REPORT TO THE 25TH ANNUAL MAMOHITOWIN OF THE OMUSHKEGOWUK

Chiefs, Elders, Women and Youth delegates of this gathering, it is indeed a pleasure and an honor once again to gather in one of our Omushkego Nation territories to reflect on the past year and to map out new mandates and strategies.  As well, it is an opportunity to visit with one another as was the practice in historical times.  I am especially honored to be in the Missanabie territory.  As well, congratulations are in order for Chief Kim Rainville and his Council who were recently elected to lead the Missanabie Nation for the next number of years.  Chief Rainville advises me that there is progress in the negotiations with the federal and provincial governments regarding reserve status for the Missanabie Cree.  This is great news as this has been a struggle.  The future is bright for our brothers and sisters of this territory as the building of a community is now within reach.  

Twenty five years of the Omushkegowuk Mamohitowin or 25 years of the Mushkegowuk Council is certainly a milestone.  The vision of government 25 years ago was to create First Nation entities called Tribal Councils which in their opinion was to take on the role of Indian Affairs as INAC devolved its programs to First Nation control.  Though on paper, the vision that government intended 25 years ago is largely the vision that exists today, the role of Tribal Councils has changed in recent times.  In the 1990’s when the leadership and the people of the Omushkegowuk communities voted for a change in the leadership selection process to that of a Grand Chief and Deputy Grand Chief, it signaled a change in the manner in which this Tribal Council performed its functions.  Since then, the Council has become more of a political entity rather than the role envisioned by INAC.  However, we are reminded from time to time by INAC of the provision of the Tribal Council Funding Policy which is the governmental regulation that funds Tribal Councils.  In the past 2 years, we have attempted to satisfy the funding requirements of government by ensuring that the administrative and advisory needs of the First Nations are met while at the same time continuing our role as a political entity.  

Many Chiefs, Chairman, Grand Chiefs and Deputy Grand Chiefs have led this organization on behalf of the Chiefs and our member First Nations.  These leaders should be recognized for their commitment to the region and their tireless efforts to the advancement of the Omushkego Nations.  Their contributions, be it in a small or significant way all shaped the organization and the reputation that this Council has in the region, province and the country.  The reputation that has been earned is due to a large part by the manner in which Omushkego Nation Chiefs and leaders carry themselves and the outspoken influence that is had not only in the Omushkego territory but in NAN area meetings, provincial and national meetings as well.  Today, that reputation is still strong and we will get stronger moving forward. 

Speaking of Nations and Nationhood, when the Chiefs and communities created the vision of Nation Building in the mid 1990’s, they had the vision of a regional government system that, again, would be a model for First Nation governance.  It has been a struggle to get the Nation Building process off the ground largely due to the lack of resources to implement the vision that was created by the Elders and our members.  At last year’s Mamohitowin, the Executive was mandated to create an implementation plan for Nation Building.  We are slowly begun doing this and in your information packages you will find the plan that has been created for discussion purposes.  This matter is on the agenda in the coming days and I look forward to your continued direction to make your regional organization stronger, more conducive to a regional governmental system and as importantly to continue to be the strong voice that it has been and to foster local First Nations to grow and to create local governance structures as well.  I look forward to that discussion and direction.  

At every Omushkego Mamohitowin, in recent times and as well as at Chiefs meetings, the matter of resource development in our territories is almost always a topic of discussion.  That discussion not only reflects on resource development activity in our territories but as well the impacts of this on our Aboriginal and Treaty Rights.  Action by external governments exacerbates matters.  For example, the Ontario government wishes to push forward the creation of Bill 191, the Far North Act.  As a matter of fact, the government is scheduling 3rd and final reading of the Bill to make it law during this week that we are gathering.  Unless, things change between the period of the writing of this report and this week, we will have a law that basically will have government largely control OUR lands and will largely dictate the manner in which our territory is developed.  As well, there is very little in the Act that will respect the Omuhshkego and our unique status as Treaty people.  At a recent meeting of the NAN Chiefs, the Chiefs were united in their opposition to this bill.   The challenge before us if this Bill goes through is ‘what is our collective action moving forward’.  Do we stand idly by or do we continue the fight that has begun.  I say we develop our own laws, we stand by them, we stand in unity and we ignore this law and we do things our way.  Does this sound impossible?  I don’t think so.  It will mean strategizing, using our Treaty as the tool to create the vision and implementing, in unity, our collective rights in our territories.  Nation Building, creating Laws, being United, speaking with one voice, helping one another; these are all elements of a strong Cree Nation.  

