
If you happen to visit the pleasant rural community of Agness, Oregon in early August,  you’ll likely see  
sportsmen fishing in the famous Rogue River, groups camping  at Oak Flat Campground along the Wild and 
Scenic Illinois River or hikers exploring Rogue River-Siskiyou NF trails. 

This year, a group of eleven remarkable youth descended upon the community with intent and purpose. 
Instead of pursuing recreation and leisure activities, they had come to the area as members of Northwest 
Youth Corps’ South 4 Blue Crew to work with FS Botanists to dig up Himalayan blackberry, pull knapweed, 
and learn important life lessons.  

Typically with a youth crew, noisy chatter and spontaneous singing may set the mood for the day. These 
youth, either deaf or hard of hearing, set the mood while working by keeping their eyes out for the “you’re 
it” sign—raised eyebrows and an extended tongue. Whoever was “tagged” had to pass the sign along to other 
members of the crew scattered across the hillside. This activity ensured they were always looking out for each 
other and aware of their surroundings. One teammate walked among the crew with a large water jug and 
with a single hand motion, asked if water was needed. Another youth discovered a salamander and quickly 
corralled her cohorts for a look and lesson before releasing it away from the work site.

These youth, ages 16-19, joined Northwest Youth Corps’ (NYC) five-week American Sign Language (ASL) 
crew for different reasons. For some, it would be their first job and a resume builder. For others, the youth 
crew experience would broaden an impressive list of previous experience that included volunteering 
internationally or breaking wild horses at a family-owned stable. For all, it was an opportunity to be outside, 
learn new skills and make a contribution. Crew member Krysta Pardo said, “It is my passion.  I want to be 
outside doing things that help the environment.  I like the hard work out here and I like to help.” 
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AND SPREADS OPTIMISM
youth crew pulls weeds 

Northwest Youth Corps’ 
South 4 Blue Crew on the 
Rogue River-Siskiyou NF
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NYC Director Joe Waksmundski said, “While learning valuable lessons of teamwork and responsibility, youth 
gain a sense of pride that comes with hard work and a job well done. Our programs nurture and encourage 
leadership development, diversity and cultural exchange among the youth and leaders in the program.” 

When asked to describe some of the challenges of working on the crew, Brian Manjarrez said, “Sometimes 
you have to get along with people you don’t feel completely comfortable with.”  Katrina Horrell-Schmitz 
agreed:  “The challenge is how to help each other keep going, and keeping an eye out for poison oak!”  Alani 
Hunt acknowledged digging out blackberry bushes was hard work and that her hands hurt.  She immediately 
added she had learned one doesn’t need expensive things like television, internet or nice clothes, and that 
camping is cool; it is fun and you have all you need. 

What does the future hold for crew members? Greta Smith, Environmental Coordinator for the Rogue River-
Siskiyou National Forest, joined the crew for a day and shared her experiences as a deaf Federal employee.  
She encouraged crew members to work hard and play hard; the rest will fall into place. In turn, members 
shared their goals and asked how to navigate the USAjobs website.  

These young people have their expansive sights set on the future: Crew member Kayley Judd talked about 
climate change and believes that people will need to adapt—“This need is BIG.” She advocated for building 
smarter and becoming less dependent on oil. Isaac Sturgeon is interested in construction, maybe welding or 
mechanics, and is confident the job will also be “BIG.” 

Two things are certain: These youth made a significant impact as they cleared large swaths of invasive plants 
above the Agness Guard Station and nearby locations, and the future looks promising for all eleven of these 
bright, ambitious youth!

NYC DiDirerectctorr JoJoe WaWaksksmum ndndski saiaid,d, “WhWhililee leleararnin ng vala uaablble e leessssono s ofof tteae mwmworo k anndd resps onsibibililityty, yoy uth 
gain a ssenensse of f prpridide e ththatat comes with h hahard wworo k k anand d a job well ddonne.e. OOurur pprorogrgrams nurtrture and enncouraga e 
leaderershshipip ddevvelelopmeentnt, , didiversity anandd cultlturalal eexcxchangee amonng g ththe e yoy ututhh anandd leaders inin tthehe prorogrg amm.”.  

