
Spring 2024  1

kang•ik'•see•roo'•koot (Iñupiaq): we understand

Spring 2024		             	         The Newsletter of Norton Sound Health Corporation					     No. 77

KaŋiqsirugutNews

Look inside!
Cultural workshops heal  p. 3 
EMS to offer trainings  p. 3
“The First Traditional Food”  p. 4
Produce for villages  p. 4 
Sign up kids for Summercise!  p. 5
New patient hostel to open  p. 6

Weight loss  
program targets 
chronic concerns



2  Kaŋiqsirugut News

EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT  

Maintenance keeps NSHC humming
Darren Virg-In is originally from Shishmaref. He graduated from James C. 

Isabell High School in Teller in May 2012, and started working at NSHC in Octo-
ber 2017. He enjoys subsistence fishing and hunting with his family. Virg-In lives 
in Nome with Debbie Okbaok and his three children, Connor, Dylan, and Kylee. 
He credits Wes Okbaok and Rose Thomas, the grandparents of his children, with 
supporting him through school and helping with his kids when needed.
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YOUR BEST LIFE
NEWS & VIEWS FROM THE CAMP DEPARTMENT AT NORTON SOUND HEALTH CORPORATION

Breastfeeding best for baby, environment
By Nicole Santonastaso O’Neill
Registered Dietitian & International 
Board Certified Lactation Consultant

It is well known that breastfeeding 
has a vital impact on the health of 
mothers and infants. 

Breastfeeding mothers are praised by 
many for choosing the best nutrition 
and for positively impacting the health 
of their children, but often overlooked 
is how important breastfeeding is to 
the environment. In March 2024, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) 
released an article recognizing breast-
feeding as a carbon offset and urging 
that breastfeeding be considered when 
thinking about sustainable food, 
health, and economic systems. 

The Norton Sound region and 
Alaska have the highest breastfeeding 
initiation rates. We are also leaders in 
exclusive breastfeeding in infants up to 
six months. 

Breastfeeding has numerous posi-
tive health impacts, including being 
considered the “first vaccine” by the 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) and the WHO. Breastmilk 
is the most nutritious and perfect food 
for infants. 

Here at NSHC, we often refer to 
breastmilk as “The First Traditional 
Food” and view it as an important part 
of our culture and traditions. Breast-
fed babies are more likely to enjoy their 
traditional foods later in life. 

In addition to great nutrition, 
we also need to consider the impact 
on our environment of choosing to 
breastfeed over choosing to formula 
feed. Protecting our environment is 
essential to protecting our access to 
traditional foods. 

According to the WHO, strong sci-

entific evidence shows links between 
how we choose to feed our infants 
and environmental harms. Only 2.2 
pounds of infant formula generates 
around 11–14 kilograms of green-
house gas and uses more than 5,000 
liters of water to produce and use in 
our homes, as well as multiple other 
harms to environmental health, such 
as impact on our land for manufac-
turing, antimicrobial resistance, and 
air pollution. Meeting breastfeeding 
goals would lead to far greater reduc-

tions in negative impacts on our envi-
ronment. 

In addition to easing climate change, 
breastfeeding supports adaptation and 
builds resilience in the face of emer-
gencies and natural disasters.

NSHC is committed to protecting, 
promoting, and supporting breast-
feeding. NSHC is a Baby-Friendly 
Designated Hospital, which ensures 
implementation of the Ten Steps 
to Successful Breastfeeding. NSHC 
offers several opportunities for indi-

viduals to get support with breastfeed-
ing, from in-hospital lactation visits 
to weekly online support groups. The 
Breastfeeding Peer Counselor Pro-
gram through WIC and our certified 
lactation educator trainings empower 
community members to support one 
another on their breastfeeding jour-
neys within their own communities. 

The next time you encounter a 
breastfeeding mama, please thank her 
for protecting our environment and 
our access to traditional foods! 

