Thank you to CUPE National for the wonderful opportunity to attend the Fifth Continental Meeting of the Indigenous Women of the Americas July 9-11, 2007 at Kahnawake Survival School in Québec.  Sister Geraldine Harris from Saskatchewan and I attended the extraordinary event on behalf of CUPE National Aboriginal Council. 

We met with women from North, South and Central America.  The Americas included Canada, United States, Mexico, Guatemala, Belice, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, Columbia, Venezuela, Guyana, Surinam, Bolivia, Guyane française, Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Paraguay.  The meeting was hosted by Québec Native Women’s Association.  It was optional to camp at the survival school in tents or in the gym with other women.  All of our meals were provided at the school.  Translation was in English, French and Spanish. 

The meeting was opened with a prayer by Mohawk Clan Mother, Norma Delaronde followed by a welcome song by Kanehsatake Mohawk Women Singers.  On our first day we were addressed by Elders Norma Delaronde, Juana Vasquez, Teresa Contreras, Dorris Peters and John Cree.  Norma’s message to the people was to heal yourself first, then your children and then your grandchildren.  Juana told us we must respect all the elements of earth with a balanced life and that we are doing so much damage to Mother Earth, our universe is being contaminated and until we get our balance back we will lose.  Dorris’ message as a Stoh’lo Nation medicine woman was to always give an offering before taking from Mother Earth.  Teresa is an Aztek dancer and requested us to all go outside in a circle to share in their way of praying with their smudge.  A prayer was offered to each direction of Mother Earth and then the ocean shell was blown.  John is a pipe carrier and was there of offer support from the men.  Smudge was placed at the entrance by the Aztek people while the front of the stage, the Guatemala women kept their smudge going throughout the day.  If you wanted to smudge, the Elder from Guatemala would assist you.  Women from all Americas smudged and prayed the same but with their own medicines.  

The plenary on the first day was International Instruments.  The Human Rights panel speakers offered creative ways to lobby internationally.  Margarita Gutierrez from the Nahnhu Nation of Mexico is the coordinator for ENLACE which is the International Instruments Commission of the Continental Network of Indigenous Women of the Americas.  Tonya Gonella-Frichner is President and founder of the American Indian Law Alliance in New York.  She is a lawyer and an activist for human rights for Indigenous peoples.  Celeste McKay is a Métis woman from Manitoba with a Social work degree and two other degrees that focussed on Canadian Indigenous Women’s International Human Rights.  Marie Léger is on Rights and Democracy Canada.  The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples has been approved by the United Nations Human Rights Council June 29, 2006 but the Declaration has not been adopted by the General Assembly.  The panel gave us strategies in how we can help to get it sanctioned before the end of the present session in September.  At the last day of the meetings all participants were given a letter addressed to Mr. Hugo Chavez, President of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.  The letter is self-explanatory and I will add it to my report for CUPE National’s consideration.  

The morning of the second day plenary was on Mental Health by Suzy Goodleaf from Kahnawake.  Suzy is a two-spirited woman with a Master’s degree in education.  She works as a Social worker, supervisor and trauma specialist.  Her presentation was on integrating the four components of life in to your own life – mental, spiritual, emotional and physical.  We done an exercise for ourselves to determine for ourselves what part of our life we need to take care of and by doing that, looked at how balanced our own life is.  

The following plenary was on Indigenous Women’s Health.  The presenters were Katherine Minch who is currently pursuing a doctorate degree and President of Inuit Tapiriit and Maria Hueichaqueo from Mapuche community “Lonko Jose Epulef” of Chile.  Katherine talked about why Inuit women migrate in to the cities.  96% of the women speak their language and practice their culture on a daily basis whereas in Chile, Maria said that the majority of the Native people do not recognize themselves as being Native to their country.  Only 4% are Native and are called “peoples”.  Many of the Mapuche women integrate in to the city at 12 years old and work as domestic helpers or go in to prostitution.  

Mid afternoon plenary focused on Human Rights and the Issue of Violence.  Presenters were Anik Sioui from de huron-wendat Nation in Québec and presently completing a PhD in psychology, Ximena Figueroa is on the National Indigenous Organization of Colombia.  June Lorenzo, Attorney and Judge for two tribal courts in New Mexico, Beverly Jacobs, Mohawk and lawyer and Peggy Bird, Kewa Nation in United States and Attorney.  Many high profiled women spoke on the need to end violence with our Indigenous women across this continent. 

Last plenary of the day was on Academics and Policy in Research Development.  Again a wrath of knowledgeable women presenters which were Dr. Lisa Sterling, Nikapamux Nation and Special Advisor/Director of Aboriginal Affairs, Audra Simpson, Mohawk and Assistant Professor at the Department of Anthropology & American Indian Program at Cornell University, Claudie Gosselin, PhD in social and cultural anthropology, Gisèle Morin-Labatut’s, post-graduate in education in Zambia, graduate in geography in France and Master’s degree in Library and Information Sciences in Canada, Hélène De Celles, Master’s degree in library sciences in Salvador and Dr. Roselin Hanna, Lytton First Nation’s and Doctoral degree in sports, fitness and health.  Topic of this panel was research, communication and networking.  

