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Practice Brief 22

Building Connections and
Bridging Communication Gaps

A Conversation with Nagisa Kondo of the
Salt River Pima Maricopa Indian
Community Family Advocacy Center

January 2025

Nagisa Kondo, Psy.D, is the Director of the Salt River Pima Maricopa Indian Community
(SRPMIC) Family Advocacy Center (FAC). NCARC'’s Jen Calder recently chatted over Zoom
with Nagisa to learn more about the FAC’s history and lessons learned since its 2009
founding. Their conversation has been edited for length and clarity.

Can you tell us a little bit about the
SRPMIC FAC?

Initially, we were a group of advocates,
office staff prosecutors, and some
detectives from Child Protective Services.
We started with a focus on children only.
Then it evolved. In 2014, we started to
take cases involving elderly and
vulnerable adults,and in 2016, we started
taking adult domestic violence cases.
Also, at around thattime, we got our own
therapist on staff at the FAC. Which is,
more or less, where our center is now in
terms of who we serve and what our staff
look like.

Native

CHILD ADVOCACY
RESOURCE CENTER

We serve people who are Native and non-
Native. When the FAC was established, it
was decided that we would serve any
victim if the crime occurred within the
SRPMIC boundary. We have two casinos
and hotels where domestic violence or
sexual assault sometimes happens,
frequently with alcohol as a factor. People
staying there may come from out of town,
butif the crime happened within our
Tribal boundaries, we would take it. They
may decide that they’d be better off with
services closerto where they live. In those
instances, we can provide a “warm
transfer.”
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In talking with many of the other CAC
Directors, | find there’s a difference
between CACs/FACs that arerunbya
Tribal government and those run by a
nonprofit or city, a county, or the state.
We are our own department, with our own
standard operating procedures, our own
budget, and our own staff. Instead of
being under county attorneys, police
departments, orhuman services
departments, for example, we are our
own entity, so everybody else is an equal
partner, and no other organization is over
us. I report to the Community Manager,
who reports to the Tribal Council. So, my
position is equivalent to the chief of
police or chief prosecutors, so when we
meet, I’m notin a situation where their
opinion counts more, or theiragenda
counts more.

What led to the development of the
SRPMIC FAC? Why did the community
decide to take this on?

The FAC started with a tragic eventin
2008 with the deaths of two children in
the community. They had been in and out
of the social service and CPS systems.
The police department had been
dispatched to the family and the house
numerous times. However, there were
communication gaps between different
departments and different disciplines
that the investigation found were
contributing factors to the deaths. Itis
very rare that there are instances of death
due to abuse or neglect. It was in the
news, and it was huge and shocking.
We’re a smallcommunity of about11,000
citizens, withabout 6,000 living within the
Tribal boundaries. It hit community
members pretty hard.

Tribal Council members were hearing
from their constituents about this tragic
loss. They wanted to know how this had
happened. Why did our services fail this
family? So, it was a pretty quick initiative
that the Council putin motion
immediately after that. Our Tribal Council
does a good job of taking up what's
needed in the community and addressing
it. There was a department director,
council members, and a community
manager who came up with a plan. | think
this speaks in partto one of the strengths
of having the Tribe lead this work. They
looked around to see what municipalities
were doing to avoid having things like this
happen. Theinitiative to determine what
to do came about at the end of 2008, and
about a year later, in 2009, they
established the SRPMIC FAC.

Were there any growing pains initially
for the center? Or start-up difficulties?

| heard the initial years were hard. That
was before | came here, but what I’'ve
heard aboutis that the different
disciplines struggled to figure out who
would manage this FAC and how each
would have their voice represented. In
addition, there were sometimes
investigators—police detectives or CPS—
who were concerned about
confidentiality, so they weren’t sharing
with the other disciplines. These initial
communication difficulties continued for
a little bit.

How did that get worked out? How did
the group come to a consensus?

To be honest, it's sometimes still a
struggle, although we do pretty well.
Certain cases are a little touchy or tricky
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forone of the partners or another, and
there are times when everybody can feel
the tensionin a room. Those situations
still exist.

