centcers in and train people on data
processing. We're sending millions of dollars of work
overseas every year, much of it to India, that could
be done on these reservations.”

On the trip to Shiprock. she says. the delegation
took computers and comsnunications systems
donated by corporations. Power Up, the American
Online foundation, has put computers into the 83
Boys and Girls Clubs on the resznations, and
AmeriCorps volunteers are training the youngsters
in how to use them.

“We've made some strides.” says Cutler, "but
we've a great way to go.” The Senate has been more
genertous in funding for the Native Americans than
the House, in a large measure becuse of Sen. Pete
V. Domenid (R-N.M.), she says. “We asked for an
addijtional $300 million for school construction, and
the House gave us zero. On the Senate side, they
gave us $277 million of our request. It hastogo to
conference. We're talldng multitrillion surplus. Why
can't we meet our trust responsibilities to these
people?

“These are spiritual people with a great sense of
traditioa. They want the same things for their kids
that we all want, and they've seen so little of it.” And,
ghe sayx they are intensely patriotic and asved us in
the Padfic theater in World War IL

The 420 Navajo code tallers, as they were knmm. ‘
began Training after the attack on Pear] Harbor. '
They used their impenetrahle anguage for one of
the few cndes in history that was pever broken.
During the final days of the attack on Iwo Jima, |
more than 800 messages were sent without error. -
An bonor guard of code talkeers greeted President
Clinton at Shiprock.

Last May, President Clinton and his top aides met
with the leaders of 19 tribes from the Plains and the
eenators representing those stateg. “1 had the '
Roasevelt Roam set up with no furniture ” says
Cutler. “We did it in a cirdie, the Indian way. This ;
was about the time we'd started bombing in Kosovo,
and in the Indian way, they ame not only to ask for
help, but to bring something. And what they
brought was a letterto the president signed by all 19
leaders in support of our efforts.” In the letter, they
said they knew what it was like to be ethnically
deansed and foreed from their lands. “Many of us
had tcars in our eyes.”

It's safe to say that most of us don't haveaclue
about the hard life of the impoverished Native |
Americana. If more of us did, there probably would |
be a greater constituency advocating help for them.
We spend billions in foreign aid. and I take a back

. seat to no one in supporting those efforts. At the '

same time. bowever, we need to be taking care of our !
‘own. There’s plenty of money around: what is
lacking, though, is public understanding of the
problems many Native Americans have, and the
moral and political commitment to do right by them.
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