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A quarterly publication of Chugachmiut, the tribal 
not-for-profit organization serving the Alaska Native 
peoples of the Chugach Region.

INSIDE THIS ISSUE

Participants and staff from across the Chugach region came together in Seward for the Aulukluku Nutan Lumacirpet 
Women’s Gathering, a time to connect, reflect, and support one another while honoring women’s strength, 
resilience, and cultural values. The gathering offered space for relationship-building, healing, and shared wellness 
in a welcoming and supportive environment. Photo courtesy of Alicia Ambrosio.

Front row (left–right): Alicia Ambrosio, Becks Jacobs, Jeanette Kiokun, and Vivian Ukatish.
Back row (left–right): Natalia Ukatish, Sunji Tippetts, Gail Evanoff, Christine Sundly, Laura Perri, Holly Chappell, 
Mary Simpson, Chelsea Selanoff, Sheryl Lloyd, and Dale Lloyd.
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Opportunities Throughout the Region 
Anchorage
Credentialing Specialist
Professional Coder/Billing Specialist
Social Services Director
Senior Staff Accountant
Senior Executive Health Assistant
Tribal Land Management Specialist

Any Regional Community
Advanced Practice Provider Itinerant
CHAP Director
Community Health Aide III, IV or Practitioner Itinerant
Dental Hygienist Itinerant
Dentist Itinerant
Domestic Violence Regional Coordinator
Electronic Health Record Trainer
Recovery & Intake Clinician

Chenega
CHA Trainee, CHA-I–CHA-IV, or CHP
Health Administrative Assistant
Health Administrative Assistant Itinerant

Cordova
Head Start Site Supervisor/Family Advocate
Head Start Teacher
Head Start Teacher Aide
Tribal Home Visiting Family Visitor

Nanwalek
Behavioral Health Aide
CHA Trainee, CHA-I–CHA-IV, or CHP
Early Head Start Home Visitor
Head Start Teacher Substitute Aide/Cook/Janitor
Health Administrative Assistant Itinerant

Explore Career and Itinerant Opportunities 
Chugachmiut is a rapidly growing 501(c)(3) nonprofit Tribal consortium dedicated to promoting self-determination 
among the seven Native communities of the Chugach Region. We are seeking highly motivated, talented candidates to 
join us on our journey to excellence. At Chugachmiut, you not only start a job but a career that truly makes a difference 
in the lives of others. We offer robust benefits to full-time employees. Join our team!

Apply at: www.chugachmiut.org/jobs
Please contact us with any questions about these opportunities at (907) 562-4155 or employment@chugachmiut.org.

Scan QR code for link

Equal Opportunity Employer & Native Preference
Chugachmiut is an equal opportunity employer. We recruit, employ, train, compensate, and promote without 
regard to race, religion, creed, color, national origin, age, gender, sexual orientation, marital status, disability, 
veteran status, or any other basis protected by applicable federal, state, or local law.

Chugachmiut has a hiring preference for qualified Alaska Native and American Indian applicants pursuant to 
P.L. 93-638 Indian Self-Determination Act.

Port Graham
Behavioral Health Aide
CHA Trainee, CHA-I–CHA-IV, or CHP
Head Start Teacher Substitute Aide/Cook/Janitor
Village Public Safety Officer (VPSO)

Seward
Certified Medical Assistant/Medical Assistant
Dental Assistant
Dental Hygienist
Dental Practice Manager
Dentist
Head Start Teacher Aide
Health Coach
RN Supervisor
Village Advanced Practice Provider

Tatitlek
Community Health Aide (CHA) Trainee
Health Administrative Assistant
Village Public Safety Officer (VPSO)

Valdez
Early Head Start Teacher
Early Head Start Teacher Aide
Head Start Center Supervisor

Kenai (Seasonal)
Assistant Module Leader — Denali Suppression Module
Crewmember FFT2 — Denali Suppression Module
Crewmember FFT2 — Yukon Fire Crew
Entry Level Crewmember
Project Squad Supervisor
Superintendent — Yukon Fire Crew
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Seward and Nanwalek students celebrated an exciting 
milestone as they graduated from Chugachmiut’s Birth 
to Five Head Start Program and are now ready to begin 
kindergarten this fall. Head Start is a federal- and state-
funded program that supports children from birth to 
age five with school readiness, health, nutrition, and 
family services designed to build a strong foundation 
for lifelong success. Throughout the year, students 
participate in learning activities that strengthen 
their social-emotional, language, literacy, cognitive, 
and physical development in a safe and supportive 
environment. Congratulations to these young 
graduates and their families as they take this important 
next step in their educational journey.

