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2.

I.

SUMMARY

1.

Poverty, severely overcrowded and substandard housing, lack of health and social
services, lack of educational and job opportunities and many other factors create health,
social and psychological stresses in Indigenous communities that lead Indigenous
persons, including Indigenous women, girls and youth, to move from their communities
to urban centres. There, many are at risk of homelessness, violence and abuse. These
conditions have existed for many years.

2.

One of the most urgent needs in Indigenous communities is the shortage of social
housing. Poor housing conditions adversely affect the academic performance of
Indigenous children and youth. Unless this critical need is addressed through tangible
action, the conditions of Indigenous communities is unlikely to improve.

3.

The issues regarding which this Commission of Inquiry will recommend solutions are
well known, and so are their causes. The underlying challenge is the will to address them.
Concerted action from all stakeholders, including federal, provincial and Indigenous
authorities, will be required, combined with a commitment of significant new resources,
including with respect to housing.

4.

The work of this Commission of Inquiry can and must lead to the action that is urgently
needed. Given the human toll imposed by the issues, inaction is not an option.

II.

INTRODUCTION

5.

The mandate of the Public Inquiry Commission on Relations between Indigenous Peoples
and Certain Public Services in Quebec: Listening, Reconciliation and Progress
(“Commission”) is to investigate, address facts and conduct analyses in order to make
recommendations concerning concrete, effective, lasting remedial measures to be
implemented by the Government of Québec and indigenous officials to prevent or
eliminate, regardless of their origin or cause, all forms of violence, discriminatory
practices and differential treatment in the delivery of the following public services to
Québec's indigenous people: police, correctional, legal, health and social services, as well
as youth protection services.

6.

The Cree School Board has special knowledge of Cree children and youth and the
challenges that they face. The purpose of this brief is therefore to provide the
Commission with the perspective of the Cree School Board on the challenges and
difficulties faced by Cree children and youth due to the social and economic pressures
experienced in the Cree communities of Eeyou Istchee.

3.

7.

This presentation has both an institutional and a personal perspective. Before addressing
the institutional issues, I feel that it is important, as a Cree woman and public servant, to
make certain observations about the discrimination experienced by Indigenous persons,
in particular, Indigenous women in Québec. I will share with the Commission some parts
of my own story, as well as two other specific instances, that are relevant in in this
regard.

III.

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

8.

A comment made by Viviane Michel, President of the Québec Native Women’s
Association, on the first day of the Commission’s hearings starkly captures the
experience of far too many Indigenous women. She said, and I paraphrase, “It’s simply
beyond me – they don’t see us as human beings.”

9.

History has proven Madame Michel right. What other conclusion can one reach, given
the unrelenting mental, physical and sexual abuse experienced by Indigenous women in
Canada over the last four decades? Like Madame Michel, one has to ask if
non-Indigenous society sees Indigenous people, more particularly Indigenous women, as
human beings.

10.

If the victims of such abuse had been non-Indigenous, would it have taken decades to
look into the matter? Why has it taken so long to respond? Part of the answer may be
that racism towards First Nations is somehow tolerated in non-Indigenous society. Why
has non-Indigenous society been so oblivious, so indifferent to the mistreatment of First
Nations people? Part of the answer may be that mistreatment was institutionalized in
Canada’s approach to Indigenous Peoples from the start. These attitudes then
contaminated almost every interaction between Indigenous people and non-Indigenous
society.

11.

It has taken far too long, but we are now seeing first signs that discrimination and abuse
of Indigenous people are starting to be addressed. The creation of this Commission of
Inquiry is an encouraging example. Its recommendations can make a difference. For that
to happen, the work of this Commission and its recommendations cannot remain just an
expression of good will. The Governments of Québec and Canada, and society as a
whole, including Indigenous peoples, must take the Commission and its
recommendations seriously.

4.

IV.

BACKGROUND

A.

PERSONAL HISTORY

12.

My personal history may help the Commission to understand some of the discrimination
faced by Indigenous women and the hurdles that we have to overcome to make our way
through life.

13.

I was born in the bush, near the Sakami River in Eeyou Istchee. My parents were carrying
on the Cree traditional way of life and living off the land. I have fond memories of these
early years, centered on family life and learning about Cree culture.

14.

