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I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 For almost one hundred years without any let up, the Nuxalk Nation has experienced 

wave after wave of traumas.  The loss of up to 100,000 souls to intentionally introduced 

smallpox and hundreds more through influenza; the loss of four successive generations of 

children to residential schools, where many experienced physical and sexual abuse, and where 

most lost their connection to the Nuxalk language and to spiritual and cultural foundations of the 

Nuxalk people; the loss of traditional lands and resources, rendering a once economically self-

sufficient people, impoverished and dependent on government handouts; the loss of political 

control over nearly every aspect of life that is required to sustain human well-being; and flowing 

from all of these, internalized patterns of alcohol and drug abuse, family violence, sexual abuse, 

chronic rage and depression and a basic breakdown of human relations as well as the social 

foundations of family and community life (trust, forgiveness, unity, cooperation, etc.); these are 

only a few highlights of what has become a persistent pattern of Nuxalk community life, 

characterized by almost continuous loss and hurt that is recycled generation after generation. 
 
 Despite all of this loss and pain, something new and wonderful is growing within the 

heart of the Nuxalk Nation.  For about the last fifteen years, in increasing numbers, individuals 

have been seeking their own healing path.  Some have gone to treatment programs, many have 

attended healing workshops and conferences, and many more have found strength in various 

spiritual practices.  At first most of these individuals were focused on themselves and their own 

families, but gradually an informal network has emerged within the community.  During recent 

years the strength and influence of this network has grown, until now there are at least 120 

Nuxalk people who are on a healing path and are openly advocating for healing and wellness in 

the community. 
 
 In 1996/97, at the initiative of Chief Archie Pootlass and Band Council, a first step was 

taken to develop a Community Healing Plan.  The resulting report, prepared by Bea Sarac and 

tabled in September 1997, began the process of analyzing healing needs and recommending lines 

of action that would begin to address the causes.  Solutions in the 1997 report tended to focus on 

professional intervention, and indeed, the report was quite useful in identifying the technical help 

that was needed to meet the community’s needs related to counseling and staff training. 
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 Nevertheless, the process of community consultation leading up to Bea Sarac’s report, as 

well as the continuing human crises among Nuxalk people, pointed to the urgent need for a 

second, more in-depth round of consultation and planning related to community healing. 
 
 Through persistent effort by Band Council staff, the Nuxalk Nation received a substantial 

grant from the Aboriginal Healing Foundation to develop a comprehensive long-range 

Community Healing and Wellness Plan.  It was clear from the beginning that if this plan was to 

ever be more than “just another document written by outside consultants,” it was essential that 

the Nuxalk community members be fully engaged, not only in developing all aspects of the plan, 

but also in implementing it. 

 

The Real Plan  
 
 This document is not the real plan.  The real plan lives in the minds and hearts of the 

Nuxalk people.  This document is a record of community analysis and vision that is intended to 

serve as a base for implementation of a comprehensive Community Healing and Wellness 

development process.  Of course the tool will only work if the people work with the tool, and 

that is why it was critical that the Nuxalk people be co-authors of this document, and that a sense 

of community ownership for what it contains is carefully developed and preserved. 
 

How This Plan Was Made 
 
 The following process was used to develop the Nuxalk First Nation Community Healing 

and Wellness Plan. 
 

1. Review of relevant documents, including the 1997/98 assessment (Bea Sarac), the 1998 

Community Development Plan (P.S. Turje & Associates Ltd.), the 1990 Band Management 

Improvement Study (Vern C. Loewen), the 1987 Social Development Plan (Christopher 

Walmsley); the 1987 Proposal Towards the Reconstitution of the Nuxalk Nation (Policy 

Development Group), as well as many other reports and studies related to Nuxalk Nation 

development and also including the McIlwraith (1992 [1948]) two volume work “The Bella 

Coola Indians.” 
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2. Review of successful healing plans and processes from other communities including Hollow 

Water, Manitoba; Rankin Inlet and Coral Harbor, Nunavut; Alkali Lake, British Columbia 

and Spirit Lake, North Dakota. 

 

3. In-depth consultation with Nuxalk community helpers and community members.  These 

discussions took place in a variety of formats, including one-on-one or small group 

interviews, meetings with various work groups board and committees, and community 

meetings.  In all, approximately one hundred and fifty people were directly consulted 

(roughly ten percent of the population) representing all walks of life, including youth, 

women, men, elders, service providers, band employees, political leaders and representatives 

of various community boards, committees and organizations.  Specifically, meetings were 

held with; 

 

• the School Board 

• a group of twenty-five youth at the Band school 

• a group of some forty elders 

• the Sustainable Development Program Team 

• all Band staff 

• the Healing Management Team 

• the Band Council 

• the Transition House staff 

• Home School Liaison Officers 

• a full day open community meeting involving approximately forty people 

• individual interviews with many key people, including political leaders, Band staff, 

program leaders, service providers and community members. 