Birth to Five Head Start Graduates

Nanwalek Head Start graduates included (from 
left to right): Sparrow Wilson, Vera Ukatish-
Jimmy, Negan McNeff, Aurora Kvasnikoff, and 
Giannis Demas. Courtesy photo.

Seward Head Start graduates included (not in 
order): Zahliyah Acovak, Michael Conrad, Julian 
Rosa, and Liliana Wells. Courtesy photo.

Nunaka: My Village – Where Language Comes to Play has been 
named a Webby Honoree in the 30th Annual Webby Awards, 
recognized for excellence in Apps, Software & Immersive 
Experiences in the Education, Culture & Learning category. This 
honor places Nunaka among the top 25% of entries worldwide.

Nunaka is a free, story-driven educational mobile game that 
invites children and families into a playful Sugpiaq village 
world, where Sugt’stun language and culture are woven into 
every adventure. Designed to support early learning, language 
development, and school readiness through guided play, the 
game makes learning both meaningful and fun. We are grateful 
to everyone who helped bring this vision to life, especially our 
partners at Chugachmiut, FableVision, and iThrive Games.

Download Nunaka — just scan the QR codes below!

Nunaka: My Village Recognized as Webby Honoree

Apple App Store 

Google Play Store
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In April, participants and staff from across the Chugach region 
gathered in Seward for the Aulukluku Nutan Lumacirpet Women’s 
Gathering, a meaningful time of connection, healing, and 
empowerment. Throughout the gathering, participants engaged in 
a variety of activities, including beading, yoga, group discussions, 
and other wellness-centered activities in a welcoming and safe 
environment. Together, women shared stories, built relationships, 
honored cultural strengths, and celebrated their strength, value, 
and resilience.

Aulukluku Nutan Lumacirpet Women’s Gathering

Women connecting through creativity and 
wellness activities.

The Tunegqaq – A Men’s Wellness Gathering will be 
held September 1–3 in Seward, offering a welcoming 
space for men in the Chugach region to come 
together, reflect, and build strength through culture, 
connection, and time on the land. Participants will 
enjoy guided sessions, arts and crafts, therapy, and 
optional one-on-one counseling in a supportive 
community setting. Meals, airfare, and hotel accommodations are included for eligible Alaska Native men 
living in Port Graham, Nanwalek, Chenega, Tatitlek, and Seward. Space is limited, and applications are 
due August 3, 2026. Sessions will be facilitated by David Pavish, a speaker, presenter, trainer, and writer 
specializing in resiliency content. 

To register, contact Amanda Mendoza at amandam@chugachmiut.org or call (907) 231-2732 / (800) 
478-4155. Download the registration form at www.chugachmiut.org/event/tunegqaq-a-mens-wellness-
gathering. 

Tunegqaq – A Men’s Wellness Gathering in Seward

Chugachmiut is accepting applications for the Housing Improvement Program 
(HIP), which helps eligible American Indian and Alaska Native individuals and 
families with housing needs.

Application deadline: November 3, 2026. To learn more or apply online, visit 
www.chugachmiut.org/capacity-building/land-use-planning.

Housing Improvement Program - Applications Open

Photos courtesy of Alicia Ambrosio.
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By Paige Petersen, Fuels Planner

In late April, the Alaska chapter of the Society of American 
Foresters met in the Soldotna and Kenai area for its annual 
meeting. They toured the 50-mile Kenai Peninsula Strategic Fuel 
Break, which helps slow wildfire and protect nearby communities. 
The seven-stop field tour highlighted fuel treatment types, 
project funding, and interagency cooperation.

Presenters included representatives from the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game, and Chugachmiut. The tour 
helped set the stage for an April 23 exercise focused on designing 
fuel breaks with additional community and ecological benefits.

The exercise was developed by researchers with the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks’ Bonanza Creek Long Term Ecological Research 
Program, Northern Arizona University, and partners from Alaska, 
Yukon, British Columbia, and Northwest Territories. Chugachmiut 
Forester Nathan Lojewski, chair of the Alaska chapter of SAF, 
led participants through the exercise at an equestrian trail near 
Kasilof, a site along the fuel break.

Participants considered how fuels reduction near the wildland 
urban interface could also support community infrastructure, 
education, recreation, food production, and ecological benefits. 
Ideas included an archery range, agricultural lease areas, berry 
production, education and demonstration spaces, winter trails, and picnic areas that could double as 
helicopter landing sites.