Whenn aaskskeded ttoo dedescscriribebe sommme of thehe challlenengeges s ofo wworkiingng oonn ththe e crcreew,, Brian MaM njarrrerezz saia d, ““SoSomem tiimem s
you u hahaveve tto geget t ala onnng g wiwith pppeoe plp e yoyou u dodon’n t fefeelel ccomomplettelelyy cocomfmforortatablee wiwith.”.  Katrinna a HoHorrelll-ScSchmh itz
agreeeded:: ““TheThe cchahallllenengege is hooww to helelpp eachch ooththerer kkeee p gogoining,g, aand kkeeepiingg aan n eye out foforr popoisi onon oakak!”  Alani 
Huuntnt aackcknonoowlwlededgeged d didigginng g out bllacackbkbere ry bbusushehess was s hah rdd wwork k anand d ththatat hhere  handsds hhuru t.  Shhe imimmemedid attelely y y
addeded d shshe e hahad d leleararneeed d ono e dodooese n’n’t t neen edd eexpxpenensisiveve tthinggs lilikeke ttelevvisision,n, intnterernet or nicce clothees, aandnd tthahat
cacampmpining g iis ccooool; iitt iss ffun andnd you hhavava e e all yoyouu neneeded. 

WhWhatat ddoeoess ththe e fufututure hhollold d d fof r creww mmemmbebersrs?? GrGreeta Smmitithh, EnEnvironmenental CoC ordinanattor r for thhee RoRoguguee RiRivever-r-
Siiskskiyiyouou NNatatioioonanall FoForeestt, jojoined the ccrerew w fofor r aa daday y and shhararededd hhere eexperrieencncese  as a dedeafa  Feddereralal eempmploloyeyee.e. 
Shhe e enencocoururagagede  creew w membbers to wworork k hahardrd aandndn pplalay hahardrdd;; the reerestst wililll fafallll iinto placce.e. IIn n tuturnrn, memembmbererers s
shhhhararaa edededd tttheheirir ggoaalslss aandndndn aasksked how ttoo nanavivigag te thehe UUSASAjoobsbs webbsisitete.  

TheThesese yyyyouououo ngng ppeoeoplple e hahaveveve ttttheh ir expx annsive sighttss sett ono  thehe ffututurure:e: Crerew w mmember Kayleyey JJududdd ttalalkekedd abouout t
climimmatate e chchanana gege aandndn bbelelieieveves thhatat peoeople wiwillll nneeeedd to adaptpt—“—“ThiThiTh s neneedd iis s BIB G.”” ShShShee e advocated d for bubuilildid ng 
smsmararteter anana dddd bebebeecocomimiiingng llesesss s s ded pendn ent onon oilil. IsIsaac Sturrgegeonon iiss interesteded in n coonsnstrrucucttionn,, maayby e welding or 
memechchananicics,s, aaandnd iiss coconfinfififidededd ntnt tthe job will alalso be “BIG.” 

TwTwoo ththiningsgs arere ccerertatatat in: TheTheTheThesese yyououth mmada e a a signgnifiificacantnt iimpmpacct t asas tthehey y clcleaeareredd lalargrge e swswatathshs oof f ininvavasisiveve pplalantntss
ababovovovo ee ththe e AgAgA nenessss GGuauardrd SStatatitiono aaaandndnd nneaearbrby y y lolocacatitionons,s, aandnd tthehe ffututurure e lolookoks s prpromomisisining g fofoor rr alall l elelevevenen ooff ththesesee 
brbrigightht,, amambibititiououss yoyouth!h!
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youth crew pulls weeds 

The finished NYC blackberry 
removal project on the 
Rogue River-Siskiyou NF