This came to an abrupt end when, at age 7, I was taken away to the Bishop Horden
Memorial School, a residential school on Moose Factory Island, in James Bay, Ontario. I
was the first girl of my family to be taken away to residential school. My parents were
convinced that they did not have a say in the decision. As one can imagine, I was
heartbroken and homesick, in a completely foreign environment, with total strangers,
speaking a language I did not understand. I was essentially alone, since I no longer had
any contacts with my parents or siblings. While other Cree girls from Mistissini and other
Cree communities were present at the school, this gave me little solace, for I felt keenly
the separation from my family and my community.

15.

I attended Bishop Horden Memorial School for four or five years. At the time, I was
given to understand that I was being taken away to be educated. However, the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission has made it clear that the real purpose of the residential
school system was to destroy our identity as First Nations people.

16.

During my stay at Bishop Horden Memorial School, I witnessed several instances of
physical and mental abuse of Indigenous children at the hands of teachers and
supervisors. These were regular occurrences. One of my teachers was especially cruel.
He would make us stand up and read and, whenever we would stumble on a word or
sentence, he would hit us with a wooden pointer. I also witnessed a supervisor physically
abuse one of the children, simply because of a broken record. The child was slapped
across the face until her nose bled.

17.

I was lucky enough to be a good student, which allowed me to skip a year and so to skip
a year of abuse. At age 11 or 12, I left Moose Factory Island to reside at the Mohawk
Institute in Brantford, Ontario. This was my first experience attending a school with
non-Indigenous children, another effort to assimilate us into white society. The abuse
that we had previously experienced did not stop. While at the residences, we were
physically abused on a regular basis. This was our reality.

5.

18.

I stayed in Brantford for only one year, until the opening of the La Tuque Indian
Residential School. There again, physical and verbal abuse continued as part of our daily
life. One small relief: we were finally allowed to interact with our siblings and to get a
brief moment of family interaction. I remained in La Tuque for about six years.

19.

I was then sent to the Riverdale High School in Montreal. Because I failed French in
grade 11, the Department of Indian Affairs sent me to Westbury College in Montreal to
finish high school. After graduating from high school, I moved to British Columbia,
where I lived for eight years, working at several different jobs.

20.

I returned home to Mistissini when I was in my 20’s. I enrolled in the teachers’ training
program in Mistissini but, because of the limited number of courses available, I later
enrolled in the teachers’ training program at McGill University in Montreal.

21.

As an Indigenous student, I was paired with a counsellor for Indigenous students. After
receiving my application, the counsellor did not forward it to the Admissions
Department, but kept it in his office. Having received no news from McGill, I was forced
to travel from Mistissini to Montreal to meet with the counsellor. I took back my
application and submitted it myself to the Admissions Department. Two weeks later, I
was notified of my acceptance to the program.

22.

When it came time to register for the fall and winter courses, I again travelled from
Mistissini to Montreal. A professor, whom I had previously met in Mistissini, helped me
to complete the form and I registered for five courses, as a full-time student. I had to
bring back the registration form for signature by the counsellor. He refused to sign it,
telling me that the courses I had chosen were a recipe for failure. He told me that no Cree
student had ever registered for five courses. In effect, I was being told that, as an
Indigenous student, I was less capable of academic success than other students, and this
by a counsellor whose responsibility it was to assist me. So much for “assisting”
Indigenous students!

23.

The professor who helped me in the registration process accompanied me to meet with
the Dean of the Education Faculty. The professor supported my course selection, despite
the counsellor’s refusal, and the Dean signed my registration form, which allowed me to
start classes. For obvious reasons, I was assigned to another counsellor. In the event, I
passed all my first year courses with flying colours and obtained my bachelor’s degree in
education in two-and-a-half years, less than the normal three-year period.

24.

After my father passed away, I went to live in British Columbia and started a Master’s
Program in Education at Simon Fraser University. I obtained a teaching position in
Vernon, British Columbia, for a contract of eight months, while completing my Master’s
program. When the contract finished, I was contacted to apply for the position of

6.

coordinator/educator of the College Achievement Program that was being developed by
En’owkin Education Center in British Columbia. Despite the reluctance of certain
committee members to hire an Indigenous candidate, I was ultimately selected for the
position after a long, drawn-out process. I occupied this position for six years before
returning to Mistissini in 1995 to join the Cree School Board as the Coordinator of the
Post-Secondary Program.
25.