Although the prescription is not final, the discussion gave the landowner and partners new ideas to consider 
as they seek funding, partnerships, and equipment for the project.

Foresters Tour Kenai Peninsula Strategic Fuel Break

Site 2 on field tour with presentation 
from U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Lisa 
Saperstein. Photo by Paige Petersen.

Final field tour stop with presentation from 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game’s John 
Wagoner. Photo by Paige Petersen.

The Chugachmiut Care Line offers free, 
confidential support for individuals 
experiencing emotional distress, grief, 
mental health challenges, substance 
use concerns, or crisis situations. 
Counselors are available 24/7 to provide 
compassionate listening, connect callers 
with statewide resources, and offer 
guidance without judgment. 

For support, call 1-844-891-0444 or call or 
text 988 for immediate crisis assistance.

Chugachmiut Care Line
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By Sandra L. Kleven, LCSW, Behavioral Health Clinician 

During Tatitlek’s 33rd Peksulineq Festival, a line formed quickly for 
one of the week’s most popular items — festival hoodies featuring 
bold “Tatitlek” lettering down the sleeve. The sweatshirts became a 
symbol of pride and a connection felt throughout the gathering.

Known as Culture Week, the Peksulineq 
Festival has brought together 
communities across Prince William 
Sound and Kodiak since 1993 to 
celebrate and share Sugpiaq heritage. 
This year’s festival, held May 4–8 in 
Tatitlek, welcomed participants from 
Tatitlek, Chenega, Kodiak, Cordova, 
Seward, Valdez, and Whittier.

Event organizer Angela Totemoff said what began as a village effort 
grew into a regional gathering. “One goal is to share our heritage. The 
other side of it is to learn and appreciate other cultures.”

The week blended cultural learning with recreation, traditional 
foods, crafts, and Native Youth Olympic events. Visiting dancers 
from Kodiak shared songs and regalia, while students participated in 
events such as the one-foot-high kick and scissor broad jump.

Traditional subsistence teachings remained an important part of the 
week. Students observed the preparation of locally harvested halibut 
and seal, learning skills that continue to connect culture, food, and 
daily life. Meals also reflected that connection. One night’s meal 
resembled a Thanksgiving feast, with seal stew served as a reminder 
of the week’s subsistence lessons.

One of the liveliest events of the week was the basketball game 
pitting high school students against community adults, billed as 
“Students vs. the Old Fogies.” Tatitlek, Chenega, and Whittier fielded 
student players towering well above any of the Fogies.

Throughout the game, Totemoff kept the crowd laughing with lively 
commentary, “The ball comes to the twins. It’s handed off to the 
fancy dancer, back to the twins—out of bounds! It’s the Fogies’ ball!” 
The students ultimately cruised to a high-scoring victory.

For Totemoff, some of the most meaningful moments come from 
watching young people grow more confident through cultural 
participation. She recalled a shy student from years ago who barely 
spoke during the week before stunning the audience during the 
talent show with a powerful singing voice that moved many to tears.

Peksulineq Festival: Culture, Community & Connection

Top: Alexis Geffe and Kiril Moonin 
performed with their dance group, 
Tatiilaq Agnguarstat. 

Left: Participants, including 
Chugachmiut Board Member Nanci 
Robart, played a basketball game. 

Photos by Sandra Kleven.
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Benjamin Niedbalski is Chugachmiut’s new Tribal Grants Writer. He develops 
grant applications and provides technical assistance in grant management to 
Chugach region tribes and is eager to support community needs, from health 
services to the preservation of Native languages. He also writes Money Monday, a 
weekly Grants Department newsletter highlighting funding opportunities for tribes 
in the Chugach Region. 

Ben brings a wide range of professional experience to his role, including work as a 
laborer, wildland firefighter, park ranger, technical writer, and educator. He was a 
writing instructor for 15 years at colleges and universities in Fairbanks, rural Alaska, 
the Lower 48, and overseas. His favorite summer job was as a fly-in camp counselor 
with Camp Fire Alaska’s Rural Program, where he taught swimming and cold-water 
safety to children in several rural villages.

Ben enjoys hunting, picking berries, foraging wild plants, and fishing. He especially enjoys dipnetting, 
smoking, and processing fish. He values spending time outside with his family.

