
Good afternoon, thank you for inviting me and Tania to speak to you today. 

Pleased to see so many attend this discussion on an issue important to all 

Canadians. 

 

I would like to acknowledge that we are here today on the traditional 

territory of the Algonquin and Anishinaabe Peoples. 

 

 

Thanks to Penny. 

 

Today, Tania and I want to talk to you about a new organization called 

Canadians for a New Partnership  

 

But first some context of the challenges faced by Aboriginal people across 

our country 

 

During my term as Auditor General, there were a number of audits of the 

federal government’s programs for First Nations peoples living on reserve. 

In all of those audits, we found a significant gap between the outcomes for 

First Nations peoples and other Canadians, be it education, housing child 

and family services, the implementation of land claim agreements and even 

the requirements on First Nations to report to the Federal departments. 

 

One of the most troubling: 



 Child and family services: In 2008, we reported that First Nations 

children were eight times more likely to be removed from their homes 

than other Canadian children. 

 Mention Cindy Blackstock, of the First Nations Child and Family Caring 

Society, filed with the Human Rights Tribunal, in 2007. Allege the 

Federal Government discriminates against FN children by providing less 

funding 

 

 
Throughout the course of our audits, some common themes have emerged 

 

First, the conditions on many reserves remain poor. This will come as no 

surprise to anyone here. 

 

Second, progress is slow. Some communities are making significant 

progress, but this is still very much the exception rather than the rule. 

 

And finally, services on reserves have not kept pace with those of 

provincial and municipal governments off reserves. Over the past 40 years, 

provincial and municipal governments have significantly increased services 

to Canadians living off of reserves. The federal government has not been 

identifying and funding comparable services on reserves in any systematic 

fashion.  

 

First Nations peoples have waited far too long to have the level and quality 

of services that other Canadians receive every day and take for granted. 

 



Interesting article by Scott Gilmore, published in Macleans in January. 

Comparison of the conditions of African-American communities to those of 

First Nations. By almost every measurable indicator, the Aboriginal 

population is worse off and lives with more hardship. 

 

We ask ourselves why? In part, the legacy of residential schools and the 

political and social context that allowed these schools to exist – the racism 

and discrimination which still continue to this day. 

 

Residential schools were established in the 1800s, first by religious orders 

here in Ontario (the first in Brantford in 1830). In 1883, the Federal 

Government opened 3 schools, beginning the residential school system. 

Over the next century (the last schools closed in the mid-1990s) more than 

150,000 Aboriginal children would attend these schools, often forcibly 

removed from their families.  

 

Government records of the time show that the role of the schools was to 

assimilate the children into Western society and removing them from their 

families was thought best to accomplish this. Children were often sent to 

schools far from their home community, or were not allowed visits from 

parents. They were not allowed to speak their language or keep their 

traditions (hair-clothing). 

 

The conditions in many of the schools was deplorable- and the rate of 

disease and death high. In 1907, Dr. Peter Bryce, the chief medical officer 

at Indian Affairs,  published a report on health conditions in residential 

schools. He found nearly 25% of children died and some schools had death 



rates of more than 50%, largely due to TB. DR. Bryce called for action on 

the situation but instead was forced out of the department. And the position 

of chief medical officer was eliminated. Dr. Bryce is buried at Beechwood 

National Cemetery and a recent ceremony was held to commemorate his 

efforts on behalf of those children. 

Beginning in the 1990s, former students began legal action against the 

churches who ran the schools and the Government who funded them. The 

suits were resolved in 2007 with the implementation of the Indian 

Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, the largest class action 

settlement in Canadian history. In addition to compensation to former 

students (some 80,000 – 1.6 Billion), the settlement established the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission.  

 

The Commission had a mandate to provide opportunities for former 

students (survivors) their families and communities to share their 

experiences. It was also  directed to raise public awareness and create a 

historical record of the schools, so that this shameful part of our history 

would be known. 

 

The Commission heard from thousands of former students, family 

members who described the effects that the schools have had on them. I 

was invited to be an Honorary Witness to the Commission, and attended 

three of the national events. The bravery and courage of the witnesses as 

they told of their experiences was inspiring. But the stories were heart 

breaking-  

-young children physically removed from their families, often not returning 

for many years, 



- physical, emotional and sexual abuse 

 

- The devastating effect not only on the children, but also on their 

families and communities. Imagine a small community with no 

children present  

 

What was particularly troubling for me, as a non-Aboriginal, was that I 

had no knowledge of the reality of these schools. Like you, I had never 

learned this tragic history.   

The TRC issued its report in June and I would encourage you all to 

read it as well as other documents that can be found on the TRC website. 

The work of the TRC has been instrumental in educating Canadians about 

the schools and their terrible legacy. But understanding the past is not 

enough. We must look to the future and work to ensure that one and a half 

million Aboriginal people participate fully in the larger Canadian society and 

benefit equally from the prosperity and bounty of our wealthy country. 

 

This requires new relationships, relationships built on mutual respect 

and trust – reconciliation. Let me quote from the TRC report: ‘Reconciliation 

is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country, In order for 

that to happen, there has to be awareness of the past, acknowledgement of 



the harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to 

change behaviour’. The Commission goes on to say ‘the relationship 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples is not a mutually respectful 

one. But we believe that we can get there, and we believe we can maintain 

it’. The report issued in June made a number of recommendations and calls 

on us all to engage in the hard work of reconciliation. 

While the problems facing us are many and great, they are not intractable, 

immutable or beyond resolution. In fact, there are countless numbers of 

stories that illustrate a tide that is turning at both a community and 

individual level. Increasingly, Indigenous peoples in Canada are 

succeeding, thriving and contributing to the Nation’s wellbeing while still 

remaining resolutely true to their unique cultures and traditions.  

One key recommendation of the TRC was to integrate the history and 

impact of residential schools in school curriculum. Concrete actions are 

happening across the country to educate young Canadian about our 

shared history, to value the immense contributions of Aboriginal people to 

this nation, and to learn about the vibrant and living cultures of First 

Peoples. 



The Northern Territories,  Alberta and Nova Scotia have amended their 

curriculum and similar changes are being developed in other provinces.  

In February, Lakehead University announced that studies about Indigenous 

people and issues will be incorporated into courses in every faculty on their 

campus. In March, The University of Winnipeg approved in principle an 

Aboriginal course requirement for all students that begin studies as early as 

2016 – it is noteworthy that this came as a result of a joint motion put 

forward by that university’s Aboriginal Student Council and Student 

Association. 

These initiatives are very important, in a number of ways. Schools can help 

to build new relationships where none (or negative ones) currently exist by 

fostering exchanges and shared activities with First Peoples at the school 

and community levels – in short, by initiating opportunities that help to 

break down the social barriers that separate us. 

And by incorporating traditional knowledge and cultural wisdom into their 

programming – not just within specialized Native Studies departments, 

colleges and universities recognize that Indigenous peoples’ knowledge 

has equal value to western ways of thinking, and it is worthy of equal 

respect.  



By treating such knowledge and wisdom as academically equal and 

legitimate, educational institutions would be using their position in society to 

change the broader social relationship between us – from that of 

“superior/inferior” to one of mutual respect and co-operation.  

The possibilities for a new partnership lay in these kinds of mutually 

respectful relationships. 

And this where Canadians for a New Partnership comes in. Stephen 

Kakfwi, former premier of the NWT, called on several of us to work with him 

in educating Canadians and building a new relationship. I will now pass the 

floor to Tania who will tell you about this new organization.  

 

 

  

  

 

 
 