I occupied this position for three years and then enrolled in a Master of Arts in
Educational Leadership at McGill University, while working part-time with the Cree
Human Resources Department. I graduated in 2002 and was then elected as Deputy Chief
of the Cree Nation of Mistissini. I was re-elected in 2006 and in 2011, I was elected
Chairperson of the Cree School Board, which position I occupy since then.

26.

While my academic path may appear unusual in some respects, other parts were all too
typical. Certainly the message that, as an Indigenous student, I was incapable of keeping
up with non-Indigenous students is one that my peers have heard time and again. It is not
surprising that some Indigenous persons end up internalizing the message. It requires
unusual determination to retain one’s faith in oneself and to persevere in one’s chosen
course of studies. Times have changed to a degree, but not entirely, and this is an
experience that Indigenous students continue to face. It is important that the Commission
be aware of this phenomenon.

B.

SPECIFIC EVENTS

27.

It is also appropriate to draw the Commission’s attention to two specific events that
occurred some time ago, but which remain open wounds. The first was the murder in
1971 of Helen Betty Osborne, a young Cree woman from Norway House, Manitoba. Her
ambition, a bit like mine, was to go to college and become a teacher. So she moved from
the reserve to The Pas to attend high school there. She was kidnapped while walking
down Third Street in The Pas, brutally beaten, sexually assaulted, stabbed over 50 times,
and killed.

28.

Even though some people from The Pas knew who had killed Ms. Osborne, there was a
“conspiracy of silence” by the townspeople. No one dared to inform the police who had
killed her. Despite a report to the police, the investigation dragged on. Four
non-Indigenous men were eventually implicated in her death. However, only one was
convicted, in 1987, sixteen years after Ms. Osborne’s murder.

29.

The Aboriginal Justice Implementation Commission conducted an investigation into
concerns about the length of time it took to resolve the case. The Commission concluded:

7.
It is clear that Betty Osborne would not have been killed if she had not been
Aboriginal. The four men who took her to her death from the streets of The Pas that
night had gone looking for an Aboriginal girl with whom to "party”. They found
Betty Osborne. When she refused to party she was driven out of town and murdered.
Those who abducted her showed a total lack of regard for her person or her rights as
an individual. Those who stood by while the physical assault took place, while
sexual advances were made and while she was being beaten to death showed their
own racism, sexism and indifference. Those who knew the story and remained silent
must share their guilt.1

30.

Closer to home, two Cree girls from Mistissini were murdered in 1973 on the road
between Waswanipi and Val-d’Or. Lizzie Blacksmith and Bella Brian, only 15 years old,
were taken away from their families, like many other young First Nations girls and
women. Unfortunately, to most, the names of these two young girls are simple statistics
on the ever growing list of murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls. To the
Cree Nation, the consequences of the loss of these women will never be fully measured,
as they were violently taken away before having the opportunity to contribute to the
growth of the Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee.

31.

Such inaction looks to Indigenous people like indifference, and contempt. It reinforces
the message that Indigenous lives simply do not matter. It breeds a feeling of impunity in
aggressors, leading them to believe, rightly, that they can “get away with murder”. And,
tragically, it leads some Indigenous persons to question their own worth and dignity as
human beings. What other message are they to take from such treatment?

32.

This situation simply cannot continue. For this reason, the Cree School Board strongly
supports the work of this Commission in changing in the relationship between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous peoples.

V.

THE CREE

33.

On June 14 last year, former Grand Chief Dr. Matthew Coon Come gave the Commission
an overview of the Cree, our ancestral land and our communities, so I will not repeat that
here. The Commission is referred to paragraphs 39 to 54 of the initial brief filed by the
Grand Council of the Crees (Eeyou Istchee) and Cree Nation Government on June 14,
2017 as Exhibit P-010 (“Initial Brief”).

34.

That said, it is important to recall certain elements that distinguish the Cree population
from the general Québec population. The Cree have a young and rapidly growing

1

Aboriginal Justice Implementation Commission, The Death of Helen Betty Osborne, Chapter 10,
Conclusions. See: http://www.ajic.mb.ca/volumell/chapter10.html.

