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Diplomacy Council's founder wins award

Travis Griggs • tgriggs@pnj.com • February 19, 2010 

Jena Melancon believes local residents can build global relationships one handshake and one hot meal at a time.

Just a year after founding the Gulf Coast Citizen Diplomacy Council, a Pensacola-based organization that hosts international delegates visiting the Panhandle, Melancon has received a national award for excellence in promoting international education and exchange.

Last week, Melancon received the Excellence in Programming award from the National Council for International Visitors at the organization's national meeting in Washington, D.C.

Melancon was selected for the top honor for the "community organization paid staff" category from more than 90 local councils across the country.

"It was all I could do not to skip up to the podium when they called my name," Melancon said.

Melancon founded the Gulf Coast Citizen Diplomacy Council in 2008. The council hosted its first international visitors in February 2009. Since then it has brought nearly 100 delegates from more than 32 countries to visit the Florida Panhandle and surrounding areas.

"She's an absolutely fantastic person," said Jack Kichler, a member of the council's board of directors. "I don't think anybody has ever done in a shorter period of time what Jena has done."

Melancon grew up in Brookhaven, Miss., and earned a bachelor's degree with a certificate in Asian studies from the Georgetown University School of Foreign Service. She spent seven years living overseas in Italy, Japan and Russia and earned a Master of International Economics and Management from Universita Luigi Bocconi in Milan, Italy.

Melancon said one of the council's main goals is to give local citizens the opportunity to take part in international diplomacy — a job traditionally reserved for government officials in the Department of State.

Melancon said the organization operates under the principle that the best ambassadors are American families.

Local councils are connected with foreign delegates through the Department of State's International Visitor Leadership Program.

Visitors come for a variety of reasons, Melancon said.

A delegation from Gaza came last year to learn methods of responding to a national crisis. A group from Uganda came to see how government officials provide social services at the local level.

Visitors also have the opportunity to socialize informally with local residents.

Prior to founding the Gulf Coast council, Melancon spent five years working for the council in New Orleans.

She said it has been a lot of work starting a new council, but she's received a lot of support from volunteers, who have donated more than 2,250 hours, and Escambia County Commissioners, who provided the council with office space downtown.

"I'm certainly not doing it on my own," Melancon said. "I have a very supportive board and a great 
group of volunteers helping here."

Melancon said she was thrilled to be honored by the national award, and she's excited to keep moving forward, one handshake at a time.

"This is what I'm meant to do," she said.
For more information about the Gulf Coast Citizen Diplomacy Council, call Jena Melancon, 595-1631, or visit www.gulfcoastdiplomacy.org