Culture Week is supported by Tatitlek Corporation, Copper 
Mountain Foundation, and the Tatitlek IRA Council. 
Totemoff credits the event’s longevity to community 
support and a shared commitment. 

Rami Totemoff, Angela Totemoff’s sister, witnessed a 
memorable moment when a young boy who had recently 
moved from Kodiak joined visiting dancers, seamlessly 
remembering the movements from home. For Angela 
Totemoff, those moments help explain why culture week has endured for more than 30 years. “Students go 
off and graduate,” she said, “but they always come back in some form or fashion to participate.”

More than three decades later, the Peksulineq Festival continues to do more than preserve tradition. It 
strengthens relationships, connects generations, and ensures cultural knowledge is passed down.

Peksulineq Festival, continued

Native Youth Olympics demonstrations. Photos by Sandra Kleven.

Benjamin Niedbalski. 
Photo by Casandra 
Mancl.

Employee Spotlight – Benjamin Niedbalski
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By Casandra Mancl, Communications Specialist 

At Chugachmiut, preserving the memories and heritage of the Alaska Native people in the Chugach region is 
a vital responsibility. Among the memories found in the archives are hundreds of physical video and audio 
magnetic tapes containing interviews with Elders, Native language recordings, oral histories, important 
events, and other irreplaceable moments. As time passes, however, these tapes become harder to preserve 
and even harder to play back, putting these shared stories at risk of being lost.

Saving Memories at Archiving Workshop 

Attendees at the Community Archiving Workshop held in Anchorage in late May. Unless noted, attendees are 
Chugachmiut staff. Photo courtesy of Sarjus Moonin.

Front (left–right): Anthony Brewster (Nanwalek), Moriah Ulinskas (CAW), Sarjus Moonin (Nanwalek), Gordon 
Kvasnikoff (Nanwalek), Angela Gonzalez, Kurt Reimann (Surreal Studios).  
Back (left–right): Molly Conley (Chugach Museum), Madeline Frieser, Nichol Herman, Gabrielle Wolfe, Darrel 
Olsen (Cordova), Benjamin Niedbalski, Alicia Wieber, Afsheen Nomai (CAW), Marie Lascu (CAW), Pamela Vadakan 
(CAW), Sandra Yates (CAW), Casandra Mancl.

Participants learned how to inventory and care 
for film and audio materials, including film reels, 
cassette tapes, VHS tapes, 8mm film, DVDs, floppy 
disks, and more. Photo by Madeline Frieser.

In May, Chugachmiut, in collaboration with the 
Community Archiving Workshop (CAW), hosted an open 
collections workshop to inventory these tapes and enter 
them into a master spreadsheet. The workshop marked 
an important step toward converting physical recordings 
into digital formats. Chugachmiut archivist Madeline 
Frieser said the goal was to spark learning, care, 
and excitement around preserving audio and visual 
media in the region. She says that, as magnetic media 
rapidly degrades, important cultural moments across 
collections held in people’s homes and community 
repositories are at risk of being lost. Administration 
Manager Nichol Herman said the workshop also taught 
basic skills for caring for these collections while keeping 
the work rooted locally, where these memories belong. 
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While much of the media inventoried during the workshop came 
from Chugachmiut’s archives, people from the region also brought 
personal collections to learn how to care for them. One participant, 
Darrel Olsen, brought two 8mm family film reels from his infancy. One 
reel, labeled “Pre-earth 1 of 2,” appeared to show Cordova just before 
the 1964 Good Friday Earthquake. The other, titled “Birthday Skating 
and Christmas,” seems to capture Olsen’s first Christmas in 1963 with 
his family in Cordova.

As the reels were reviewed, images of his childhood came into view: a 
child opening Christmas presents, whom Olsen identified as his older 
sister; a child standing or skating on the ice; and Olsen himself as a 
baby sitting on the floor beside a cake and toys. These scenes offered 
more than nostalgia—they reopened a window into family life from 
decades ago. Olsen plans to share digital versions of the films with his 
siblings and preserve memories of life in Cordova at that time. 

Community Archiving Workshop, continued

Filmstrips from Darrel Olsen’s video 
archives. Photos by Casandra Mancl.

Through efforts like this workshop, Chugachmiut is helping ensure that the region’s voices, memories, and 
experiences are not lost. By supporting Elders, families, and younger generations in reconnecting with these 
materials, the work of preservation becomes a shared act of cultural stewardship—honoring the past while 
protecting it for the future.

To learn about the archiving projects, contact Archivist Madeline Frieser at (907) 562-4155, ext. 159, (800) 
478-4155, or MadelineF@Chugachmiut.org.