8.

population. Half the population is under the age of 25, while the growth rate between
2006 and 2011 has been almost 16%, more than three times that of Quebec generally.2
35.

In 2011, the Cree language was spoken by about 94% of the Indigenous residents in
Eeyou Istchee and about 85% of them spoke Cree as the main language in the home.3

36.

Significant improvements have been made in recent years to community facilities and
infrastructure. Nevertheless, the housing shortage has reached crisis proportions in the
Cree communities.4 As noted below, the housing shortage in the Cree communities is at
the root of several social and health problems and has a direct impact on the Cree School
Board’s ability to fulfil its mission.

VI.

JAMES BAY AND NORTHERN QUEBEC AGREEMENT

37.

As pointed out in the Initial Brief, the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement
(“JBNQA”) is the first modern Indigenous land claims agreement and treaty in Canada.5
In 1982, the JBNQA received constitutional protection as a treaty under sections 35 and
52 of the Constitution Act, 1982.6

38.

The JBNQA was approved, given effect to and declared valid by a law of Quebec, the Act
approving the Agreement concerning James Bay and Northern Quebec,7 and by a federal
law, the James Bay and Northern Quebec Native Claims Settlement Act.8 These laws
provide that the Cree shall enjoy the rights, privileges and benefits set out in the JBNQA
as statutory rights. They also provide that they shall prevail over any inconsistent law
applicable in the JBNQA territory.

39.

The JBNQA and its implementing legislation establish a comprehensive self-governance
regime for the Cree of Eeyou Istchee. The JBNQA provides for the creation of a wide
variety of institutions and entities operated and controlled by the Cree, including the Cree
School Board.

2

Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay (“CBHSSJB”), Public Health Department,
Background summary statistical profile of health and health determinants in Eeyou Istchee for the Health
Assembly, March 11, 2016, p. 2.
Ibid., p. 12.
GCC(EI)/CNG Annual Report 2015-2016, p. 23; see http://www.gcc.ca/pdf/GCC-CNG-Annual-Report2015-2016.pdf.
Paras. 55 to 61.
Schedule B to the Canada Act 1982, 1982, c. 11 (U.K.); Quebec (Attorney General) v. Moses, 2010 SCC
17, [2010] 1 S.C.R. 557.
S.Q. 1976, c. 46, now CQLR, chapter C-67.
S.C. 1976-77, c. 32.
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9.

VII.

CREE SCHOOL BOARD

A.

OVERVIEW

40.

Section 16 of the JBNQA provides for the creation of the Cree School Board, a
Cree-controlled institution exercising jurisdiction over education within the Category I
and Category II lands of the Cree communities. While originally governed by the
Education Act,9 the Cree School Board was officially constituted in 1978 under the
Education Act for Cree, Inuit and Naskapi Native Persons.10

41.

The Cree School Board is an independent school board in Eeyou Istchee, the traditional
Cree territory. It is recognized by the Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement
supérieur (“MÉES”) and serves primarily Cree students in the region. Its education
programs are adapted from the general provincial education curriculum to provide
education in Cree language and culture.

42.

The Cree School Board is governed by a Council of Commissioners, composed of
commissioners elected for a three-year term by the Cree communities. One commissioner
is elected by the tenth Cree community of Washaw Sibi with observer status. In addition,
one commissioner is elected by the entire Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee. This
commissioner acts both as the Commissioner designated by the Cree Nation
Government11 and as Chairperson of the Cree School Board.12

43.

The Cree School Board provides education services in three sectors: Youth Education
(pre-school, elementary and secondary education); Adult Education (general education
and vocational training); and Post-Secondary Services for college and university levels.
The Board also has supporting departments, which provide services to all the Cree
communities and all sectors.

44.

The Board operates a total of twelve elementary and secondary schools in the Cree
communities,13 serving over 4,300 students in its youth sector (including almost 200
students with special needs).14

9

R.S.Q. 1964, c. 235.
Now CQLR, c. I-14.
JBNQA, paragraph 16.0.12(a).
Cree School Board Consolidated By-Law No. 1, section 4.04.
Badabin Eeyou School (Whapmagoostui), James Bay Eeyou School (Chisasibi), Waapinichikush
Elementary School (Chisasibi), Maquatua Eeyou School (Wemindji), Wabannutao Eeyou School
(Eastmain), Wiinibekuu School (Waskaganish), Annie Whiskeychan Memorial Elementary School
(Waskaganish), Luke Mettaweskum School (Nemaska), Voyageur Memorial School (Mistissini),
Waapihtiiwewan School (Ouje-Bougoumou), Willie Happyjack Memorial School (Waswanipi) and
Rainbow Elementary School (Waswanipi).

