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National Aboriginal Day Wednesday, June 21, 2006

Introduction

Commission Chair Mr. Brian Gibson, Commission members. Thank you for the opportunity to share our concerns with you.

We were so pleased that your Chairman Gibson accepted our invitation to present the Esquao Award to Deputy Chief Roxanne Davis of the Blood Tribe in the south. This was one the highlights of our event. This turned out to be more involved than we knew, with the Elders and Chief of the Blood Tribe bringing her gifts and singing an Honour Song. Please accept our deep appreciation for the honour of having Mr. Gibson attend.  We will be providing you with the DVD of the 2006 Esquao Award to if you have missed it today shown on CTV.

The Blackfoot in the South were traditional enemies of the Crees who were in the north. So this was a very significant and moving event; that they chose to honour one of their own members in such a way was truly wonderful. 

However we receive nominations from every area of the province- from Fort McMurray to Fort Vermillion to Grande Cache to Bonnyville. From every Métis Settlement and from most of the First Nations in the province. Our awards are very different because we recognize the strength and beauty of our women; reaching out to Aboriginal Women in their communities; and having their own community and family involved in honouring the women who might never been given recognition.  It is our way of telling them how important they are to us. 

In the material I send to you I sent a photo of the Police Women participants in our Aboriginal Women’s Human Rights Symposium held in 2000. I believe that this may have been the first time Aboriginal women officers came together from Edmonton and Calgary. 

We are sorry to see that Constable Sharon Bourgue has left the Force after many years of service.  She has been a great help to us over the years and I will venture to say that it has not been easy for her within the Force. We hope that we will receive formal approval to find another Aboriginal officer like her to be our liaison.

Thank you for the honour of being here with you at your public meeting. 

This gives me the opportunity to share with you my hopes and dreams –and have you join us in changing the attitudes towards Aboriginal women. 

The Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women was born out of the need for our women to be treated with respect and have the power and support to exercise their rights. Our organization does two things, we honour our women and we deal with the crimes against Aboriginal women.

In honouring our women we have reclaimed the beautiful word  “Esquao” the Cree word for woman. This word has been stylized (it is not the way it is spelled by linguists) We have just held our eleventh Annual Esquao Awards well over 250 women have been honoured over the last eleven years. 

Our Awards are different because we have different objectives- we want to reach out to the women in the communities who then nominate the women and we honour them. We honour them for their strength and beauty. I want you to give you the gift of a beautiful word “Esquao” let me hear you say “Esquao” “Esquao” “Esquao” and to never use the “S” word ever. Because that word (squaw) is always derogatory.

I am not the first Aboriginal woman to speak out against the injustices - I refer to the courageous women who were the Voice of Alberta Native Women the VANW’S with President Bertha Clark and Nellie Carlson with Indian Rights for Indian Women 

The Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women has been deeply concerned and involved in bringing to the attention of the general public the intolerable number of deaths of Aboriginal women in Alberta, Edmonton and surrounding area and the Western provinces of Saskatchewan, Manitoba and British Columbia. In 1995, the Globe & Mail reported 470 missing Aboriginal Women. This number popped up when the RCMP went into their computer to find one missing Aboriginal women in Saskatoon and after finding two other bodies of Aboriginal women not reported in a park in Saskatoon. When I called RCMP “K” Division in Edmonton, and told him about the article the officer said, “I’m not surprised.”

The horror of the deaths of the women was first brought to light by a guest column in the Edmonton Journal in 1991 when Constance (Connie) Deiter-Buffalo wrote a very poignant piece describing the murders of Aboriginal Women. 

She wrote. “There are hundreds of Helen Betty Osbornes lying in graves across Canada. No candlelight vigils for them. Just another aboriginal woman’s body thrown out on the side of the road, lying beside a house, shot in a motel room, found in a gravel pit, hanging in a jail cell or lying in a shallow grave a few miles from town”.
In 1995 Connie actually named 110 murdered women in her second Guest Column in the Edmonton Journal. 
No one had been charged in any of these murders. The silence was deafening. When I called Connie no one had called, no on had written in, no one said anything. And the murders have not stopped! We thought because there were no reported deaths for almost a year when KARE project began but now the bodies are found.

IAAW donated our “Buckskin & “Beads” floral design which the Edmonton IAAW Chapter volunteers made for the Klondike Days Float to the Canadian Native Friendship Center, on this, we have written the names of our sisters, mothers, aunties and friends that are among the murdered and missing women from our community. There were 369 fringes and we ran out of fringes. 