Sandra Yates shares film preservation tips. Photos by Angela Gonzalez and Casandra Mancl.

Photos by Angela Gonzalez

“We are becoming the elders, and we are running out of time. 
This is very important work.” - Darrel Olsen“
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Health Services Division News

Team Highlights
Welcoming New Team Members
We are grateful to have these dedicated professionals join our team as we continue serving our communities 
throughout the region.

Annual Health Fair Events
We’re here to support the health and wellness in the 
Chugach region. Most recently, we were proud to 
participate in the community health fair in Seward on 
May 23 and the Qutekcak Native Tribe’s Annual Healthy 
Lifestyles Picnic (at right) on June 6. 

Upcoming Health Fairs
•	 Port Graham on August 4 and Nanwalek on August 6.
•	 Tatitlek on October 13 and Chenega on October 15 in 
partnership with Alyeska Pipeline Service Company.

Step Into Summer Step Challenge — June 15 to July 14
Our Step Into Summer Step Challenge is underway, and there’s still time to join! The 
challenge is open to all regional community members and employees. We hope to see you 
out there! Scan the QR code to join, or use the link and codes below.

https://link.wb.rewardgateway.com/join?orgCode=X5P23V3MR4&groupCode=363878PQ 
Group Code: VY6P59YP | Organization Code: X5P23V3MR4

•	 Adrienne Moonin, Health Administrative Assistant
•	 Dr. Phillip Mendoza, Medical Director

Clinic Hours Lunch Additional Hours / Notes

Chugachmiut Regional 
Health Center – Seward

Monday - Friday,  
8:00 AM - 6:00 PM

12:00 PM - 
12:45 PM

Saturday Hours:
Saturday, 8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 
Saturday Lunch: 12:00 PM - 1:00 PM

Arch Priest Nicholas 
Kompkoff Clinic – Chenega

Monday - Thursday, 
8:00 AM - 6:00 PM

12:00 PM - 
12:45 PM

Visiting Provider Hours:  
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 
Lunch: 12:00 PM - 1:00 PM

Tatitlek Clinic Monday - Thursday, 
8:00 AM - 6:00 PM

12:00 PM - 
12:45 PM

Visiting Provider Hours:  
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 
Lunch: 12:00 PM - 1:00 PM

Anesia Anahonak Moonin 
Clinic – Port Graham

Monday - Friday,  
8:30 AM - 5:00 PM

12:00 PM - 
1:00 PM

Nanwalek Clinic Monday - Friday,  
8:00 AM - 6:00 PM

12:00 PM - 
12:45 PM

Visiting Provider Hours:  
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 
Lunch: 12:00 PM - 1:00 PM

Summer Hours
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Health Services Division News
Emergency Medical Services Training Update
EMS Training Officer Robert Bowler has been providing EMS training opportunities across our region. We 
are grateful to everyone who stepped up to get certified — your dedication strengthens emergency response 
and helps keep our communities safe!

Training
•	 Port Graham Emergency Trauma Technician (ETT) & CPR Training completed in December 2025.
•	 Chenega ETT Training completed in April 2026.
•	 Tatitlek ETT Training completed in June 2026.
•	 Nanwalek ETT Training completed in June 2026.

Health Education: Monthly Health Focus
Every month, we highlight health topics tied to national health observances — bringing timely education, 
resources, and wellness support directly to you and your community. Whether it’s prevention, early 
intervention, or managing chronic conditions, our goal is to help you stay informed and healthy. For more 
information or to speak with a healthcare provider, contact your local clinic.

July: HIV Stigma and Hepatitis Awareness Month
July is HIV Stigma and Hepatitis Awareness Month, a national health observance aimed at reducing stigma, 
promoting prevention, and encouraging screening for HIV and viral hepatitis. 

HIV Stigma 
HIV stigma refers to the negative attitudes and beliefs directed at people living with HIV. It is a form of 
prejudice that can seriously harm mental and emotional well-being, leading to shame, fear, social isolation, 
and reluctance to get tested or seek treatment. By fostering a culture of compassion, acceptance, and 
support, we can help remove the barriers that keep people from getting the care they deserve. Together, 
we can create an environment where everyone feels empowered to prioritize their health without fear of 
judgment or discrimination.