10
11
12
13

10.

45.

In addition to the youth education program, the Sabtuan Adult Education Services
provides a wide range of community-based, educational and vocational programs15 for a
clientele of over 800 adults16 living in the Eeyou Istchee territory. The Cree School
Board operates the Sabtuan Regional Vocational Training Centre in Waswanipi.

46.

Finally, the Cree School Board’s Post-Secondary Student Services Program encourages
and accompanies Cree students to acquire CEGEP, college, university and professional
qualifications, through guidance counselling, social support services and financial
assistance with offices in Montréal and Gatineau. Over the past years, the Cree School
Board has sponsored and accompanied between 500 and 600 students annually in this
way.

47.

Since its inception, the Cree School Board has taken back control over the education of
Cree children and emphasized Cree language and culture in the schools. In so doing, the
Board has put an end to the residential school system which used to take away so many
Cree children.

48.

Over just 40 years, the Cree Nation and Cree School Board, working with the MÉES,
have completely transformed education in Eeyou Istchee. Our children are now taught in
the Cree language and have courses in Cree culture in the schools. The Board has a
majority of Cree-speaking teachers and managers and the highest number ever of Cree
students enrolled in post-secondary education.

49.

These achievements are real, and very positive. At the same time, challenges remain.
Only 40 years ago, the large majority of Cree depended on hunting, fishing and trapping
for their livelihood. Today, most Cree families continue to hunt, fish and trap, but fewer
depend on these activities as their main source of income. Many Cree now work for Cree
government, such as the Cree Nation Government, or institutions, such as the Cree
School Board and the Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay.

50.

Today, Cree children see members of the Cree Nation working in Cree governance, in
offices, as police officers, pilots, in construction, as fire fighters, as teachers, in health
care, in forestry, mining and other development. We have Cree doctors, nurses, lawyers
and accountants. All these occupations require higher education or technical training. It is
the task of the Cree School Board to ensure that each Cree child is educated and equipped

14

Cree School Board Annual Report 2015-2016, page 33. See: https://www.cscree.qc.ca/en/documents/csbannual-report/948-csb-annual-report-2015-2016-high-resolution/file
Semi-automatic welding, mining mobile mechanics, automobile aesthetics, northern building maintenance,
surveying and topography, recreation leadership, hotel reception, northern heavy equipment operations,
trucking, professional cooking and landscaping operations.
Cree School Board Annual Report 2015-2016.
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16

11.

to reach his or her full potential. In fact, the Cree School Board is an essential
component of a healthy and prosperous Cree Nation.
51.

In order to achieve its mission, the Cree School Board has built partnerships with a
number of Cree entities and institutions, such as the Cree Nation Government Justice and
Correctional Services Department and various departments of the Cree Board of Health
and Social Services of James Bay, including the Department of Youth Protection.

B.

PARTNERSHIPS
1.

Department of Justice and Correctional Services of Cree Nation Government

52.

The Cree School Board and the Department of Justice and Correction Services of the
Cree Nation Government have recently collaborated to implement the Alternative
Suspension Program in the Cree communities of Chisasibi, Mistissini and Waskaganish.

53.

Originally developed by the YMCA, the Alternative Suspension Program addresses
school suspensions as an opportunity to support youth requiring extra skills or assistance
in a specific area in which they are struggling. The Program seeks to ensure that the time
spent away from school is an overall success for the students on both a personal and
educational level.

54.

The Cree School Board and the Cree Nation Government have adapted the model of the
Alternative Suspension Program using culturally appropriate content and taking into
consideration the history and realities of the Cree Nation.

55.

The ultimate objectives of the Alternative Suspension Program are to:

56.

(a)

analyze the student’s attitude towards school and identify the elements which
strive and motivate the student;

(b)

develop the student’s self-esteem;

(c)

develop and improve the student’s social skills and self-confidence;

(d)

promote self-respect and respect for others;

(e)

get the student on the right path and back in school.

