REMARKS of DEPUTY SECRETARY ALLEN 

NEW MEXICO TRIBAL HEALTH SUMMIT

Albuquerque NM, July 2003
Mr. Toya, Ms. Naseyowma, Tribal leaders, and esteemed academic colleagues…

Good Morning!

I am so happy to be in “la tierra encantada”, the land of enchantment, and indeed, I am enchanted. 

The air, the sky, the mountains, the plains, the river valley, and most of all the people evoke a feeling of fullness and belonging. 

I am filled with joy and happiness being here and having this opportunity to share this time and explore our collective and individual views of the future.

For myself I see a powerful and healthy future ahead for the Indian people of New Mexico. 

I say this because I have some familiarity with the successes achieved thus far by the tribes, the state, the university, and the Federal government. 

I say it also because we in the Department of Health and Human Services under the leadership of our Secretary, Tommy Thompson, believe in the power of our organization to create positive outcomes. Particularly when that power is joined in partnership with visionary, committed, and capable local leadership like we have gathered here in this room today.

As you are aware, there are a number of Departmental and even Presidential Initiatives that are underway that already have strengthened our Nation’s ability to meet the health needs of its citizens, especially those who are disadvantaged. President Bush has shown consistent and significant support for increasing access to care. He has provided program increases for community health centers in the last two years to expand access to clinical care and prevention services for those who may not have access to these services currently. Secretary Thompson has acted to assure that these funds are quickly and most appropriately distributed to start new clinics and expand those that already exist.

President Bush has also stated his commitment to a Healthier U.S. and the Department has taken a leadership role through the implementation of the Steps to a Healthy U.S. In the Department, New Mexico’s own Dr. Cristina Beato is the person that Secretary Thompson turns to for leadership in giving substance to this activity. Cristi is doing an outstanding job in bringing all the elements of the Department together to focus on this effort. 

This initiative focuses on preventing disease before it can take hold of people’s lives will award $15M for community based prevention activities beginning in September of this year. It will target asthma, a growing scourge, especially among children. It will also target epidemic obesity, which is the major contributor to the steeply rising rates of diabetes, and also threatens to undercut the advances made in reducing cardiovascular disease over the last decade. The initiative will also focus specifically on diabetes, nutrition, exercise, and tobacco use. Each of these conditions and behaviors are familiar to you I am certain. The improvements that we so greatly desire will primarily come from efforts made in local environments like here in New Mexico where diabetes as a cause of death among American Indians occurs at a rate twice that of the rest of the U.S.

There are a variety of other Departmental activities like improvements in health information technologies, the Medicare improvements, and others that may assist us in tackling the health concerns that impact on your people. However, I want to abbreviate my remarks somewhat, let those details emerge as we commune together, and focus on the most critical issue confronting us as Secretary Thompson and I see it. 

Specifically, I am concerned about the disparity in health that afflicts Indian communities here in New Mexico and elsewhere in the U.S. The national statistics regarding the health of Indian people are probably well known to you.  Diabetes death rates are fourfold that of the U.S.; alcohol deaths seven times the U.S.; suicide twice the U.S. This cannot continue. We must take advantage of every opportunity; exercise every option for partnership and collaboration; implement every known effective intervention to bring the health of American Indian people to a state of parity and even more desirable, a state of wellness spiritually, emotionally, mentally, and physically. 

This is our mission and responsibility as governments and public service entities. It is why we exist. We must make it our central focus and credo.  

I know that for most of the tribal leaders here this is not news. The traditional values that are so preciously and powerfully maintained and used every day by the tribal nations here speak constantly about the responsibility for acting to promote a sense of wellness; of balance with the world; of the responsibility to build for the future of the people. I want to join with you in meeting that responsibility.  I have seen already from the health statistics of New Mexico tribal nations that the power I have just described (for indeed these traditional values and practices have great power) is being applied with great positive effects.

I would like to thank Joyce Naseyowma’s and the members of Chochiti Pueblo for the gracious hospitality extended to my daughter, my staff and I yesterday during their feast day.  It is the first opportunity I have had to participate in the beautiful traditions of Pueblo people and it is an experience my daughter and I will never forget.  This is the first opportunity she has had to accompany me on my travels to Indian country.  Most frequently her older brother is my traveling companion.  What a wonderful experience you have given her as she meets Pueblo people for the first time.  The powers of your rich traditions are an incredible and evident source of strength to your community.

The health statistics of the tribal nations here show success in many ways and a good foundation for the next leap of improvement. In almost all health measures, the health status of the Indian people here in New Mexico is either the best or second best in comparison to the rest of Indian country. The infant mortality rates, death rates for cancer, for heart disease, for suicide, even for diabetes are among the lowest for American Indians and Alaska Natives. 

This demonstrates just how powerful the leadership among the entities here in this room can be when they work together for the common purpose of reducing and eliminating suffering and disease and promoting wellness. 

But we have still not achieved what we seek: well Indian people with a strong and self directed future. The statistics still show that Indian people here in New Mexico have not achieved parity in health with the general U.S. population. This is our mutual challenge.

That challenge defines the purpose of our gathering here over the next few short days. We must work together to strengthen our trust and respect in each other. We must reach consensus on what the issues of highest priority are since we do not have endless resources or time. We must reach consensus on what we each can contribute. We must initiate action.

 I look to the leadership of the tribal nations to describe for us their views on these issues. The tribal nations are “first among equals” here. It is your people, your communities and their future that are the focus of concern. We must follow your lead and engage our resources in concert to assist the tribal nation governments to meet the real expectations of their people.

I look forward to our discussions. I look forward even more to actions that we will implement together. I look forward most of all to the time when the health of the Indian people of New Mexico is characterized by a state of wellness and strength physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.

Thanks you for your participation here and for allowing me to share my views in this manner. Best wishes to you all.

