Misconceptions around First Nations people addressed

First Nations people of Canada aren't what many people make them out to be, according to the first of a series of free Misconceptions Training Workshops held in Nipawin Oct. 9. 
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First Nations people of Canada aren't what many people make them out to be, according to the first of a series of free Misconceptions Training Workshops held in Nipawin Oct. 9. 

"There are certain tax exemptions, but you have to be on reserve to get that," presenter and executive director of Métis Nation Eastern Region II Ryan Calder said, dispelling the misconception that First Nations have a free ride via the government. 

Nine people attended the first four-hour workshop, which covered topics such as aboriginal awareness and history, building a representative workforce with people of all races and backgrounds, as well as general information on aboriginal issues. 

The workshop consisted of lectures, group work, and interaction with the presenters. During the interactive presentation part of the workshop, those attending the workshop provided several alleged misconceptions about First Nations people. At the end of the workshop, the alleged misconceptions were found out to be either accurate or, indeed misconceptions. 

One misconception addressed alleges that First Nations people get a free financial ride through the government. 

"There are tax exemptions, but you have to be living on reserve to get them," Calder said. 

According to Statistics Canada, 40 per cent of First Nations people living in Canada lived on reserve in 2006, so for the most part they were paying taxes. 

The idea of First Nations people getting free post-secondary education was partially dispelled, as First Nations do have some money set aside for education, but students have to apply for it individually. Many do not receive any funds, and those that do may receive only a portion of the money required to attend school. 

While most of the ideas around First Nations people ended up being dispelled as misconceptions, some were found to be true, such as the idea that is a higher level of alcoholism among First Nations people than Canada as a whole. 

"There are problems with alcoholism in the communities, there's no doubt about it," Calder said, which is the result of a combination of circumstances that were described in the presentation. 

The presentation on First Nations history, which summarized a few hundred years of history into less than an hour, helped people realize why First Nations people are in the position they currently are. 

Prior to 1492 there were an estimated 100 million aboriginal people living in North America, representing 1/5 of the world's population. 

"There were a lot of people here, and they had countries," Calder said, in dispelling the misconception that the aboriginal population consisted of a few scattered tribes. 

Several other events and things that have had a lasting impression on the First Nations population were presented. These include a small pox epidemic that killed 90 per cent of First Nations people in North America, treaties with European settlers that were later broken, deculturalization suffered through the residential school system and the 1960s scoop where First Nations children were taken from their families and put into Caucasian homes in order to Europeanize them, as well as various other things. 

This has all had a lasting effect on First Nations people that carries on to today. After all, the last residential school, Saskatchewan's Gordon Residential School, didn't close until 1996. 

The workshops covered these, and various other issues, as well as further background on the First Nations people of Canada. Because many of the people in attendance represented different companies in and around Nipawin, the presenters also covered how to create a representative workforce that includes the hiring of aboriginal people and people of other races and backgrounds. 

Joining Calder in presenting the material was consultant for Constance Hourie Consulting Inc. Deb Donaldson. Constance Hourie Consulting Inc. is the organization that put together the workshop's material. 

More free workshops will take place Thursday Nov. 6 and Wednesday Nov. 19, with two sessions each day. Sessions running from 1-5 p.m. are held in the Nipawin Civic Office, and sessions from 6-10 p.m. are held in the Nipawin Oasis Community Centre. 

Pre-registration is recommended, and can be done through Nipawin Representative Workforce coordinator Virginia Crombie at 862-4766. She is aiming to have at least 10 people in attendance at each session.