If the Cree School Board and the Cree Nation Government are able to take advantage of
this program to improve the commitment of Cree children and youth to their education,
these Cree children and youth may be less exposed to succumb to outside risks. In turn,
this may lead to relieve some of the pressure on certain public services, such as police,
correctional and youth protection services.

12.

2.

Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay

57.

In November 2016, the Cree School Board and the Cree Board of Health and Social
Services of James Bay (“Cree Health Board”) established a partnership for the benefit
of Cree children and youth in the youth protection system.

58.

The agreement signed by the Cree institutions provides a protocol for engagement
between youth protection and the Cree School Board, to facilitate collaboration, sharing
of information and preparation of psychological and educational plans to support parents
and youth in our communities.

59.

In Eeyou Istchee, Cree children and youth who are in need of protection sometimes live
in their home environment. Sometimes, they are taken into temporary placement, such as
foster families, group homes in Cree communities or the Reception Centre in Mistissini,
on a case-by-case basis. Their care is overseen by the Director of Youth Protection of the
Cree Health Board, in close cooperation with the Department of Youth Healing Services,
which provides culturally adapted care and support for healing.

60.

Throughout these transitions, Cree children and youth continue to attend school. Because
of the need for confidentiality in such cases, the Cree School Board and the Department
of Youth Protection were previously limited in their ability to share information and
discuss with each other the educational needs of the youth in care.

61.

The agreement signed in November 2016 provides for information sharing between
educators and social workers, opening the door to collaboration on individualized
psychosocial and educational plans to support the parents in helping the youth succeed.
Ultimately, the agreement is based on improving services for both organizations and also
includes mechanisms for regular stakeholder meetings between the two regional Cree
entities.

VIII. ISSUES
62.

While there is room for debate as to how to improve education for Indigenous students
and their academic performance, there is little disagreement about the relatively poor
outcomes for Indigenous students in the education system across Canada.

63.

In 2006, Indigenous persons aged 15 and over had a much lower educational attainment
than their non-Indigenous peers, with 43.7% not holding any certificate, diploma or
degree, compared to 23.1% for the general Canadian population.17

17

Sharpe, Andrew and Arseneault, Jean-François, Investing in Aboriginal Education in Canada: An
Economic Perspective, Centre for the Study of Living Standards, February 2010. See:
http://www.csls.ca/reports/csls2010-03.pdf

13.

64.

In 2011, the Assembly of First Nations (“AFN”) identified the rate of high school
completion for Indigenous students as 36%, compared to the Canadian graduation rate of
72%. Again, 61% of First Nation young adults (aged 20 to 24) had not completed high
school, compared to 13% for non-Indigenous people in Canada.18 In fact, the AFN
concluded that an Indigenous youth was more likely to end up in jail than to graduate
high school,19 a grim finding.

65.

In 2011, the overall Indigenous high school dropout rate in Québec for students aged 20
to 24 was 43%, or 28% higher than for their non-Indigenous peers.20 A study released in
201621 found that only 4 out of 10 young adults living on reserves across the country
have completed high school. For off-reserve Indigenous persons, this figure is 7 out of
10, while it is 9 out of 10 for non-Indigenous persons.

66.

These numbers are very concerning. While it is not part of the mandate of the
Commission to address education services provided to Indigenous communities in
Québec per se, it is essential that the Commission be aware of these challenges and their
causes.

67.

A key factor to improve educational performance for Indigenous students lies in
appropriate housing conditions. Housing is central to any family’s well-being and to a
child’s academic performance. This inevitably raises the issue of housing conditions in
Eeyou Istchee.

68.

The statistics tell a disturbing story. Overcrowding affects almost 20% of households in
Eeyou Istchee, about 15 times the rate of 1.3% for Quebec as a whole.22 Census data for
2006 show that Cree households comprised multiple families at a much higher rate than
Quebec (16.6% vs 0.8%), while the number of persons per room is also much higher (0.7
vs 0.4).23

69.

