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Sisters in Spirit Memorial 

For the Missing or Murdered Women

Tuesday June 3, 2008

Peace River Alberta

Presentation

Elders–Ruth Kidder, special guests, my sisters…………

As President of the Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women I thank you for the opportunity to be with you today. 

My heartfelt thanks to Brenda Brochu and the Peace River Regional Women’s Shelter and their volunteers.

This is a very sad and special time to recognize our women who have been murdered or gone missing, We, as an organization which was formally registered in 1995, composed of Aboriginal women, we are desperately working to get this society to listen to the voices of the Aboriginal Women. We have a project funded by Status of Women entitled “We Have Cried Enough” to address the systemic discrimination against Aboriginal Women. 

IAAW is dedicated to changing attitudes against Aboriginal women and dealing with the “Crimes Against Aboriginal Women” which is illustrated in the report and the pocket brochure that I have brought today. 

IAAW has proclaimed the “Decade of Difference for Aboriginal Women 2005 – 2015” This is the third year of this Decade. We want to change the way in which Aboriginal Women are treated- our Vision is

To have Aboriginal women walk in dignity and respect, no apologies, no hesitation and be proud of who we are.

I invite you is to become involved with IAAW to join our Circle of Sisterhood by forming a Chapter, to raise the issues of Aboriginal women and to help each other. Together we can make the changes necessary to address the poverty, the isolation and the prejudice and discrimination that prevail at this time. Can you Hear Us? Project in which we traveled across Canada to gather with Aboriginal women. I will share “Supporting Aboriginal Women” with you just before I close.

Our strategy includes the promotion of Aboriginal women in every field of expertise and office. You have all heard of the beautiful Esquao Awards Honouring Aboriginal women designed to reach out to Aboriginal Women wherever they are in this province. “Esquao” is our stylized version of the Cree word for woman which we have reclaimed so that the derogatory “s”quaw word is never used. 

We must stop the physical and psychological violence. But there are other kinds of violence I want to tell you about: 

I want to show you the poster the Saskatchewan Police used for target practice. This is an Aboriginal woman but when they were challenged the police claimed it was a Caucasian woman. A thousand posters were distributed to the Saskatchewan Police Forces. This is a special kind of violence- most people are absolutely shocked about this, but are we?

When Ralph Klein’s Fishing buddy was reported to have stated in the Western Standard Magazine that when Colleen Klein ceased to be the Premiers wife she would be “Just another Indian”. This was especially relevant because Warren Goulding wrote a book entitled “Just Another Indian” depicting a serial Killer of Aboriginal women and the indifference of the media. We held a news conference and had the magazine removed from Air Canada who wrote us telling us that they ceased putting the paper on their airlines. 

No you haven’t heard of this murderer because the media went on to try to discredit the women by saying “No one would be calling to find out about these missing women”. 

We created the Social Justice Award which we give out every two years—the first one was given to a Edmonton Police Detective Freeman Taylor who solved the Joyce Cardinal murder after eight years. This was especially gruesome then because she was beaten and then set on fire and died ten days later

The second one was given to Warren Goulding the author of “Just Another Indian”, the third one was presented to Irene Khan the Secretary General of Amnesty International because they did what we couldn’t do -  that is, to reach the National and International media and this year we gave Andrew Hanon an Edmonton Sun columnist our Social Justice Award for the coverage of the Picton Trial and the portrayal of our women. ie. The photos of the Papin women.

Another kind of violence is depicted in this plea that was sent to me: A message for the Premier Elect Ed Stelmach  from an Aboriginal Social Worker primarily  working in the mental health area just around Christmas time after the new Premier was chosen. Here is her plea:
Gangs, crimes, violence and sexual abuse are all products of poverty. I know from living and working in the inner city that these mental health problems could be solved by the mothers having enough money. She and her family are set up for failure. 
For example: 

1. A single mother is stressed out from not having enough money to pay the rent and other bills. She gets a welfare cheque but it is not enough. She can’t pay the bills, so that her fears of eviction and not having enough food for her children become part of her life. This anguish affects her children making them steal and damage property because they know that no one cares and they do not have anything, so they destroy other people’s things in jealousy and anger. 

2. The same mother goes around to food banks, stands in a food line, talks to the schools to get lunch meal discounts and discounts for school fees, gets donations for clothing for her and her children and goes garbage picking for furniture. This is how bed bugs and other bugs travel easily. In trying to deal with the humiliation, degradation and frustration, finally she gives up and child welfare is involved. 

3. Now the money flows - We pay a social worker about $25. a hour, financial worker $25. an hour, foster care home any where from $50 to $250.00 a day, and patron staff (about 12.00/hour) for visiting plus an assessment is done so psychologist costs about $162.00 a hour., medical testing, Neurological testing $5000 etc….. People are whole beings but they get put into different departments - mental health, health, welfare, housing, and any other social ailments.

The systems that benefit by people’s inability to cope with poverty have become an industry to provide a lot of people with jobs. Instead we keep our families unhappy and unhealthy because they don’t have enough money to live in this economy – they are poor.

Why don’t we give this money to the family? We would have fewer children in care, less violations and parents who have more time with their children and life would be a lot better. Provide resources to the family to address the poverty, which will in turn address the violence and crime that we all fear. This investment will pay off in a more stable and responsible society of people.

The elimination of the poverty that Aboriginal women are faced with. The day will come when no Aboriginal woman will be forced to go the food bank – because she has the means to buy enough food and by her children their own Christmas presents instead of accepting the charity of other people. And the men will be full partners to provide for their families. Is that too much to ask? I think not.

I have reason to mention the men who are so important to us by relating the conversation in my office I had with Dennis Fraser RCMP. And I quote: “Muriel you can have all the programs for the women, but it is the men who are killing them”.

· That our communities will be self-sufficient and strong to address the needs of its own. That there is enough wealth in our communities that no one will want for anything. 

· That the dignity and respect as a human being, that every one of us deserves is attributed to all of us.

· That on this Memorial of the deaths of our women, we reflect on our sisterhood, our connection with every other woman and shared pain. We, know the pain of our sisters, we know the pain of the mothers and sisters and aunties of the women those women and our women. As I told the Edmonton Chief of Police Mike Boyd “Our pain is no different than when a policeman is killed” The hurt of one is the hurt of all

But, out of the worst tragedy will come some good that good is to unite us as sisters – the Sisters in Spirit Campaign by the Native Women’s Association of Canada and Stolen Sisters Campaign by Amnesty International. We endorse them and thank them for their work but in the end it is our women here and in all the communities who must assume the power to change! 

I spoke to the YWCA National Annual Meeting last June and I said, “Gone are the days where you do things for us – support us in what we are doing. After receiving some recognition from Aboriginal women I was pretty happy and phoned my sister who is very well off, told her that I had received this honour and she said  “Well, I hope they are grateful” I almost screamed I said “Betty they are me “ They are me!

To create the Circle of Sisterhood for all women - when we hug each other we have a little Circle. Could we now create our little Circles that will give us the strength we need to have to go forward? Thank you!

Muriel Stanley Venne