What is Hepatitis? 
Hepatitis is an inflammation of the liver that can be caused by viral infections, autoimmune diseases, 
alcohol, drugs, or toxins. The most common types are viral hepatitis A, B, and C, each caused by a different 
virus. Depending on the type, hepatitis can be transmitted through contaminated food and water, body 
fluids, sexual contact, or sharing needles. If left untreated, it can lead to serious liver complications, 
including cirrhosis and liver cancer. Treatment may involve lifestyle changes, medications, or in severe 
cases, a liver transplant.

Prevention and Screening 
Hepatitis A and B can both be prevented with safe and effective vaccines. The Hepatitis A vaccine is 
recommended for all children starting at 12 months and for adults who may be at risk. The Hepatitis B 
vaccine is recommended for infants, children, and adults. While there is currently no vaccine for Hepatitis 
C, it is curable. Most people can be cured within 8–12 weeks of treatment. Because many people with 
Hepatitis C have no symptoms, testing is the only way to know if you are infected. The CDC recommends 
that all adults get tested at least once in their lifetime and that pregnant women get tested during each 
pregnancy. Anyone with ongoing risk factors or certain medical conditions should also get tested regularly.
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August: National Immunization Awareness Month
National Immunization Awareness Month is observed every August to highlight the importance of 
vaccination for people of all ages. It is a good reminder to review your immunization records and talk with 
your healthcare provider about any recommended vaccines you or your family may need.

Access Your Vaccination Records
Did you know you can access personal and family immunization records online or 
through a free mobile app called Docket®? You can review available immunization 
records, see upcoming or overdue immunizations when available, and share official 
vaccination reports for health, school, travel, and other needs.

To sign up, visit https://ak.app.dockethealth.com or download the Docket app to 
your mobile device. It is available through the App Store and Google Play Store. 

Why Vaccines Matter
Vaccines are one of the safest and most effective public health tools available. 
They help protect the person who is vaccinated and support the health of the 
broader community, including infants, Elders, and people at higher risk of serious 
illness, such as those with weakened immune systems. Staying up to date with 
recommended vaccines can help reduce the risk of outbreaks, serious illness, and hospitalizations. Vaccines 
also help prevent diseases that once caused widespread illness and death.

Health Services Division News
Know Your Status 
Anyone can be affected by HIV or hepatitis, regardless of gender, sexual orientation, or lifestyle. Routine 
screening and testing are key to early detection and treatment. When people know their status, they can 
make informed decisions, protect themselves and their partners, and access timely care — leading to better 
health outcomes and improved quality of life.

Chugachmiut is pleased to welcome Dr. Phillip Mendoza as our new Medical Director 
based in Seward. Dr. Mendoza brings 16 years of family medicine experience in both 
rural and urban settings, following his broad-spectrum family medicine residency in 
Boise, Idaho. Alongside his clinical practice, he brings a decade of health leadership 
experience. He is deeply dedicated to improving health care quality and addressing 
health disparities through a collaborative leadership style. He looks forward to 
partnering with the Chugachmiut team and learning about the unique communities 
we serve.

The son of Mexican immigrants, Dr. Mendoza was born in Denver and raised in 
Brighton, Colorado, where he met the love of his life, Amanda. Together, they raised 
two children, who are now adults, and are planting roots in Seward, Alaska. They 
are becoming active members of the Seward community while building their dream 
home in the Hilltop subdivision. 

Outside of medicine, Dr. Mendoza is an avid outdoorsman who is already looking forward to the upcoming 
fall elk and moose hunting seasons.

Employee Spotlight – Dr. Phillip Mendoza

Dr. Phillip Mendoza. 
Courtesy photo.
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I Will Do a New Thing by Nancy Yeaton
“Springing forth” is an interesting combination of two words we use. In the Bible, it is used to refer to new 
beginnings or blessings, verse: Isaiah 43:19 “Behold, I will do a new thing; now it shall spring forth; shall ye not 
know it? I will make a way in the wilderness, and rivers in the desert.”

Spring forth, emerge, burst of energy, new beginnings, blessings to come, to leave it behind and go forth. Winter 
is shedding its layers of snow, ice, and slush; it is a feeling of being free! Snow lingers where it is protected by the 
shade from trees; the ground breathes in spring as it arrives.

The birds are building their nests, taking twigs of dead limbs to make their new homes bigger and stronger. They 
are chattering more and a bit louder. Soon, the crows will make you bring your head down upon your shoulders 
as they dart at you to keep you away from their nests. That is such an eerie feeling just seeing them coming at 
you! I found that out as I innocently took the shortcut to the lagoon; those crows let me know I was in unwanted 
territory. The hair on the back of my neck stood out so hard when one crow started darting. How I tried to keep my 
head up to let them know I am not intimidated by their aggressive, impressive target practice without pecking the 
heck out of my head. Finally, my head was upon my shoulders, doggone crow anyways!

