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Speaking Notes – Sandra Harris 

CCP Regional Workshop – Quebec 

June 4th 2019, 10 :00 AM  - 11:00AM 

Hadih, Dinize tsokoze, skiyze. Wet’suwet’en et sen. Siy sozi tsokoze Wii Estes, sa laksilyu, noo 

Dinize Hagwilneghl.  Honist’iy neniwhet’sen. 

 

It is good to be here on the  ancestral homelands of your people, the Wendake, of the Huron 

people; I would like to honour the ancestors, the creator God, the land and all that is, the 

medicines, plants, animals, communities and the  life-giving forces here that give us Life. And to 

remember those we have lost, and still hold dear in our hearts. Tabi engissiy, big love to you all.  

 

I come from northwest British Columbia, about three hours inland from the Pacific Ocean via the 

Skeena River. I work with four of the seven Gitxsan communities, as a community developer. We 

have about five thousand people across the territory - seven communities about two hours in 

between one another. We have big mountains, rivers, lakes and live on the highway system, one 

road going through. As the Community developer / planner – I have the honour and privilege of 

talking with our grandmothers and grandfathers, children and youth, learning about the wishes 

and dreams for our communities, elders and families, and working with many public service 

organizations to do this work. 

 

Community-led planning is a way for our people to do this work in an indigenous way, using our 

stories, languages and all my relations to help us. We know that this gives us strength, helps us 

connect to place and connect through time. There is a story about the raven, the Trickster, 

Wiigyet and the need for two-eyed seeing; this story is adapted from the Coyote story from the 

interior of BC, that Terry Tafoya shares, tabi Misiyh for sharing this via our IFOT class. And Coyote 

has been further transformed to Raven, to be more suitable in our area, with permission, of 

course. 
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Wiigyet, Raven, was outside flying around and he came across Rabbit. Right away, Wiigyet 

started bugging Rabbit, teasing him and trying to make him laugh. He was on a mission, 

Wiigyet liked to be silly and he was having fun. He noticed that Rabbit was laughing harder 

and harder, Wiigyet kept being silly, he was so proud of himself. He looked up and saw 

that Rabbit was laughing so hard, his eyes popped out and they landed on the tree beside 

him. “Oh my! Look what I did, Rabbit can’t see now without his eyes.” And Wiigyet just 

snickered and snuck away, leaving Rabbit to fend for himself.  

Meanwhile Rabbit was like:  “What happened? I can’t see!” And he started stumbling 

along the trail, beside the lake. He was having a hard time seeing where he was going. All 

of sudden, he heard: “Hey brother Rabbit, what happened?” Dilgwa, the frog, said. So 

Rabbit told Dilgwa what happened. And Frog nodded after he finished his story. He told 

brother Rabbit, “I can give you one of my eyes so you can see.” So Dilgwa banged his head 

and his eye popped out, and he gave it to Rabbit. Rabbit was so grateful. “Tabi misiyh my 

brother, now I can see where I am.” So Dilgwa made his way along and Rabbit kept going 

along the trail. He was walking during the afternoon and he was getting tired, it was still 

rather hard to see with only one eye. So he sat down on the log and he heard something 

big moving through the bush. He looked up and could see Hida, Moose, walking toward 

him. “Hadih Hida,” Rabbit says. And Moose nods at him. “Brother, I see that you have 

only one eye, what happened?”  And Rabbit tells his story about Wiigyet being so silly he 

laughed so hard his eyes popped out. And that he went along and brother Frog helped 

him. Hida was so moved by Dilgwa and his story of sharing, Hida says, “Rabbit I will give 

you one of my eyes too.” 

And he bends down, bangs his head and knocks out an eye for Rabbit. Rabbit is humbled, 

and grateful. He takes the eye and pops it in. He is so happy, he can see. He now has two 

eyes. As it turns out, Trickster Wiigyet provided a gift for Rabbit: the gift of two-eyed 

seeing.  Now he can see the teachings of elders, of the land, ceremonies, crests and 

language. And the gift of seeing the teachings of the western world that can help him too: 

English, western medicine, formal education, etc. So we learn that we can make space for 
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our teachings, alongside the teachings of the western world. As we are all in different 

places in our journey in life. So thank you Wiigyet for this important story.  

