
Personal experience informs my perspective on challenges in the north

PResideNt’s VieW With dAVid McNeiL 

an hisToric gaThering Took 
place at the canadian Museum 
of civilization in Gatineau, 
Quebec last month when doz-
ens of First Nations chiefs 
sat down with Prime Minis-
ter stephen harper and sev-
eral members of his cabinet. 
the meeting had been on 
the government’s agenda for 
more than a year, but the PM 
decided to set a date after news 
of the dire housing situation 
in Attawapiskat galvanized 
the country (see page 22). the 
images of families living in 
tents and shacks in the dead of 
winter with no running water, 
no electricity and inadequate 
plumbing was another stark 
reminder of how we have failed 
Aboriginal people. i worked in 
Attawapiskat 23 years ago, for 
a year. it is heartbreaking that, 
years later, many of the health 
and social issues of this com-
munity remain unresolved. in 
fact, they are worse.

While federal officials argued 
with the community’s chief 
over the state of the band’s 
finances, the canadian Red 
cross came to the rescue with 
sleeping bags, blankets, warm 
clothing and heaters – emer-
gency provisions meant to 
provide a little warmth until a 
more detailed plan to help the 
community’s residents could 
be hammered out. the finan-
cial challenges faced by First 
Nations communities can-
not be ignored. it is critically 
important that we are trans-
parent on the use of pub-
lic funding. however, more 

fundamental is getting at the 
issue of community sustain-
ability, addressing poverty and 
removing barriers to allow First 
Nations peoples on reserves 
the right to a full, productive 
and satisfying life.

the sad fact is the conditions 
people are forced to endure in 
Attawapiskat aren’t that differ-
ent from those on many reserves 
right across this country.

the Gatineau summit 
shouldn’t be held up as the 
ultimate solution, but it brings 
hope that we may yet begin 
to solve some of the perva-
sive social problems that have 
plagued First Nations com-
munities for decades. At the 
top of the list is housing, fol-
lowed by education. First 
Nations leaders have other pri-
orities too, such as economic 
development and land and 
treaty rights. 

the real shame is that the 
federal government doesn’t 
have to look very far to find evi-
dence of how we have failed 
First Nations communities. 
the final report of a senate 
committee on social Affairs, 

science and technology from a 
few years ago detailed the strik-
ing and widening disparities 
between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal canadians when 
it comes to health status and 
health determinants. here are 
a few numbers to illustrate 
the divide. Life expectancy for 
inuit women is 68. it’s 77 for 
First Nations women and 82 
for non-Aboriginal women. 

inuit men live an average of 70 
years, while First Nations men 
live to 69. the average life 
expectancy for non-Aboriginal 
men is 76.  

these figures were featured 
in RNAO’s Creating Vibrant 
Communities report, a docu-
ment the association has 
drawn on heavily to promote 
the urgency with which gov-
ernments must face up to their 
responsibilities to ensure the 
health and well-being of all 
citizens. While it is true that 
many First Nations commun-
ities no longer wish to be dic-
tated to, and want to make 
their own decisions, there is 
much politicians can do to 
ensure that happens.   

i view our treatment of 
Aboriginal people through 
the lens of personal nurs-
ing experience. i hope i made 
some difference in the lives 
of at least a few people dur-
ing my time in Attawapiskat. 
Like many canadians, i am 
angered by the injustices they 
face, but i struggle about how 
i can help. As an association, 
RNAO has been on the leading 
edge of this issue by speaking 
out on the importance of social 
determinants of health. i think 
we have made a difference on 
this issue. After raising it in 
the media and directly with our 
premier, i can promise that 
this is a situation we will con-
tinue to monitor. We will speak 
out when needed.  

it remains to be seen what 
promises and eventual good 
will come out of the Gati-
neau meeting. but one thing 
is certain. For the sake of First 
Nations families who live in 
the community of Attawapis-
kat, and countless others in 
this vast country, let’s hope 
it results in much more than 
another photo opportunity. RN

david mcneil, rn, bscn, mha, che, 
is presidenT of rnao. 

“i worked in aTTawapiskaT 23 
years ago, for a year. iT is hearT-
breaking ThaT, years laTer, many 
of The healTh and social issues 
of This communiTy remain unre-
solved. in facT, They are worse.”
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