The kaleidoscope of colors starts in small waves as the sun grows brighter and daylight prepares us for what is to 
come. Sprouts of new green grass are starting to peek out. Love the participation of the land as spring, springs 
forth! The displays of spring get everyone excited: the first trout is already caught, soon seaweed will be picked, 
spring kelp for making salads, adding to soups, or just to snack on, and of course, all that daylight. We truly are 
springing forth!

The delightful giggles, screams of joy, basketball pounding the dirt, and bicycles are being brought out to ride 
on those sunny days. The warmth on my face makes me want to stay out like the kids, playing, jumping, running, 
giggling, and twirling. It is that feeling when you have been penned up inside for the winter and finally feel the 
fresh air, inhale deeply, exhale, and open your eyes.

Oh, yes, minus tides are now in the mornings. The school kids are exploring the reef, looking in the tide pools 
around the boulders on the beach. Little do they realize that gathering food from the reef is an ancient activity, 
six to seven generations old, and it is embedded in their genes. The air is thick with the saltiness of the ocean, and 
inhaling it tastes just like the food from the ocean and the reef.

Look, the mermaid takes a plunge in the cold ocean, promising herself that sobriety is the key to life. She smiles 
as she dives underwater to feel free, no longer carrying painful memories that once held her prisoner in a bottle of 
deceit. The mermaid sees an octopus swim past her, even a sea lion checking on her, oh, how she loves the water.

Soon, I will spring forth into a brand-new house! Blessed from the beginning, as 
men came to help build this new home. The moment I walk into the house, I loudly 
announce, “It will be soon, we will be home!” I imagine the house doing a little jig, 
or maybe that is a slight jolt of an earthquake! We have a brand-new bed with four 
drawers and a storage area in front.

Since I have lived in Alaska, I have not had a real bed; usually, the beds have been handmade from plywood, 2x4s, 
and nails. So, many new things, a new house, a new bed, eventually a new yard, planting of flowers, and a couple 
of cherry trees, the possibilities are endless. Great-grandchildren just waiting to see what the yard will look like. 
They love the Ninja Obstacle course; it looks like this is the new one to get. Spring forth as I count my blessings. 
Can life be this good? Just breathe, the air smells fresh, the ground is popping with bits of green, and I will do a 
new thing this spring!
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Ode to Nettles by Sharon Whytal
One thing I really love about nettles is that they come before the parade of 
summer mania begins. They arrive with such grace. When the ground, pressed 
flat beneath winter’s snow, is suddenly freed and barely revealed as the canvas 
for nature’s abundance to come, nettles spring forth in deep greens and purples, 
emerging slowly with a delicate shyness—yet clearly heralding the season’s 
change. Their rich color signals a wealth of vitamins and minerals, a veritable spring tonic for our bodies, which 
are also emerging from the great forces of winter. I have my favorite picking spots—where protected south-facing 
slopes warm first in the lengthening daylight—and I watch for them from the time the snow disappears, or even 
from the first days the sun shines with new warmth in early February. Soon, nettles!

Nettles usually emerge in early May, or even late April, in Homer—a time of relative stillness in nature, as if we 
all must pause to reflect on the introspective months of winter, the challenges of weather, and the darkness 
that invited its proverbial slowdown; what extraordinary gifts and challenges have we lived this go-round, now 
opening to the brilliance of a new summer’s return? April and May define a time of waiting, in sweet anticipation 
of spring greens and the adventures that exploding light and warmth will make possible.

Nettles come when we are not yet rushing to cram in everything we want to do in the summer months ahead. No 
garden soil is calling us, no fish are yet back, no berries are ready to pick, and there is not quite enough warmth 
to evoke even travel dreams; we stay put and ponder. This is a good thing, especially in troubled times. Nettles 
also arrive as an invitation to gather slowly, all in good time, and to think about the best preparation for the year 
ahead—for themselves, the nettles, and for all things.

In this new season coming ’round, what will we create or grow? How many nettles will I put away, and shall I 
freeze them or make “nesto” (nettle pesto) and jar it? And how many should I gather for people who also love 
them but won’t be getting out to forage? These are all juicy questions for a new season of harvest and sharing, 
and the wild ones seem especially precious to me because they offer their gifts so freely across our landscape, 
inviting us to love them, enjoy them, and benefit from their good nutrition. To me, nettles represent quiet new 
beginnings, the bounty and generosity of nature all around us, and the promise of so much more to come.