 

So this two-eyed seeing story is important in our planning work too. We need to find ways and 

space for our ways of seeing the world, this understanding that we come from a place of One. 

We believe that our spirit is in the land and our ancestors and the Creator are close by. We take 

care of each other according to our own social systems, extended family, friends (Indigenous 

ways of knowing) and with the support of formal programs as needed. And from this place of 

strength, we can find ways to further strengthen our families and communities from the 

generations of harm that we have lived through since contact with the settlers, State and 

Churches. This can also help our planning work to prepare for self-government, improve our 

governance practices, focus on good health outcomes for all ages and all communities, 

sustainable jobs and lifelong learning. It’s really up to you how you want to make the change, for 

the betterment of all – as everyone matters!  

 

In our engagement work in 2011, over  six months or so we asked our people in four communities 

how they wanted to be involved or engaged in talking about the well-being of our people and 

about where we live, about our community, talking with  families, youth, elders and service 

providers. And men asked that they be included too - men’s wellness became a big part of our 

work, so they men organized themselves to be a part. And now we have men’s wellness groups 

in almost every community - a commitment between the band and the health programs, using 

limited funds in this good way. We hope to adapt the “I am a Kind Man” men’s anti-violence 

approach with Gitxsan terms. Sadly our region has the highest rate of suicide - and it’s our older 

men that are taking their lives. Last winter an emergency winter shelter was made, just space, 

blankets and socks/gloves for those in extreme need. Every community, although all four are 

Gitxsan with two dialects, were unique and their ideas and solutions were so different amongst 

each other. We did have four big themes come out of the four community plans – strengthening 

governance, sustainable jobs, housing and community safety. So my time at GGC has spent 
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supporting all four communities in these four areas – the last three years mostly on the 

community safety aspect.  

 

Community planning, actually going to you, the ‘ordinary person’, or ‘ordinary Indian’ as my 

cousin would  say, is about listening to stories, stories that help us be strong, and also those that 

are hard to hear.  At first, I heard about what people don’t want - no more violence, alcohol and 

drugs & big dogs! - And sometimes I see how we as a people, Indigenous people, feel 

overwhelmed with so much loss over the last five or six generations (or more), loss of language, 

loss of family, loss of homelands, water, berry patches, sacred sites where our families used to 

gather. And with so much traumatic losses - there can be a feeling of hopelessness or 

helplessness. Does that sound familiar? It can feel really big, huge sometimes. Can you notice 

how big that loss feels? Yeah, we know how that is. I believe we also know that those teachings 

of our grandparents or of our ancestors are not that far away. With our two-eyed seeing, we can 

make space for those teachings too, with land-based healing, with just one connection to 

someone we love or care for, will help us with both our big collective hurts & personally. This can 

especially help our children and youth. So they can grow up in a world with two-eyed approaches 

and have the best of both. I heard this in our communities, of our people who are hurting, we 

have self-harm, addictions AND I heard about the goodness too - we have elders, speakers and 

big love of the land, ancestors that are a source of strength too. If I can set down those hurts and 

pain, lean in to the land, and let the yintahk or lax yip, the big mother/land hold it for me, then I 

can have a moment of peace and I can carry on with being a mom, a grandmother, a helper 

amongst my people and in our communities.  

 

It’s important that we talk about this, it is hard to share about that ugly part of our History. So 

let's just shake that out for a minute - get up a shake off that energy. Take a breath, breathe in  

the goodness and breathe out the gentleness of our ancestors. Just take a moment.  

   

So community planning work - is a lot of work - and took many meetings, emails, community 

presentations over months and months. So why bother? Community development means 
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everyone is included, has a voice, and way to participate. Leadership, grandmothers, uncles, the 

majagalee, (the children) and our innovators and high energy - our youth. Service providers too 

have a voice, they are often the folks with the experience in developing programs and services, 

and have deep insight in innovative solutions. If we can develop something together, and 

everyone can see themselves in it, then we have done a good job, being inclusive, honouring all 

our people's stories, creating a shared vision on what we want to see in the next five or ten or 

even fifty years.  