In addition to overcrowding, the quality of dwellings is also often substandard. While the
proportion of Cree dwellings in need of major repairs decreased from 46% to 24%

18

AFN, First Nations Elementary and Secondary Education, A Discussion Guide, October 2011, p. 5.
Assembly of First Nations, Fact Sheet – Quality of Life of First Nations, June 2011. See:
http://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/factsheets/quality_of_life_final_fe.pdf
Richards, John, Aboriginal Education in Quebec: A Benchmarking Exercise, C.D. Howe Institute, 2011.
See:
https://www.cdhowe.org/sites/default/files/attachments/research_papers/mixed/Commentary_328_0.pdf
Richards, John, Students in Jeopardy: An Agenda for Improving Results in Band-Operated Schools, C.D
Howe Institute, 2016. See:
https://www.cdhowe.org/sites/default/files/attachments/research_papers/mixed/Commentary_444_0.pdf
Cree Health Board, Public Health Department, Background summary statistical profile of health and health
determinants in Eeyou Istchee for the Health Assembly, March 11, 2016, p. 5.
CBHSSJB, Overview of the Health of the Population of Region 18, 2013; see:
http://www.creehealth.org/surveillance-data/population-health

19
20

21

22
23

14.

between 1991 and 1996, this proportion reached 29.7% in 2011, compared to 7.2% for
the rest of the province.
70.

The housing shortage and conditions are causing grave social and health problems.
According to the last available CBHSSJB Overview of the Health of the Population of
Region 18:24
In a 2006-2007 survey, 44% of men and 50% of women reported having been
physically abused in their lifetime, and 23% of men and 35% of women reported
having been sexually abused. […] Suicide attempts are the top cause of female
hospitalisations for injuries, and the rate of hospitalisations for suicide attempts and
suicide ideation remains roughly ten times that found in the rest of Quebec.

71.

The housing shortage also has negative impacts on the academic performance of Cree
youth. Over time, these negative impacts on academic performance take a larger toll on
the Cree population: unemployment, precarious employment and limited access to higher
income employment. This leads to the economic, social, psychological and health stresses
often experienced by low income families.

72.

Overcrowding and substandard housing and living conditions present serious challenges
to school performance. The potential impacts of overcrowding on children are numerous:
(a)

lack of secure or safe space for children to study and sleep;

(b)

security and development of children compromised;

(c)

risk of family violence;

(d)

lack of space forcing children onto the streets;

(e)

children arrive tired at school and are thus less able to absorb lessons and to
study;

(f)

as a result of poor academic outcomes, there is a risk of children not being able to
reach their full potential;

(g)

increased tensions, which may lead to bullying and physical and verbal abuse;

(h)

increased risk of pressure, which may lead to alcohol or substance abuse.

73.

Overcrowded housing risks putting the academic performance and development of Cree
children and youth at risk. In some cases, the pressure and tensions may be so severe as
to lead families to leave their home communities for urban centres for their children to
attend school.
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74.

As noted above, the need for additional housing in Cree communities is urgent. Poor
housing in Eeyou Istchee has serious consequences for Cree communities and the Cree
Nation as a whole. It drives Cree individuals into the cities, where some find themselves
homeless and living in the street, prey to violence and abuse.

75.

Concerted action is needed now between the Governments of Québec and Canada with
the Cree authorities to tackle the housing crisis in Cree communities. Progress on this
front will help to create the conditions Cree students need to succeed in their studies in
their home communities.

IX.

CONCLUSIONS

76.

The harm done to Indigenous people in Canada and Quebec, and the Cree people of
Eeyou Istchee, has been well documented. Looking forward, it is useful to refer to
several key recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission set out in its
Report.25 Certain recommendations are directly relevant to the improvement of education
within Indigenous communities. They also relate to the mandate of this Commission,
dealing with child welfare and health. Rather than summarize these recommendations,
certain of them are set out in SCHEDULE 1.

77.

The issues regarding which this Commission of Inquiry will recommend solutions are
well known, and so are their causes. The underlying challenge is the will to address them.
Concerted action from all stakeholders, including federal, provincial and Indigenous
authorities, will be required, combined with a commitment of significant new resources,
including with respect to housing.

78.

The work of this Commission of Inquiry can and must lead to the action that is urgently
needed. Given the human toll imposed by the issues, inaction is not an option.
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Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, www.trc.ca.

16.

SCHEDULE 1
CALLS TO ACTION
REPORT OF TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION OF CANADA
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