Butfrom 15 years ago to now, | think the
biggest difference is, that we’ve already
talked over and over about why we need
our Center. It’s due to these same exact
communication difficulties that are hard
to address even with a Center. Each
discipline disagrees with the others and
withholds information for reasons that
other departments or disciplines do not
understand. The purpose of the FAC is to
streamline the process of communication
and information sharing. If everybody
holds on to information for their own
reasons, then werisk those same tragic
situations happening.

| heard that before each case, in the early
days, they talked about the reason we
exist, so thatif there's any new staff on
that case or if staff rotate on a case, they
know why they are there. Some of the
partners on the team heard it every single
time, butl think initially, it was important
to review over and over this conversation
why we are all here together.

We also would start each case staffing
with the confidentiality agreement. Now
we have MOUs between departments, but
they used to get a signature from
everybody who was attending a meeting
to affirm confidentiality and to help
people feel better about sharing
information.

Are there other things you do to bring
people together from all of these
different systems?

We do team-building activities five or six
team times a year, about every two
months. We have a potluck, a social hour,
where we also play some sort of
interactive game like charades. We have a
really big activity, usually once a year. This
year we went into Phoenix, and each
person created these succulent pots, and
then we had lunch there. Each discipline
talked about what they were doing well
and nominated a staff member from the
FAC staff or partners who did well.

We also go to a[Major League Baseball]
spring training game together. This
connects to the Tribal Council having buy-
in. Tribal Council gets a VIP room where
we have food catered, so we are all there
together, watching the baseball game. We
are there with our partners. We learn
about each other. Maybe we have kids the
same age, or we’re from somewhere
similar. We get to know each otheras a
people and connect. This helps us work
better together if we get to know and like
the person we are working with.

| hear the design of your center is
unique and reflects the community.
Can you share a bit about this?

We used an existing building, so we didn't
change the structure. Butin terms of
color scheme, we chose neutral, calming
colors, and we try to have a lot of artwork
that reflects the culture. Some of the
hallways have artwork from preschool
kids in the community, and some areas
have art from Youth Service, which is a
teen program in the community. We have
a bigger project that's coming upin
December and January. We are partnering
with Youth Service to do a bigger art
project that we can change with the
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seasons or with a different monthly
theme, like an awareness month. The art
medium can vary, and not just be a poster
board, but could be something fun, like
painting on a record, a skateboard, ora
denim jacket. So, if a youth victim comes
to the FAC, they see art that reflects them
and their peers.

In our courtyard and in the entryway area,
we have a muraldone by a community
member artistwho is well-known in
Arizona and has done art for the state
Native American Museum. The mural
depicts some of the things that
community members hold dear like there
is a mountain that's considered sacred,
and there are some of the crafts
represented, like traditional baskets and
pottery. We want people to come in and
feel it’s not a sterile place.

What are some other strengths of your
FAC that you think other Tribal CACs or
MDTs might be able to learn from or
replicate or adapt to their own
communities?

I think we have strong MDT partners partly
because we house many of our partner
positions within the FAC building itself.
We have a detective who works for crimes
against children as well as domestic

violence or sexual assault, and we house
CPS. The prosecutor’s building is just
across the street, and they send one
attorney over here every day, even if we
are not staffing a new case. | think there's
a difference between picking up the
phone and calling or emailing somebody
versus getting to just walk next door or
down the hallway. Those kinds of smaller
informal conversations can happen easily
outside of the big MDT meetings. This
helps when it’s time to talk about the
cases.

Something that | think may be commoniin
Tribal communities is people having a
strong aversion to police departments.
But, in the situations we deal with, they
need to talk to somebody. They need

help. It may be easierto go into an
advocate’s office, and then we can make
that connection to the police, so it’s not
as threatening. There is a detective who is
assigned to the case, so the victim knows
who their detective is, and they develop
some familiarity.

In our work at NCARC, we have noticed
that the way CACs operate canvary
quite a bit when they are in remote,
rural locations, like many Tribal lands
are, versus being adjacent to a densely
populated area, the way SRPMIC is.
How does being near an urban area
affect your work in the community?

We feel lucky to be in this populated area
because we can tap into different
resources. For example, we do not do the
SANE exam within the community; we
justdon't have numbers to support it. So,
we have a connection with the Scottsdale
CAC, which is very close to our boundary,
maybe 10 to 15 minutes away from our
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FAC. We use their SANE examiners for
adultvictims. For SANE exams with
children, we prefer to go to Child Help,
which is a nonprofitabout 20 to

25 minutes away. We can call the
Scottsdale FAC, Child Help, or even the
Phoenix CAC, and we can explain the
case we have and get connected to the
resources we need for the exam.