 

I learned as a community planning mentor that if I ask people to take the time and share 

themselves, then I must come back and share what I learned from all those meetings, day trips 

on the land, around the fire - I report back what I heard and ask - is that right? Did I miss anything, 

is there more? And often we go a little deeper into that area - we get to reflect on it and see if 

it's ‘good’. And when we get the ‘nod’ then we can move on to the next area and so on.  

 

And slowly, more things started happening, and there is more good work happening, and positive 

growth. Step by step - day by day, focused on the vision of ama didils, a good life, daxgyet, 

strength and we can get through this —> we have so far! And good things happen, a key to 

success is people and agencies working together to pool resources, both financial and human to 

make projects happen. This we learned was essential - we must take the time to inform, check in 

and share information with all the departments. If we don’t, then we will have a difficult time 

implementing our plan. In our area, one of our biggest challenges is the band councils change 

every two years so we just get started and then have new members on the council - and we start 

over again, this makes it so difficult! I felt like a stalker, I would show up and share about the CCP 

any time I could. 

 

We reached out and talked to many other First Nations - they shared what worked, and gave us 

tips and input. We couldn’t have done any of this work without the support of many. And today 

we are on another journey as we collaborate, share stories and experiences, nation to nation 

through this amazing community development work across Turtle Island with twenty or so 
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Nations and or communities. It is quite the experience, so many languages, cultures, protocols. 

We are exploring how we can advance community development, as how we see it happening, 

from the ground up, from our communities’ ideas, experiences to assist with our visions of 

wellness. The nation to nation work, supporting each other, hearing each other do this develop 

this good work is a blessing. I have learned, that the successes you have, help us be successful, 

and we have helped others be successful. This is good - for all of us. 

  

Another area in community planning work is around community safety, as we have struggled 

with much hurt, trauma, we sometimes lose sight of the future, and we are at a place of needing 

to get through the day first. So we made another plan working with public safety Canada and our 

four communities - a 5-year plan around being safe - and took the time to explore what is meant 

to be well and whole according to Gitxsan teachings. So not only did we look upstream so see 

what is needed to be healthy and whole we needed to get a fuller understanding of why we don’t 

feel safe. This lead us down the path of learning about trauma, and how trauma can lead to being 

alone and lonely, and not having connections to anyone or anything. I needed to get brave, be 

kind and gentle with one another to even approach this topic of trauma, it was terrifying. We 

have had many courageous conversations about this. And I am so happy to say that along the 

highway of tears, where I live, we have trained over eighty people in the indigenous focusing 

oriented and complex trauma program - to help our people know that they are not alone, they 

have much strengths and help them find the medicines in their lives. This is a true blessing. We 

can now help each other with the many traumatic losses, bringing in our medicines, ancestors, 

creator, and other cultural and western supports so that we don’t get lost in our grief. And we 

know how to help each other through the big sad or mad. I am forever grateful for learning this 

aboriginal therapy model to help our people. We need this two-eyed seeing approach here as we 

reclaim our stories, medicines and connections, with some gentleness and much love. And as 

part of a northern crisis team support – it is difficult and amazing at the same time.  

 

So we trained up a whole bunch of us to learn about trauma through a decolonized lens, and that 

much of the hurt and pain we see today, has roots in colonization, racism and oppression. And 
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that our people have paid a dear price for this, our population carries much hurt and pain, our 

ancestors did so much for us to get us to today. We know how to hold each other up, sharing and 

caring for each other in times of crises, this is a gift that we have. However, when there is so 

much hurt, we can only carry so much and we need to take care of ourselves, to set down some 

of that hurt, to cleanse, to breathe, to laugh and be our whole selves. We are learning how to do 

this so that stress can be taken care of because racism and oppression really takes its toll on our 

body, mind and spirit; we get sick from all that negative hurtful energy. Our body responds to 

what is around us, like a yawn. It notices that yawn, what happens to you when someone beside 

you yawns? Our bodies pay attention to energy, so if we have a room full of Tricksters being silly, 

we pick that up. If we have a room full of Rabbits with no eyes, what do we pick up? Frogs or 

moose, the helpers? If we’re by the lake - notice how you respond. Yeah, so we need to mindful 

of what is around us, how we can help with the All of That.  