CAMP offered a lactation education training and retreat in February, with the option of receiving certification at the 
end of the three-day course. Taught by Christy Jo Hendricks, a registered lactation consultant, educator, and examiner, 
the training was open to regional residents who wanted to learn more about helping mothers during the challenging 
yet rewarding lactation process. Thirteen women took part in the retreat, where they learned about the importance of 
breastfeeding, how to counsel families of newborn babies, breastfeeding challenges, and more. The course emphasized 
the widespread impacts of breastfeeding on lives and society.

Photo: Reba Lean

Fresh produce coming your way! 
Residents in Bering Strait regional communi-

ties besides Nome now have the opportunity to 
order bundles of fresh produce for a convenient 
price through the CAMP department.

The community produce delivery program was 
relaunched this year in order to offer residents in 
villages a new way to receive fresh produce. Much 
like in Nome’s produce markets, CAMP places a 
bulk order for a variety of fruits and vegetables, and 
the supply is then split up among the village orders. 

The produce bag supplies are purchased with 
Special Diabetes Program for Indians funding, 
and NSHC Administration funds the shipping 
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Cowboy Caviar
Whether you’re heading to the rodeo or a 
picnic on the beach, this easy dish, straight 
from the pantry, will satisfy your hunger and 
taste buds. Mix up this combination and take 
it to-go for a hearty snack on your summer 
adventures!

INGREDIENTS 
	▶ 1 15-oz. can black beans, drained and rinsed

	▶ 1 15-oz. can kidney beans, drained and 
rinsed

	▶ ½ cup canned corn kernels, drained

	▶ ⅓ cup red onion, chopped into small pieces

	▶ ½ cup cherry tomatoes, sliced thinly

	▶ ½ ripe avocado, cubed

DRESSING 
	▶ ¼ cup olive oil

	▶ ¼ cup lime juice

	▶ 1 teaspoon garlic powder

	▶ 1 teaspoon brown sugar

	▶ ½ teaspoon ground cumin

	▶ Salt to taste

	▶ Chili flakes to taste

DIRECTIONS
1.	 Combine beans, corn, onion, tomatoes, and 

avocado together in a large bowl.

2.	 In a small bowl, whisk together olive oil, 
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Work underway across region to 
improve water and sewer services
Memorandum of Agreement

The Community Utility Assistance Program 
(CUAP) sent out a memorandum of agreement with 
local utility owners in the region. The document has 
been sent to every city office and tribe in the region 
that participates in the CUAP. The document estab-
lishes terms and conditions through which the CUAP 
will provide technical, financial, and management 
services for operation and maintenance of the local 
water and wastewater systems. The goal is to improve 
each community’s best practice score to be eligible for 
infrastructure funding.

The CUAP will host meetings with local tri-organi-
zations to go over the document, address any questions 
or concerns, and ultimately get the document signed 
by the city (utility owner) and the three main partner 
organizations (Norton Sound Health Corporation, 
Kawerak, and Norton Sound Economic Development 
Corporation). 

 Elim Housing Assessment

In partnership with Rural Alaska Community 
Action Plan (RurAL CAP) and Engineering Min-
istries International (EMI), the CUAP traveled 
to Elim to conduct a housing assessment. CUAP 
staff hopes to determine and assess water and sewer 
repairs for homeowners. 

The CUAP hosted a community dinner at the Ani-
guiin School on Wednesday, May 8, where staff mem-
bers explained the home assessment and gave an update 
on CUAP projects, goals, and upcoming projects. 

The project assessed 35 homes. The project will 
address in-home repairs such as new toilets, arctic 
box repairs, plumbing issues and more. 