Some people don’t want to have the
SANE exam within the community,
because they are worried aboutit being
such a small circle of people. People may
be related to the people they would see
there, or they don’t feel they can protect
their privacy or confidentiality, so they
prefer going to another CAC.

Are there any other strengths,
challenges, or complexities to
partnering with non-Tribal organizations
in a large urban area?

Salt River has its own CPS investigators,
which | know notall Tribes do. Itis
unusual fora small community. The
jurisdiction for CPS is a little different
from the FAC, though, so that even if the
crime happens within the community, if
the family’s primary residence is outside
of the community—many of our families
live right outside of the community
boundaries, off the reservation—then the
case goes to the State Department of
Child Safety (DCS). We have to work a lot
with DCS rather than our own CPS, and
that can be challenging.

DCS has much higher numbers of cases
than our CPS, and it can sometimes be
hard to connect with them because of the
volume of cases. Also, DCS has different
criteria than our CPS for what they
consider abuse. Some things may be

considered abuse by our Tribe’s criteria
but notby DCS. So, there can be
difficulties with the court system here,
saying, “This is a crime per our Tribal
code. This meets the standard for child
abuse.” But DCS says it does not.

We also have cases with the nearby city
police department, whose cases Salt
River Police also work on. They'll come to
our FAC to observe forensic interviews
and whatnot. But mainly, becauseit's
urban and because we are so close to
everything, a lot of things are more
convenient forus than they mightbein a
more rural area.

Could you say more about these
challenges of negotiating criteria for
what is considered abuse in different
jurisdictions? It seems like that could
be very complicated. How does your
program navigate these differences?

The Tribal Prosecutor's office is the driving
force on what can be prosecuted on Tribal
land with a Tribal code or law. So
sometimes, if DCS declines to

investigate, we will rely heavily on our
police department here to still be able to
prosecute. If DCS declines to take the
case, we have to assume that the children
are safe and that they are notin imminent
danger. If they are community members,
we can still have our Social Services step
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in for case management. If our detective
investigates and they feel like it's
something like excessive discipline—for
example, hitting but there's no mark, and
DCS declines the case—in our Tribal
code, that can meet the standard for child
abuse if the child felt pain. So, we can
start the investigation, and we can have
Social Services step in for case
management or have the parents take
certain classes. Ourintentionis notto
lock up the parents or guardians, butwe
also wantthem to learn more appropriate
ways to discipline children.

Shifting gears again, | would like to hear
your thoughts about National
Children’s Alliance accreditation. |
know your program is currently working
on accreditation. We're always
interested in what people find
challenging and how you deal with
those challenges as you work through
the process.

Our challenge is being able to dedicate
time to getting accredited. There are a lot
of things that we are doing, but
accreditation requires us to putitallinto
policy and on paper and clearly identify it
all. Cases come up, and the accreditation
application gets put on the back burner. It
would be very helpful to have somebody
who can kind of spearhead accreditation.
I thought| could be that person, but so
manytimes, | have to step into do
Advocacy work because | have a small
staff, and if they go on medical leave or
whatnot, then my primary job is to provide
victim services. The challenge is finding
time and personnel to focus on
accreditation.

What do you see as the advantages of
accreditation for the FAC? Why is Salt
River pursuing accreditation?

I think we want to say that not only do we
think we are doing good, but we are
meeting these national standards. Our
community members will know that they
can getas good a level of service here as
in Phoenix or Mesa. We want to meet the
highest standard that there is.

Nagisa Kondo, Psy. D.
serves as a Director
at Salt River Pima-
Maricopa Indian
Community (SRPMIC)
Family Advocacy
Center (FAC) since
May 2023. She has worked in the field of
mental health for nineteen years. She has
worked as a clinician at the Department
of Corrections in Illinois and Arizona and
as a Director of Behavioral Health
Residential Treatment Facilities in the
Phoenix area. She has also volunteered
with the Phoenix Fire Department for
twelve hours weekly for two years as a
crisis response team member. At the
SRPMIC FAC, Nagisa acts as a facilitator
for debriefing existing cases, coordinating
the multidisciplinaryteam, and managing
the department's day-to-day operations.

This resource was prepared by the Native Child
Advocacy Resource Center with support from the
U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJIDP), award
#15PJDP-22-GK-03063-JJVO. The views, opinions,
and content of this publication are those of the
author and do not necessarily reflect the views,
opinions, or policies of OJIDP.
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