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In late September, I
had the remarkable
opportunity to visit
nurses who work in
some of the farthest
reaches of Ontario’s
north. I traveled to
Peawanuk, Kashec-

hewan and Moose Factory to honour a
promise I made earlier this year when I went
to Timmins to meet with members of the
Porcupine chapter. During that trip,
I learned that members from these more
remote communities were disappointed they
couldn’t attend the dinner meeting that
evening. The challenges posed by distance
and the reality of their work assignments
simply wouldn’t permit it. Months later,
when I set about making the arrangements
for that promised visit, they were surprised
to learn that I was coming.

I arrived in Timmins on a cool, fall day.
Jennifer McLeod, zone nursing officer for
Moose Factory, met me at the airport.After
checking in at my hotel,we met for lunch to
plan our time together. That evening,
we met with nurses from Timmins. We 
discussed RNAO initiatives and shared 
professional activities.

The next morning, Jennifer picked me up
and, after a Tim Horton’s stop for boxes of
doughnuts for the nursing stations, we went
to the airport.We flew in a six-seater plane,
first to Moosonee and then to Peawanuk
where I had my first experience landing on a
gravel runway.No worries; it was a steady and
uneventful landing. In my entire life, I’ve
never experienced ‘star’ treatment, but I have
to tell you I felt like a special and honoured
visitor everywhere we went. The nurses we
visited were excited to meet me but I was just
as thrilled to be there, learning about their
practice, their patients and their work envi-
ronments. Our colleagues are doing 
outstanding work and their organizations
support them to be members of RNAO.

The nursing station in Peawanuk is a
modern and well equipped facility. I met two
nurses who provide much of the care for this

community. Physicians and a dentist visit on
a consulting basis.The station functions as an
ambulatory clinic with several areas, each
with its own function. One for emergency,
one for assessments, another room houses
the pharmacy, and yet another for dentistry.
One area provides the nurses with their win-
dow to the world, enabling them to connect
with professional colleagues and educators
via video hook-up.

Next, we visited Kashechewan. I didn’t
know what to expect given this community’s

enduring legacy. In October 2005, Premier
Dalton McGuinty declared a state of emer-
gency and hundreds of people had to be
flown out due to contaminated water.
Although the reserve still bears many of the
scars of that crisis, the team and community
members I met were inspiring. Four nurses,
including the nurse in charge, work out of an
ambulatory facility with a double emergency
room. These nurses do extraordinary work;
often functioning as a nurse and physician 
at the same time. When confronted with 
trauma, such as burns, they either provide care
on their own or are assisted by a physician
who coaches them through videoconfer-
encing technology. With no pharmacist on
site, these nurses have also developed a sophis-
ticated system to rank and organize all of the
medications they administer to treat patients
with chronic or acute conditions.

First Nations communities are suffering
from some of the worst social, economic and
health conditions in Canada. The nurses I

met are doing enviable work with tremen-
dous knowledge, skill and compassion.

The last stop on my tour was Moose
Factory, which is located on an island at the
southern end of James Bay. It was among 
the first trading posts to be set up in North
America. There, I visited the Weeneebayko
General Hospital. I met a fantastic group of
nurses, including nurse practitioners who are
providing superb primary health-care services.
A state-of-the-art dialysis unit operates three
days a week. There are in-patient units, an
OR, an ER and a strong dental program.
Nurses were proud to share their professional
work, but the organization is struggling to
recruit staff and to provide accessible educa-
tional opportunities for them.

Everywhere I traveled, I met dedicated
souls. Some are working under incredibly
difficult circumstances, with minimal
resources, not enough staff, and little or no
time for breaks. It’s not uncommon at the
nursing stations for RNs to work their reg-
ular shift and then be on call, making them-
selves available around the clock, seven days
a week, for weeks at a time. It’s demanding
work. These nurses are living an extended
practice with minimal support and yet, it’s
evident they are 100 per cent present for
their work and their patients.They are truly
courageous.

I’ve shared some of the things that make
nursing a challenge in the north, but I was
also amazed at some of the similarities
between these nurses and those in my own
workplace.The nurses I visited spoke of the
desire for professional development, educa-
tional opportunities, and of the need to feel
supported in their work.

Like all RNs, I think of myself as a life-
long learner. I’m so honoured that I had t
he opportunity to travel so far north in our
province to meet and make a connection
with these nursing colleagues. We have 
so much to learn from each other in our var-
ious practice settings. RN
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