 

If it becomes too much, it can be stressful, and can be turned into something called toxic stress. 

This toxic stress we know too, from epidemics, war, residential School, 60’s scoop, the reserve 

system, land displacement, etc. Talk about toxic! Bleh. And this leads to some serious health 

outcomes for our children, for generations of children. When there is too much stress, our body 

mind and spirit, with all those chemicals released in our bodies, they help us survive that 

moment, either by flight or fight, freeze or collapse. However when we have lots of fight or flight 

responses, we have lots going on in our body and pretty soon that all can lead to adverse 

situations, and we don’t grow as fully as we could. And our health and mental health pay for it, 

and as we get older we see chronic pain, diabetes, heart disease, addictions, depression, in our 

families and in our communities, etc. This has a strong connection to our growing up years, across 

how many generations? This is called adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs. There is some 

research now that talks of this, the field of epigenetics, and how our bodies and brains as children 

respond to that big stress they might grow up in, and the long-term health impacts.  

 

This is how inter-generational trauma can show up in our lives. So we need to learn what to do 

with all that stress, our cultural practices taught us how, so we're learning this, how our plants 
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help us, drumming and songs and ceremony is so helpful. Laughing, walking on the land, beading, 

learning our language - all are ways to help us through the upset - to feel connected to those 

ancient teachings, to feel good about ourselves. Notice how your whole body is when you are 

around those you love, and when you are doing what you love, often out on the territory. This is 

what peace and harmony looks like - this helps us our whole body heal and is a source of strength.  

This is a quick glimpse of body centre healing or somatic healing that is also land-based. 

 

So we wanted to learn more about our strengths just as much as we know about our hurts. So 

we asked our people, what makes you smile? What does your happiest moment look like and 

send in a photo of it. So we finished a photo voice project to capture our understanding of being 

whole, happy, so that we had a good idea of what that is so we could share these ideas for Gitxsan 

health promotion, this idea of a good life, ama didils. When we reviewed the hundreds of photos 

we could see people outside, out on the lax yip, the land, laughing and being together. We could 

see three or four generations of family together, in the smokehouse, snow shoeing or hunting. 

We could see mom and dads, families with the babies and grandchildren, drumming, singing and 

dancing to our Songs. This was precious and helped us recognize this ‘wii o’o’m niin, big love in 

our families and communities. This is what it looked like to new whole, to be loved and strong. 

This is what our people have had for generations, and still have today. This is what we want to 

share and see more of.  

 

In our communities we can see so much goodness and still see many families struggling - the 

health inequities, are getting deeper. The families that are doing great, are doing really great and 

those that are not, are really suffering. This is called inequities, and we are learning that deep 

trauma might be a factor and that there are ways we can help. We see that through our history, 

we might internalize that ‘critics’ voice that might have been all around us, that we are no good, 

dumb or drunk Indians, dirty squaw (and there are more serious hurts) - and these words and 

actions hurt our spirit, mind and body. There is so much hurt! If we have a badly cut finger, what 

do we do with it? We take care of it & what do we do when so many have wounds? And the 

healers, helpers in our communities are gone or are not allowed to share their teachings? Or the 
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western medicine has no idea about trauma. Does this sound familiar? Yeah, we need to help our 

people understand what trauma is - and that they are not the trauma or the hurt - the trauma is 

not you. And if we have trauma in our personal or family's lives - we must transform this or it will 

be transferred - as Ashley Judd shared in her TED Talk. We want to transform the hurt to the 

sacred - to connect to life and land, the yintahk or lax yip. We might transfer it through ACEs, 

violence, lateral violence, addictions (of all kinds), self-harm, so the hurt continues on. We can 

only carry so much hurt - so let's learn what our wellness looks like.  

