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Hill Times

MPsMPsMPsMPs, leaders reckon with Canada's 'dark and painful' history in
House debate on remains discovered of 215 Indigenous
children at B.C. residential school
ISG Senator Mary Jane McCallumMary Jane McCallumMary Jane McCallumMary Jane McCallum told the Red Chamber that 'one of my most
persistent emotions' while in residential school 'was overwhelming loneliness
and a bewildering feeling of abandonment.'
Mike Lapointe

Conservative Leader Erin O'Toole is urging Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to immediately accelerate work on the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission's calls to action on missing children and burial information, following the discovery of children's
remains buried at a former residential school in Kamloops-a "sad reminder of Canada's genocidal actions against Indigenous
peoples," says NDP Leader Jagmeet Singh.

MPs participated in a lengthy take-note debate on June 1 addressing the discovery of the remains of an estimated 215 children
near the Kamloops Indian Residential School last weekend. Once one of the largest residential schools in the country, located
in Tk'emlúps te Secwépemc territory, it operated from 1890 through to 1969.

The leaders of every political party, in addition to Green Party parliamentary leader Elizabeth May (Saanich-Gulf Islands,
B.C.), all participated in the four-hour debate, including Mr. Singh (Burnaby South, B.C.), who called for an emergency debate
in the House the previous day.

"The discovery last week of 215 children buried on the grounds of the former Kamloops Indian Residential School is a sad
reminder of Canada's genocidal actions against Indigenous peoples," said Mr. Singh. "First Nations, survivors, elders, leaders,
the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation and others are calling for action to confront this history and help bring about
closure."

"Families and communities are discussing this important issue, and now the House is doing so as well," said Mr. Singh.

House Speaker Anthony Rota (Nipissing-Timiskaming, Ont.) denied Mr. Singh's request as it did not meet the proper criteria,
but Liberal MP Mark Gerretsen (Kingston and the Islands, Ont.) called for a "take-note" debate and received unanimous
consent from other MPs.

Mr. O'Toole (Durham, Ont.) said that the residential school system is a "dark and painful part of the Canadian story" and that
"tragically, new chapters are still being added to this sad history."

The Conservative leader told the House that last weekend, his nine-year-old son, Jack, asked him why the flags were at half-
mast in Ottawa, after they were lowered on May 30.

https://twitter.com/Cathy_McLeod/status/1399459976570146819

"I had the difficult task of explaining to my son the terrible news of the graves of children found at the site of a residential
school," said Mr. O'Toole. "'Kids aren't supposed to die at school, Dad,' he told me."

"Sometimes the moral clarity of a child reminds us of our responsibilities as Parliamentarians," said Mr. O'Toole, who said they
"have a duty to heal the wounds from this chapter of our history," which he called "shocking."

Mr. O'Toole told the House that the Conservative Party has asked the prime minister to accelerate the completion of the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission's calls to action, specifically citing numbers 71 to 76, which deal with missing children, burial
sites, identification, and commemoration, and to work "step-by-step, side-by-side with families and Indigenous communities in
this important part of reconciliation.
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"These calls to action should be prioritized immediately," said Mr. O'Toole.

'Those tiny shoes should not have to be there'
In opening the debate on June 1, Mr. Trudeau (Papineau, Que.) noted the children's shoes, moccasins, teddy bears, and
flowers that now surround the Centennial Flame located just steps away from West Block, placed as memorials honouring the
Indigenous children who never returned home because of the residential school system.

"Those tiny shoes should not have to be there, because children should never have been taken away to those so-called
schools," said Mr. Trudeau. "Places where they were separated from their families and their communities, places where they
faced terrible loneliness, places where they suffered unthinkable abuse."

https://twitter.com/AdamScotti/status/1399815267702685705

"Today, some of the children who were found in Kamloops, and who have yet to be found in other places across the country,
would have been grandparents or great-grandparents," said Mr. Trudeau. "They would have been elders, knowledge keepers,
and community leaders. They are not, and that is the fault of Canada."

The prime minister went on to say that Canada has "failed in its duty" towards the hundreds of children buried near the former
residential school, to their families and communities they were torn from, and to every child who suffered the injustices of these
"terrible institutions everywhere in Canada."

"That is the truth. We cannot close our eyes and pretend that this has not happened," said Mr. Trudeau.

Bloc Quebecois Leader Yves-Francois Blanchet (Beloeil-Chambly, Que.) told the Committee of the Whole that the tragedy
is terrible "beyond words" and dealing with deaths over a period of nearly a century.

"The cause of death is unknown, their ages are mere estimates, their names are generally unknown and their parents are also
unknown. That is the tragedy, and it is terrible," said Mr. Blanchet, who also reflected on being a father.

"You are a parent for life, except when your children are taken away," said Mr. Blanchet. "These children were locked away,
uprooted, hidden, in order to be acculturated and robbed of their collective identity as members of a nation who have their own
perspective and relationship to the Earth and to nature."

Politics will come into this issue "eventually," he said, but for the moment the debate is about "forcing us to face facts," the Bloc
leader told his fellow MPs.

"Before we can do any political analysis, which in some ways is fairly simple, we must deal with the constant agony of knowing
that, by God, we did this," said Mr. Blanchet. "It is not just 215 children near Kamloops. It is potentially thousands of children,
because they came from nations whose land was being appropriated, and the white colonizer despised and envied them at the
same time."

'Canada is broken,' says Sen. McCallum
Former senator Murray Sinclair, who chaired the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, released a video message yesterday
afternoon in his first public remarks on the Kamloops Indian Residential School.

"The stories from the survivors proved to be pretty horrendous, and one of the most common stories that we heard were from
survivors who talked about the children who died in the schools, whose deaths they witnessed," said Sen. Sinclair.

"We heard about children who died from accidents, children who died from beatings, children who died when they ran away
and never returned. We heard about some of the children who even took their own lives," said Sen. Sinclair. "We heard about
children who deliberately burned down the schools and in that way caused the deaths of children in the schools, and we heard
about, of course, the abuses they experienced, we heard about the day to day violence that they experienced."

One aspect he said proved "quite shocking" to him personally were the stories of children who died-sometimes deliberately-"at
the hands of others who were there," he recounted. "And in such large numbers."

Part of the commission's final report included 94 calls to action to redress the legacy of residential schools and advance the
process of Canadian reconciliation.
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In an emotional address to the Senate on June 1, Independent Senator Mary Jane McCallum (Manitoba), a residential school
survivor, said "these were 215 beautiful, innocent, trusting little spirits that believed in their hearts that it would all work out."

"They missed their families and never understood how they came to be where they were," said the Senator.

https://twitter.com/Paulatics/status/1399825729315954690

"One of my most persistent emotions in residential school was overwhelming loneliness and a bewildering feeling of
abandonment. It was so unlike my family. I came to realize that abandonment by my parents was not the issue, but that I was
abandoned by the system, whether it was the church or the government who initiated and perpetuated the kidnappings."

"This is Canada-our hearts are broken. Canada is broken," said Sen. McCallum.

The National Indian Residential School Crisis Line is available 24 hours a day at 1-866-925-4419.

mlapointe@hilltimes.com
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