Cooperative Project Agreements                                    

In 2021 and 2022, the CUAP contracted MK Con-
sulting LLC to conduct engineering assessments in 
each water plant in the region. The assessments iden-
tified critical deficiencies, potential upgrades, and 
essential repairs to improve the functionality of water 
plants. Upcoming projects will address these items 
and provide redundancy and prevent freeze-ups.
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Regional students supported by NSHC scholarships

Norton Sound Health Corporation offers a general, non-competitive schol-
arship to higher education students aiming for health-related fields but may be 
awarded for non-medical-related studies if the degree can help further NSHC’s 
mission and vision. Priority is given to Indian Health Services beneficiaries 
from our region who commit to returning to the region and possible employ-
ment at NSHC. NSHC’s Scholarship Committee approves the award amount 
each year. It is currently $1,500 per semester for fuĀⴀ
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Partners in regional leadership for over 45 years
The Kawerak and NSHC boards of directors gathered together for their biennial joint board meeting May 6-7. Over two days, board members heard 
from special guests on topics highly important to the region, including housing, funding resources, health care, airline access, drug abuse and preven-



10  Kaŋiqsirugut News

2023 NSHC STAFF AWARDS
NSHC Values Awards
TEAMWORK – KOYUK CLINIC TEAM The Koyuk clinic team is impressive 
all around. They show up on time and regularly and are all extremely helpful. 
They go beyond their typical duties to make providers and patients comfort-
able. When there is a traumatic incident, they work together to make sure 
patients are cared for, regardless of who is on call.

TEAMWORK – NIKKI HUKILL Case Manager Assis-
tant, Nome. Nikki is a vibrant part of Primary Care 
Clinic. She is dedicated to her role and the patients NSHC 
serves. She goes out of her way to make sure patients are 
seen by their providers, sometimes calling multiple times 
to convince patients to be seen. She follows up with 
patient travel needs reminders for village patients, and she 
is even willing to step in and help prepare patient rooms 
when nurses are falling behind.
CULTURAL SENSITIVITY & RESPECT FOR TRADI-
TIONAL VALUES – BENJAMIN JACK Cultural Arts 
Instructor, Nome. Ben is an important part of Behavioral 
Health Services and the effort to improve wellness through 
revitalizing cultural activities. He works well with patients 
and knows when to offer help or provide space. He is posi-
tive, kind, and always willing to travel to share his knowl-
edge in other communities. Ben’s skills enable him to pro-
vide cutting edge healing activities that allow people to 

make beautiful things and feed their spirit.
CULTURAL SENSITIVITY & RESPECT FOR TRADI-
TIONAL VALUES – HANNAH SCHNAIDT SAPTA Proj-
ect Director, Nome. Hannah works hard to promote 
healing through preventative activities, many of which 
involve cultural arts. She is constantly planning events and 
activities to reach people young and old in the hope to 
improve wellness. Hannah takes her role seriously and uses 
all the resources within reach to maximize her program’s 
impact.
ALWAYS LEARNING AND IMPROVING – SCHEMELL 
WEECH Emergency Dept. Nurse Manager, 
Nome. Schemell was chosen for this award in part because 
of her support for staff members furthering education 
within the emergency department. Schemell is a leader 
who fosters a culture of ongoing learning and stays 
informed about the latest updates and current topics in 
health care. It would be easy for her to fall into the daily 
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EMPLOYEES OF THE MONTH
OCTOBER – JANE HOLMES
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was shipped to Nome using funding 
in part from tribal opioid settlements 
from opioid distributors. The settle-
ments from the litigation require the 
tribal health organizations to use the 
funds for the abatement of the opioid 
epidemic and prevention of further 
opioid use. The same settlements are 
providing units of naloxone to NSHC.

Located next to the front desk at the 
hostel, the dispensing machine will ask 
users if they are experiencing an emer-
gency. If the user tells the machine they 
are in an emergency, it will pop open a 
door and immediately begin playing a 
video demonstration of how to use the 
naloxone. If the user is not in an emer-
gency and wants to keep the naloxone 
on hand for potential future use, the 
digital prompts will take them through 
a series of data collection questions to 
support the SAPTA grant efforts.

NSHC chose the Patient Hostel 
for the location of the machine for its 


