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January 9, 2009

 

Honorable Chuck Strahl

Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development and

Federal Interlocutor for Métis and Non-Status Indians

House of Commons

Room 100, Justice Building

Ottawa, ON    K1A OA6

 

Dear Right Honorable Chuck Strahl: 

 

Re. Indian Residential School Survivor; TRC Concerns

 

I would like to begin by introducing myself.  My name is Willy Blackwater, Sii’ Haast from Wilp’s (House of) Tsa Bux (Hereditary Chief) of the Wolf Clan from the Gitxsan Nation.  I am the Chairperson of the National Residential School Survivors Society.  On behalf of our 20,000 members, I am officially submitting our issues and concerns that we constantly hear from Local, Provincial, and National Indian Residential School Survivors.

 

Yes, I am the Mr. Blackwater in the National Precedent Setting Civil Litigation.  I introduce myself and our court case because the Settlement Agreement was based on our court case, “Blackwater et. al. vs. Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, the United Church of Canada and the 3 named employees of Alberni Indian Residential School”. This court case is the “Historical foundation which encouraged the Government to address the Indian Residential School Legacy” and the evolution of the Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) program, the Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement in its entirety, and the Apology from the Prime Minister of Canada on behalf of Canadians. 

 

The “Truth in regards to the above-mentioned National Precedent Setting Court Case” is that when we first initiated this court case; it was more based on anger, resentment and revenge; however, through the five-year time-frame of this unique court case we initiated our healing journeys.  When we, the plaintiffs of this court case, began to share our own respective atrocious experiences of sexual and physical abuse it was clearly evident that each of us was carrying deep, traumatic, unresolved pain and we had a choice –  either we prove our claim or it destroys our generation. 

 

As we began our journey of sharing our respective “… truths” in British Columbia Supreme Court; some of our emotional trauma was far more powerful than our power could endure; meaning two of the original 18 plaintiffs died prior to the conclusion of this court case.  The pain was too much to bear.  The deaths were the result of  “…our ‘friend’ alcohol.”  Seeing this many, many times in my life have committed me and my colleagues to do all we can to help survivors.

This is why we are so concerned that we stop the abuse – to ensure that the lives of other Indian Residential School Survivors are not lost unnecessarily.  This was the only reason that I eagerly agreed to be the IRS Survivor representative on the National Residential School Survivors Society as a Board of Director; of which I now serve as the Interim Chairperson. 

 

Concerns and Issues:

1. After the apology, there has been NO communications with survivors.  There have been many changes to the process, decisions are made independent of survivors.  It is a concern because these changes overlook the benefits of a survivor review. 

2. Survivors are constantly sharing with me, and the National Residential School Survivors’ Society office, that since the Common Experience Payment claims have been processed, there has been an enormous number of Indian Residential School Survivor deaths due to a severe absence of healing strategies.  The approach taken by the government continues to be paternalistic - setting up programs which do NOT involve survivors in the design, administration and evaluation of projects. 

3. Indian Residential School Survivors are not receiving the full Common Experience Payment claim they are entitled to because the research and administrative systems established are plagued with lost and missing records. 

4. Indian Residential School Survivors are very concerned about the upcoming IAP claim process.  The CEP process demonstrated problems that arise when survivors are not listened to.  NRSSS provided IRSRC 460 concerns and issues and these are still not addressed.  (See Attachment)  It is our view that healthy First Nation, Inuit and Métis survivors within our respective regions must be the support people.  These support people must have direct experience with traditional and spiritual healers so local resources can be used to work with survivors; their families and support to lawyers. 

5. The TRC process hasn’t even started it s work and already has demonstrated administrative dysfunction at its worse.  Instead of truth and reconciliation, it has initiated an extensive destructive reaction on the Indian Residential School Survivors due to its uncertainty.  We always thought that after the apology, the Government of Canada would wash their hands of residential schools and it seems that they have.  Most people act like they are now trying to sweep the Indian Residential School Legacy under the carpet. 

6. National Residential School Survivors’ Society is very disappointed that the pre-agreed meetings with a Government representative have been constantly cancelled and/or rescheduled. National Residential School Survivors’ Society is the National voice for Survivors and has Regional representatives across Canada which also includes Inuit, Metis, Northwest Territories and Yukon. 

 

On behalf of the National Indian Residential School Survivors and National Residential School Survivors’ Society, I am requesting that you meet with us so you can hear first hand the problems with your people and your process.  We have tried to meet with Caroline Davies many times.  Commitments were made and then there was no time to meet with our National Residential School Survivors’ Society Executive body.  We are writing this letter because we are frustrated and don’t see many other options to deal with our issues.  We are requesting that a meeting be convened as soon as possible and suggest January 28 and 29, 2009.  It is imperative to have this meeting to discuss resolution to the issues identified on the NRSSS chart and the role of the National Residential School Survivors’ Society on behalf of the Indian Residential School Survivors with your Department and the Truth Reconciliation Commission. 

 

All My Relations:

 

Sii’ Haast – William R. Blackwater

Cc:       Prime Minister Harper

            Caroline Davies

