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Speaking Notes - Community & Education: The Schools We Want

According to a recent UN report, Canada’s high ranking on the United Nations’ human
development scale would dramatically drop from 7" to 48" if judged solely on the
economic and social well-being of its First Nations people. In spite of decades of
blockades, direct action, endless litigation, and huge amounts of government spending,
there has been little progress in this area. For generations, the question of how to
improve the lives of indigenous people has perplexed all—until now.

The extent of social and political pathologies and their horrifyingly massive impact on
women and children cannot be tolerated another day. There is gross indigenous over-
representation in the ranks of child welfare care, in prison populations, those afflicted
with diseases such as diabetes, and in the ranks of the homeless.

Poverty is an enormous problem with a 1999 report indicating that 80 per cent of the
children living in the Vancouver area aged 0-6 live in poverty. Indigenous children die
from injuries at a grossly disproportionate rate with past reports showing that the
mortality rate from injury for First Nations infants being four times higher than non-
Aboriginal infants and five times higher for First Nations preschoolers. Suicide rates also
paint a horrendous picture of despair. First Nations males (aged 15-24 and 25-39)
having a suicide rate that is four to five times the general Canadian rate. Even more
tragically, young women in the 15-24 age category having a suicide rate 8 times the
general Canadian rate.

Substance abuse is a huge problem. A past study indicated that 73 and 59 per cent of
respondents answered that drugs and alcohol abuse was a problem in their communities.
All indications are that the abuse of and addiction to cheap and widely available drugs
such as crystal meth and crack cocaine are also sharply on the rise. Such substance
abuse translates further into grossly disproportional rates of physical and sexual abuse
directed towards women and children. The extent of the misery the indigenous
population experiences daily can only be dimly imagined by the mainstream population.

Grassroots indigenous folks are stuck with an antiquated anti-democratic governance
system that leaves them feeling disenfranchised, powerless to change their destiny, and
many, stuck with banana-republic like corruption. There is widespread frustration,
hunger for constructive change, for real leadership, and a pervasive appetite for spiritual
direction. The status quo is not making things better; indeed it is actually making things

worse.
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To make lasting change we have to start talking frankly about what is happening and
examining practical solutions on how to move forward—it is time for an Aboriginal
“glasnost” where everyone can contribute to a debate that absolutely needs to take

place.

The Aboriginal reasons for change can be summed up in the quote from Dances with
Dependency “The tears and broken hearts of thousands of mothers and grandmothers
should be enough to convince anyone that we must take action now.” The welfare trap
and dependency mindset is stealing the lives and hopes of our future generations. We
must stand up vigorously to protect our children now. Who else could have the real well-
being of indigenous children in their hearts and minds? | am challenging everyone,
particularly well-educated Aboriginal folks who have done well for themselves, to join in
sweeping aside the status quo and moving forward to a better future. We don’t need to
engage in endless talk about what the problems are—we know what they are. Inthe
words of my Tsimshian ancestors “Wai Wah!"—we need to “just do it".

The non- Aboriginal reasons for wanting change boil down to what | have termed the
“Demographic Tsunami”. The Aboriginal population is the fastest growing ethnic
population in Canada and is projected to exceed 50% for Saskatchewan and Manitoba
by 2050-- this growth rate will certainly outstrip current ability to fund on per capita levels.
Presently, the Indian and Inuit population represent 650,000 people and cost $9 billion in
transfer payments annually with an additional $9 billion from Provinces for services.
Unbeknownst to most Canadians, the Metis population is winning Aboriginal rights cases
at the Supreme Court of Canada and there may be 300,000-800,000 Metis by some
estimates. Does this mean that Canada will be looking at $36+ billion for this population?

The other half of the Demographic Tsunami is that by 2011, a full one-third of the
mainstream population is set to retire—living longer, relying on expensive social
programs such as healthcare, while not contributing to the tax coffers of the nation that
are paying for all of this. Unless we take corrective measures now, the Demographic
Tsunami is coming to swamp the finances of the country. This is not an “Aboriginal”
problem, this is a “Canadian” problem that is possibly only next in importance to global
warming as an issue that the nation needs to deal with.

| ask is this a crisis or opportunity? By taking the right path now we can avert a crisis and
turn this into a massive opportunity that preserves the prosperity and competitiveness
that everyone has come to enjoy. Canada desperately needs the young Aboriginal
population gainfully employed in the current booming economy, particularly given current
worker shortages in many sectors. In the right spirit of partnership, with the careful
development of a long-term strategic plan we need to implement a long-term strategic
plan which results in more Aboriginal grassroots empowerment, more wide-scale
employment, better Aboriginal education outcomes, and greater wealth creation.

Dances with Dependency breaks down the development of indigenous people into four
periods.
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The First Wave - Indigenous Migration & Development of Societies

In the first wave indigenous people migrated to various parts of North America where
populations and societies were maintained by natural resources. Many had sophisticated
political institutions, highly complex social structures, and well developed languages, arts
and traditions.

Indigenous people also had well developed economies and sustenance activities—
otherwise they would have starved. Tribal members relied on each other for survival and
worked intimately together—the hallmark of all indigenous groups was the strong sense
of communal purpose and fundamental importance of cooperating and working together.
Generally, tribal people were extraordinarily spiritual by many non-indigenous accounts
from the time—they had deeply held spiritual views, and had a more holistic
philosophical outlook. According to one 1893 U.S. Bureau of Ethnography report, our
indigenous ancestors “... habitually lived in and by religion to a degree that is
comparable to the old Israelites under theocracy.”