Local plants in many cultures, maybe all, if we look back far enough in stories, are seen as healing at our 
fingertips. ANTHC lovingly calls them “the store outside your door.” There is a saying across the Amazonian 
rainforest, where the World Wildlife Fund reports more than 50,000 plant species, that every poisonous plant has 
an antidote growing within six feet of it. Such is the balance of nature that humans often report when they live 
in closer connection than many of us do today. Nettles have a sting that is calmed by dock leaves, for instance, 
which in the wild often grows nearby. However, the hearty nettles grow so well in Alaska that you will find them in 
many places long since changed from their original habitat—no antidote present. It’s best to pick with gloves and 
let them sit for a few days, until their sting is gone and they are safe and friendly to handle.

One source suggests that, like plants, we humans have both poisons and their antidotes within us. There is 
certainly evidence that we need antidotes to some toxic human propensities, especially those that separate us 
from nature and from the balance that nature models. We can each invoke this power within us and around us in 
plants—to foster the balanced, peaceful world we all want to live in, and especially for children to grow up in. So, 
let’s celebrate the plants, and the nettles or whatever plants you call YOUR friends where you live!

This year, the nettles arrived late here on the southern Kenai peninsula… which, at first, always begs the question: 
will they come? But yes, arrive they have, and so it’s time to reflect, harvest, and store them—so the essence of 
springing forth can carry us onward, trusting like the sun’s rising and setting every day that all is well.
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Janelle Sta Cruz is dedicated to helping others—a devotion that stems from her time 
at the University of Alaska Anchorage, when she served as a Resident Advisor helping 
incoming freshmen feel at home on campus.

Now, as a Human Resources Benefits Administrator for Chugachmiut, she’s eager to 
learn and grow in her position while serving as a resource to new hires and long-time 
employees. Prior to her current position, she was an HR Specialist at Microcom and 
brings over five years of HR experience.

Janelle enjoys reading, exploring Alaska, traveling, and spending time with her cat.

Casandra Mancl, Communications Specialist, is the newest addition to 
Chugachmiut’s communications team. She studied digital cinema, journalism, and 
communications at Southern Oregon University. Soon after, she spent over three 
years at Alaska’s News Source, working on the assignment desk and serving as an 
associate producer.

Born and raised in Alaska, Casandra enjoys expanding her knowledge of theater, 
film, and music. Outside of work, you can often find her busy crocheting, cooking, 
baking, or writing.

Casandra looks forward to advancing her skills and sharing stories from across the 
Chugach region as part of the Chugachmiut family.

Chugachmiut Forestry is updating the Forest Management Plan for Native allotments in the 
Port Graham and Nanwalek areas. Native allotment owners, heirs, tribal officials, and tribal 
members are invited to share feedback by August 31, 2026. Your input will help guide the 
final plan and help Chugachmiut better understand the services and information allotment 
owners and heirs may need. 

Visit www.chugachmiut.org/native-allotment-questionnaire or scan the QR code to learn more.

Employee Spotlight – Janelle Sta Cruz

Employee Spotlight – Casandra Mancl

Native Allotment Survey

Chugach Regional Writers
Chugach Regional Writers
Chugach Regional Writers gather weekly and are dedicated to the craft of writing. If you want to share your 
stories and build connections with other writers, contact Sandra L. Kleven at sandrak@chugachmiut.org or 
(907) 764-1945. Thank you to Nancy Yeaton and Sharon Whytal for sharing stories in this issue!

Janelle Sta Cruz. 
Courtesy photo.

Casandra Mancl. Photo  
by Angela Gonzalez



Do you have an update, story, essay, or poem to share? We welcome submissions from Tribal and 
community members, councils, and employees. Please email your ideas, articles, poetry, and 
photos to media@chugachmiut.org. The deadline for the next edition is Friday, August 28, 2026.

A seven-member Board of Directors governs Chugachmiut, with each member selected by their 
tribal government. The Board appoints the Executive Director, who manages the organization’s 
day-to-day operations.

1840 Bragaw Street, Suite 110
Anchorage, AK 99508-3463
Phone: (907) 562-4155
Toll Free Phone: (800) 478-4155 
Care Line: (844) 891-0444
www.chugachmiut.org
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