The last day was as full a day as the previous two days again with four plenary sessions throughout the day.  The first plenary was Entrepreneurship and Indigenous Women by Francine Whiteduck who is Algonquin.  She spoke on small business and fostering regional co-operation to advance the status of women in Asia-Pacific as well as promoting trading among International women.  Second plenary was Economic Development with Kathryn Fournier, Pinaymootang First Nation’s and works for INAC as a senior policy manager, Brigitte Daoust who also works for the Government of Canada and holds a Master’s degree in International Relations, Paula Ortega, Indigenous leader of the Embers Nation of Panama and Monica Aleman from Nicaragua and Indigenous Miskito and is MADRE Program Director and International Coordinator of the International Indigenous Women’s Forum.  Each of the women were unique in the topic they talked about.  Kathryn spoke on journey to success in starting a business, Brigitte spoke on governance, productivity and human needs and that their country signed a partnership agreement with Caribbean and America, Paula told us that their President in Panama signed a treaty with USA for economy but did not consult with their Aboriginal people prior to signing and Monica’s presentation was how many of their women end up in prostitution or are home cleaners for $10.00 to $30.00 per month.  The women are sexually abused and exploited.  Many of their women die while giving birth.  

The next plenary of the day was Leadership with very strong active women in their communities.  Myma Cunningham from Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua is trained as a surgeon and a teacher who also has her Master’s in Public Health.  Myma spoke on the role men and women have in their matriarchal society where the women are the teachers and how it is forbidden to tell a lie.  Norma Kassi, Gwich’in Nation, Yukon Territory has been travelling extensively to educate people concerning the Gwich’in peoples critical relationship with the caribou and continues to speak and lobby the congressional members and Senators for the people of Alaska and Northern Canada.  Noeli Pocaterra, Wayuu Nation and is the Vice-President of the National Assembly of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela who also serves as Deputy at the Venezuelan parliament.  These women spoke of the many challenges they each faced when they stood up for and protected what rightfully belongs to their people and that they never give up.  As Aboriginal people have always said, you must stand strong and fight for what you believe in or there will be nothing left for your children or for those not yet born.  

The last plenary for the meeting was intellectual Property and Traditional Medicines.  Jennifer Dickson, Executive Director and Martha Greig, President both from Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada spoke on their traditional clothing and life growing up in the Arctic.  Both now live in Ottawa and active with the Inuit community within the city.  Rita Mestokosho, Innu in the community of Ekuanitshit (Mingan) is the first Innu poet to have published and one of her first projects Rita initiated was Innu natukuna which includes traditional medicine which is a pharmacy project.  Sonia Henriguez de Gernado is a leader from the Kuna people of Panama and acted as President of the National Coordinating committee of Indigenous Women of Panama which is the only organization at the national level.  Sonia was a recipient of a full scholarship to participate in an intensive course on Human Rights at the University of Geneva.  She is very active in defending indigenous women’s rights at the local, regional, national and continental level through implementation of projects and social programs.  Kathleen Wootton, Cree member of Mysticism and Deputy Chief of Mysticism.  Kathleen has participated in the four-year anti-diabetic research with native plants.  The research date is rarely shared with people of the community and the data was to be protected but somehow was leaked to the public.  The Elders have since said that there will be no more research until the Cree have the plants protected.  Suzy Basile is a native from the Atikamekw community of Wemotaci.  She has a Bachelor degree in anthropology and a Master’s desire in tourism entrepreneurship in Aboriginal environment.  Suzy worked as a researcher at the Canadian Museum of Civilization.  

On the first day of the meeting Sister Harris and I were offered a tour of Kahnawake by Bebe Hemlock and I want to personally acknowledge his generosity.  Bebe and his wife were involved in the Oak Crisis at Kahnawake.  He took us to all of the major points where the police and Canadian army waged war with their people on the expansion of a golf coarse on their traditional territory.  

The two and a half days were definitely full days of participation with a vast knowledge of all issues for International women.  The bus would pick us up at the hotel at 7:30 a.m., and we would be there until 5:30-6:00 p.m. and the last bus would come at 9:00 p.m. so the days were quite full with intense knowledge and participation.  In the evening if you didn’t want to go back to the hotel we would join other women at the sacred fire to drum and sing.  I realize that I have given you a lengthy report but I would not have done justice to the meeting in my report if I had not included the background for each of the speakers along with their education and credentials.  

I, along with other women of the Americas ask that you lobby Mr. Hugo Chavez to have the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples passed.  

Again, I want to extend my appreciation and gratitude to CUPE National Aboriginal Council for giving me a once in a lifetime opportunity to participate in the historic gathering.  

In solidarity, 

Trudy Spiller, HEU

CUPE National Aboriginal Council
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