Tribal members also practiced severe self-discipline, and had an independent mindset.
Leaders had a high level of morality, and responsibility. Ethical leadership was crucial to
developing a healthy vision for which direction a Tribe should embark in.

The Second Wave - European “Discovery”

There was the period of the supposed “discovery” of the Americas and the period of
colononization. This period precipated that massive decline of the indigenous population
largely due to diseases for which there was no natural immunity.

The Third Wave — Assimilation and the development of the “Welfare Trap”

The period of massive dysfunction arose out of the last century. In order to control
indigenous people and take their traditional assets, successive governments, vigorously
promoted populations onto welfare roles and discouraged self-reliance through
misguided policy. This led to the “welfare trap” and virtually total dependence of the
indigenous people and their governments on external assistance to survive. it has also
entrenched a dependency mindset into the psyches of indigenous people as the result of
several generations of welfare trap socialization. This period has also ushered in the era
| have termed “Shaman economics”— i.e., the government’s “black magic” belief that
waving a fiscal wand over tribes, without addressing fundamental structural flaws of the
system, would create a sound economic base.

| have already talked about the massive social pathologies afflicting Aboriginal people.
There are also the phenomena of lateral violence, and learmned helplessness that rack
our communities —conditions of a people that have been long colonized.

We also desperately need real governance reform. For a variety of reasons, the current
electoral scheme system is in dire need of reform. We need change that results in
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ordinary people having a greater democratic say in every layer of Aboriginal government,
we need a new polity that leads to less corruption and wastage of resources, more
transparency and accountability in every level of govemance—one that grassroots
people can take ownership of because they feel it actually represents their interests.

The general problem with the current leadership solutions proposed is that they are
soaked in the dependency mindset socialization of the welfare trap era—and the only
solution being repeatedly advanced is that the federal government is to blame and they
must provide more financial resources. There are, with a few exceptions (such as Chief
Clarence Louie from the Osoyoos First Nation), absolutely no innovative solutions being
put forward that are likely not to exacerbate existing problems and lead to a future of
self-reliance.

The result of all of this is that the Aboriginal population has voted with their feet with over
70% of the population living off reserves (but still receiving over 90% of federal transfer
payments). There is without question massive dissatisfaction with the current system
and the results it is producing. This unrest is being more frequently vocalized by the
younger Aboriginal population—what was good enough yesterday clearly is not good
enough today.

THE FOURTH WAVE - The way forward—beyond the Demographic Tsunami
In order to move forward indigenous people must:

1. admit and begin discussing openly where we are truly at;

2. take ownership of the problem;

3. acknowledge the massive reliance and that the dependency mindset itself has
become a barrier to moving forward,

4. acknowledge the realities of our ancestors’ self-reliance, interdependence, self-

discipline, ethical leadership and cultural cooperation;

acknowledge that as long as we don’t control our own purse strings, those that

do will control our destiny;

6. be aware that money alone will never solve indigenous problems; and

7. move forward to discuss the matter openly with all stakeholders and develop a
long-term strategic plan based on action.

o

Role of Education

The past Royal Commission on Aboriginal people concluded that the “Destiny of a
people is intricately bound to the way its children are educated. Education is the
transmission of cultural DNA from one generation to the next. ©

We must recognize that the education premium applies to Aboriginals as much as other
people—as education rises, so does income and opportunities. We have to understand
that education is not only vital to the economic well-being of individuals but also that of
nations (as pointed out in the book by the OECD/UNESCO World Indicators Programme
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report)—education is associated with a wide range of non-economic benefits such as
better health and well-being. We also must have an education strategy that not only
accounts for and encompasses cultural differences but emphasizes academic standards.
Some good models where positive principles of education have been successfully
applied are Grandview Elementary School in Vancouver, and the evolution of Maori
education in New Zealand. We need more educational innovation with an emphasis on

producing results.

Economic Integration & Encouraging Enterprise

As mentioned previously, we must start taking control over our own purse strings if we
truly want to control our own lives. How can you have self-government if someone else
is paying for it? H.L. Mencken once said that “Economic independence is the foundation
of the only sort of freedom worth a damn.”

Aboriginals’ massive leverage over natural resource development and booming
commodities economy can provide a “perfect storm” to move indigenous people forward
immediately while a longer term strategic plan is being worked out.

Communities have to start encouraging and valuing entrepreneurs rather than being
hostile towards them. These risk takers may be the future revenue source for indigenous

governments.

The Maori of New Zealand coined the phrase “From Grievance to Development Mode.”
Their idea is that Tribes have been justifiably grieving because of the host of harmful
outcomes from colonization—grieving serves the purpose of adjusting to a psychological
trauma. In Canada, leaders have largely never left grievance mode and have only been
asking “Who are we going to blame for this?” At the end of the day the only useful
question is “What are we going to do about this?” Vancouver businessman Joe Segal
tells the story of the “The runway of life” noting that the only part of the runway that
matters is what is ahead of us since that is the only part we can do something about.

It is time to set the course of development back on to a path of self-reliance. When the
tide comes in naturally, the Canadian boat and the Aboriginal canoe can be lifted in an
equally beneficial manner. What matters most now is what course we set our collective
canoe in and the constructive manner in which we approach the task.

Wai Wah
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