To give credit where credit is due IAAW created the Social Justice Awards to honour individuals or groups who have helped Aboriginal Women – The first one was given to Detective Freeman Taylor who solved the Joyce Cardinal murder. This murder was especially horrific at the time because Joyce was beaten and then set on fire.  It took this EPS officer eight years of hard work. The ceremony involved the family, who came in from Wabasca to present him with a framed picture of a Cardinal. They said it finally brought closure to them. Our Elders gave him wonderful gifts and he turned to them and said “Esquao” I could imagine him practicing “Esquao” in front of his mirror. 

Lois Hole attended our second Social Justice Award in which we honoured the author Warren Goulding who wrote the book, ”Just Another Indian” depicting the story of a serial killer of Aboriginal women. This phrase “Just another Indian” was used to try to defame our First Lady Dr, Colleen Klein in the Western Standard Magazine and outraged all of us at the thought that she would be become “Just Another Indian” and that the stereotype and the prejudice is still there. I believe that Lois Hole learned a lot from the event and especially from the family members of the murdered women who traveled from Saskatchewan paid for by Russell Sabo Chief of Police from Saskatoon. I don’t think she could have fathomed the “terribleness” of these crimes.

The third Award was presented to her Excellency Irene Khan the Secretary General of Amnesty International for their report “Stolen Sisters” Amnesty International that did what we couldn’t do - get the international attention to the more than five hundred Aboriginal women who have been murdered in Canada. Recently a psychologist from Mexico came to Canada to petition the Canadian government to speak on behalf of the five hundred Indigenous women who had been murdered in Chiapas Mexico. My response was that Canada cannot stand up in the international stage or any stage and claim that they have protected our women. They would be ridiculed. 

To quote Stephen Owen then Minister Western Diversification when he spoke to the Aboriginal Women’s conference in Vancouver he stated: “the murders of the women in Vancouver are not simply deaths but a massive violation of human rights” Unfortunately again this did not reflect any recognition of the need for stable funding to the Aboriginal Women’s organizations outside of Ottawa and more specifically to our organization. We are also concerned that the 5 million over 5 years given to the Native Women’s Association may be used to refuse our request for recognition of the work we do. 

But we don’t have to go to Vancouver to see tragedy, we pick up the paper tomorrow and see the death of another woman not unlikely an Aboriginal woman, in Edmonton and surrounding area. 

We see our role as connecting with the women in the communities across this province – offering a rebirth to the respect and worth of our women and girls who may think that coming to Edmonton offers a new life and hope. 

Our mothers who find themselves in poverty and unable to cope with having no money. We see the strength and beauty in our women, we admire their courage and we deeply mourn their death. As I stated to Jim Edwards Chair of the University of Alberta and to our Chief of Police Mike Boyd - our pain is the same for the loss of our women as the Mounties or Officers that are killed. Now that I have my grand daughter as an RCMP this is all very close to me.

But ‘”We have Cried Enough” this is the title of the project funded by Status of Women Canada which involves working together with you. It is beginning of the Decade of Difference for Aboriginal Women, which begins with Awareness leading to Education and Action. 

I am so encouraged and absolutely amazed with the new Conservative government that in the new policy paper “Women” mentioned first. To quote: Women, Children and Families: The Government recognizes the pivotal roles that Aboriginal women play within their families and their communities and in improving socio-economic outcomes. 

I believe that the stars are aligned. Edmonton has proclaimed the Accord with Aboriginal Peoples, I believe the first anywhere, Edmonton has been declared a Human Rights City, we have held our Candle light vigil at the U of A last year, you have a new Chief of Police and we are here making a presentation on National Aboriginal Day to your Commission. 

We invite the Edmonton Police Commission and all of you here, along with many other organizations, businesses and corporations and governments on December 10th, at City Hall to be a signatory to the Decade of Difference for Aboriginal Women 2005 – 2015. It states:

This Declaration will provide the framework to fulfill our commitment as citizens specifically to Aboriginal women. To quote Alex Niev Secretary General Amnesty International “ this is “Canada’s untold human rights issue”

In conclusion I want to state emphatically, the status –quo is not acceptable. I believe that together we all have realized this. It 

is not acceptable in just doing more of the same, and doing nothing is not acceptable. Indifference to the bad treatment of Aboriginal women is not acceptable. 

What is acceptable is a new era of dialogue, co-operation and mutual trust built up with our people, our women and a new approach. 

Edmonton Police Service has begun to reach out to the community with their Police Academy. I think this is excellent. We would like to go one step further in setting up a liaison with your Commission to further our mutual objectives for the safety and protection of Aboriginal women and share our ideas and progress together.   

We believe that there is much to be gained by all of us as citizens by being proactive and creative.

I thank you for this opportunity. I now will take questions and comments from you
 
 
 
 