 

One thing we have done it is to host Gitxsan wellness film festivals - sharing what it means to be 

well - connected to the lax yip, to the land, to our ootsin, our spirit, and to our families, both the 

wilndaahl, mother clan and the Wilxsawitx, the father clan if possible. So local agencies, youth 

and elders, MMIWG have shared their videos on the big screen to share and celebrate our 

wellness. It has been a blast! We need to share about our wellness too - it needs the good energy 

and love of our people - to help transform the hurt to healing, to the sacred. There are so many 

ways to transform - to share our stories, to share about the Trickster, who helps us reconnect 

and transform ourselves. We have a long history of transformation in our lives - as Gitxsan, 

Wet’suwet’en, Huron and Anishnabe, across our homelands. Can we notice that too? 

 

So we learned if a population carries complex trauma - we need to pay more attention to certain 

things; we need to know where we are at. Right now, the truth telling, the songs that capture our 

history - both the strengths and the challenges. No judgment, or analysis, this is where we are in 

our history. Can we accept that? OK, then we can go from here, our planning work, our coming 

together as one. We are inclusive - everyone matters!  

 

And we need community-based services in all program areas, and the need for land-based 

healing, the need for two-eyed approaches. We need language programs for all ages, inter- 

generationally, out on the land, to reconnect to our land-based activities - our seasonal relation 

to the territory, how the medicines help us, when and where they grow and how to be harvested 

in a good way, that the plants and animals that were a big part of our healthy foods, and 
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medicines to have that balance in our lives and how they helped us through upsets or trouble. 

And nourished our whole bodies.  

 

We need all services to be community-based and consistent, to be reliable to provide stability, 

routine & trust – this is a big issue in our area where provincial services are a revolving door and 

staffing goes unfulfilled or we have nonstop new faces. That stability is needed as many of our 

people do not trust these systems that provided for so much harm for how many generations, 

and often these systems are still fighting with us and are unfriendly, usually around Land and 

resources, as we are in the way and often the greater good comes into play, at our expense, like 

my dear Wet’suwet’en family Molly and the Gitdumden clan and Freda and the Unis’to’ten have 

come up against. There is often little or no room for two-eyed approaches, to make space for the 

Sacred that our people bring. All that goodness or greatness that our ancestors provided, their 

legacy to help us - To help our people with our ceremonies, our medicines, our humour that all 

help us get through the hard times. Because we know as part of life, there are always hard times. 

 

And so now in our communities we are in the process of reporting out how that 5-year plan 

resulted in changes or improvements in areas like good governance, housing, sustainable jobs 

and community safety. This is an important part of planning work - to share what you have 

accomplished, to celebrate successes and laugh! We know there is more work to do, let’s just 

take a moment to notice where we were and now where we are at. 

 

So now we can make space for two-eyed approaches, indigenous healing and medicines, 

connection to Oneness and also have supports from western medicine /mental health, we 

honour the voice of the people, and we know that our people are all in different places in their 

lives. We need to keep the focus on our strengths, to celebrate those, our seasonal rounds, 

medicines and animals that give us life, and all these aspects are big helpers in our community 

development work. And that these indigenous ways of knowing help us walk with our people on 

the road to wellness, as me personally, in my family, in my community and in our homelands, 
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that this well-being, our indigenous ways of being and doing, our collective and personal 

strengths will carry us into the future and for those yet to come.  

 

So that is fairly high-level view of the community planning and community safety work we are 

doing in our area. Our 5-year plans finished up last year, and three of the four communities are 

pursuing renewing their community plans, in addition to their annual strategic plans. We are 

pleased to be a part of the nation-to-nation work, supporting one another in strengthening 

governance, exploring community healing and finding ways that more of this good work can be 

shared with more and more first nations across our territories, coast to coast to coast.  

Awit sa, that’s it. Snecalyegh, thank you.  

By Wii Esdes, Sandra Martin Harris  


