Economic Development Article for 2/12/04
Youth and Community Development

It is well known and often stated that the youth of today are the leaders of tomorrow.  As obvious as this is, do we pay attention to the youth in our community and really involve them in the community they will be inheriting?  Several programs initiated over the past few years bode well for involving teenage youth in specific community activities.  The Chamber has been a leader in this effort through programs at the high school that introduce young people to the realities of the world they live in.  The job shadow program is a stellar example of this effort.

Other worthwhile programs include the Boys and Girls Club of Northern New Mexico.  They are becoming increasingly active with clubs in Questa, Taos Pueblo, Taos and Peñasco.  The Boys and Girls Clubs serve all ages of youth with a variety of after school and weekend programs.  They are expanding their efforts to address challenges that middle and high school youth face.  Then there is ECO headquartered in the Old County Court House on the Plaza helping youth to discover inherent creativity waiting to be expressed.  The Taos Center for the Arts is also focused on creative activities and programs for children with scheduled events that appeal to kids of all ages.
The Kids Unleashed program allows youth, and adults, to have fun and express their feelings.  Junior Achievement is very active in grades K-12 where volunteers share information on the free enterprise system and life skills.  Rivers and Birds, Inc. takes community leaders, teachers, and students on a journey into nature and community to connect and strengthen their relationship with heritage and environment, expanding a sense of self. There are many other youth focused programs to numerous to mention, all important, all helping to build a sense of purpose and community in the youth.

The point being made is that there is attention being given to helping the youth of our community find their place in the scheme of things.  Is it possible that more can be done?  Are we, as a community, really committed to helping with the programs currently offered?  Could we be more helpful and involved by becoming a Junior Achievement classroom volunteer?  Could we volunteer to work with the Boys and Girls Club activities?  Could we be an after school tutor and role model for kids that need a little extra help?  
In some communities, there are very active Big Brother and Big Sister programs.  Would this be something to initiate in Taos to provide support for kids who may be in need of a role model to help them through the challenging teen age years?  Kids need an alternative to the gang model that seems to be so prevalent.  Strong community development demands that attention be paid to helping youth discover their role in society as a contributing, involved participant.  Strong role models during the teen age years are a key ingredient in the process.

What if during the summer, there were a cadre of youth hired as a summer job to be Taos Ambassadors on the streets in the Historic District?  They could be trained to answer questions, guide visitors, watch for trouble spots, and simply be a ‘smile’ on the street.  This would go a long way toward building community and creating the ‘WOW’ factor in Taos.
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