In the past week at the Aski Nana Ga Chi Tawin/Caring for Our Land conference, there was considerable discussion about our territory.  The discussion included presentations on Law making.  There are examples of actions taken by First Nations and regional organizations to implement their own united positions and laws in their territories.  Take Treaty 3 for example, they have their own Resource Law that dictates how resource development occurs in their territory, or how it does NOT for that matter.  This took some time to create and it took a lot of work and determination.  But it is there and the Treaty 3 First Nations and leadership use this Resource Law as their law in exercising a strong, united position in their territory.  By the implementation of our Nation Building, we are on the right track.  The pieces of the puzzle are all there.  What we need to do now is put the pieces together and be united in making it work.  This way, all First Nations benefit and most importantly, we control what happens in our lands. 

At the sectoral  level, we have come a long way in the implementation of a unified health system in the region.  With the strong voice of the Chiefs, the health integration system is now ready for full implementation on October 1, 2010.  This was made possible by the collective actions taken by the Chiefs.  When things were not moving in a manner that would eventually see the implementation of the integration system, the Chiefs stepped in and intervened.  The WHA and JBGH Board and respective CEO’s are now all united in their desire to achieve integration by October 1.  We are mindful that there is not full unity in this as the Moose Cree First Nation is not a signatory to the WAHIFA agreement.  This is due to the fact that the MCFN has taken the position that the federal government is reducing or stepping away from its Treaty obligations to health as a result of the integration exercise.  The current signatories are respectful of the Moose Cree position.  In the past year and in particular the past month, I have been communicating with the federal Minister of Health office to convene a meeting with the Chiefs to discuss the federal role in the integration process as it relates to Treaty and to possibly create a companion agreement that will support the WAHIFA.  I am hopeful that this can be achieved in the coming weeks and months. 

When the Human Rights complaints were filed with the federal and provincial governments claiming that the governments were exercising a form of systemic racism by their acts of inadequate funding for the Nishnawbe Aski Police Service, we did not envision those 4 years later, that we would still be negotiating with the Commissions on dealing with this important matter.  At this time, I really have to give credit to our legal team of Murray Klippenstein and his team who have worked very hard on our behalf regarding the Human Rights files.  In this report, you will find a briefing note on the current status of the claims. 

I will not go in great detail with the other sectoral files that I have been involved in over the past year as details are included in the various briefing notes attached to your report.  I will only touch on these key files which include the continued work to complete the All Season Road Pre Feasibility Study.  Our engineering team of Trow Engineers, led by Dan Cook with the support of the Steering Committee has all been working hard on this file.  Community meetings have been held and we will have a minimum of 3 potential corridors to choose from once the study is complete in later this calendar year. 

The efforts to design a sustainable model for child and family service organization such as Payukotayno are proving to be a challenging issue.  A commission has been established by the Ministry to consult with First Nations and other stakeholders to find out ways and means of developing sustainable options so that our agencies do not end up in crisis situations every year.   The Minister of Child and Family Services has retained the services of John Beaucage, former Grand Chief of the Anishinabek Nation to act as her advisor on this file. 

We are continuing our efforts to implement the Emergency Declaration on the Suicide Epidemic in the region.  When the Emergency Summit on Suicides was held earlier this year, the resulting decision that came out of this was the Declaration.  You will find details of this file in other reports in your packages. 

There are other challenges before us and we are working hard to ensure that the appropriate actions are being taken on your behalf.  We are beginning to look at the Non Insured Health Benefit program by establishing a Working Group to oversee this task.  DGC Friday is communicating with the Health Directors from your communities to oversee file. 

When the Northern Mayors Task Force approached the Chiefs to discuss possible areas of collaboration, the Chiefs accepted this invitation with caution.  The idea from the Mayors perspective was that there were similarities on the issues that municipalities and First Nations dealt with and that perhaps it would to be to everyone’s advantage that the Mayors’ Task Force and First Nations deal with these in a partnership.  Much more discussion needs to happen from the initial meeting that was held with the Chiefs to determine what those particular areas of mutual collaboration might be.   

Chiefs, Elders and delegates of this Mamohitowin, I am excited about the issues that we will be discussing this week.  They are issues of significance and we welcome your feedback.  I really have to give credit to the administration for the efforts put forward in making this a gathering to remember by designing an agenda that will generate much thought and discussion.  Much appreciation as well to the Missanabie Cree First Nation organizers who have worked hard to welcome us to their territory.  I am looking forward to the next few days and especially the coming year to tackle the mandates and new files that will be directed at this gathering.  While it is important to look ahead, we should be mindful that some mandates from prior assemblies are ongoing work and we need to be diligent in ensuring that we see these to completion.  We always look forward to the challenges that are before us and with our collective support of one another, we can make change.  It is our duty to do so.  I look forward to your continued support in these challenging times.   

All my Relations.

Stan Louttit, Grand Chief. 