 

With all of the people, the following discussions were facilitated. 

a) Specific consultation on the nature and root causes of the trauma and healing related 

issues the community faces. 
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b) Specific consultation on the need to go beyond healing the hurts (i.e. patching up the 

wounded) to root causes and to building the foundations of sustainable well-being (i.e. 

wellness). 

c) Specific consultation aimed at analyzing present community conditions, their roots in 

the past, lessons to be drawn from past experience, a description of what a healthy 

community would look (for individual’s mental, emotional, physical and spiritual well-

being; and the community’s, political, economic, social and cultural well-being). 

d) Specific consultation on present as well as still required lines of action to bring about 

community healing and sustainable well-being. 
 

4. A part of the process entailed the preparation of a “Community Story” report, (see Appendix 

A) which is entirely based on community consultation describing what is now happening in 

the lives of children, youth, women, men, elders, politics and economics in Bella Coola.  The 

“Story” connects present conditions to past experiences and history, and as well describes the 

communities understanding of what well-being would be like for each of the categories listed 

above.  The Community Story provides a useful base-line description of where things are 

now related to community well-being, as well as a practical vision of what the community 

needs to do in order to heal, learn and develop.  This description gives useful data for the 

current healing and wellness planning process, but it also provides a standard against which 

to measure the success of the initiatives that come out of the plan.  We strongly recommend 

that the “Community Story” be updated every year, thus providing community leaders with a 

yardstick for measuring progress related to healing and wellness.  By asking questions such 

as “What has changed?”, “What have we learned?” and “How are we stronger?”, the 

updating process should be able to show specific improvements (or the lack of improvement) 

for children, youth, women, men, elders, policies, economics, etc. 
 

5. Four Worlds (the consultant) developed a summary of (a) issues and problems related to 

healing, (b) proposed lines of action (i.e. initiatives) related to healing; and (c) proposed lines 

of action (i.e. initiatives) related to getting at the roots of trauma and building sustainable 

well-being.  These were presented to the Healing Management Team and later to the open 

community meeting for discussion and input. 
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6. Four Worlds prepared a draft Community Healing and Wellness Development Plan for 

circulation and discussion within the Nuxalk community. 

 

7. A thirty-day community digestion and dialogue period is proposed, during which the Healing 

Management Team members should make themselves available to receive any input 

community members wish to give. 

Note:  We recommend that copies of the draft plan be made available to all band program 

staff and all community agencies, as well as to key community helpers.  We also 

recommend that a notice be sent to every Nuxalk household stating that copies of the 

draft report are available for pick-up at the band office.  It should be made very clear 

that additional input is welcome. 

 

8. The use of community radio or cable access is recommended to inform the community about 

proposed aspects of the Healing and Wellness Development Plan. 

 

9. Based on the input received, a draft final version of the plan will be prepared, with the 

understanding that further changes may be needed while the implementation process is 

underway.  The draft final plan will then be submitted to the Healing Management 

Committee and to Chief and Counsel for approval. 

 
Once the plan is approved, a one-day community implementation conference is proposed, 

involving all relevant agencies, band employees, community helpers and community volunteers.  

The purpose of this conference will be to organize action groups and develop work plans to 

begin activities related to the implementation of the plan.  This meeting will address both the 

work of paid employees and professional helpers and the work that community members and 

volunteer groups must do. 
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II. THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST 
(A) THE ROOTS OF TRAUMA 
 
 This section will briefly describe some of the major shock waves that have inundated the 

Nuxalk Nation and left behind a legacy of trauma that is now being recycled from generation to 

generation.  It is the strong belief of the collaborators who worked together to develop this 

Healing and Wellness Plan, that massive trauma is the root cause of the hurt, dysfunction, 

disunity and general lack of well-being that has burdened the Nuxalk people, especially since the 

1960’s. 

(i) Smallpox 
 

 In the mid 1800’s, our people estimate that there were up to 100,000 Nuxalk (population 

estimates vary from a minimum of 30,000 up to 100,000) occupying approximately 7,800 square 

miles of territory and living in somewhere near two hundred villages ranging in size from fifty to 

two thousand persons.  Reliable records of this period are sparse, but we do know that sometime 

around the early 1860’s, smallpox was introduced to the coastal, as well as the British 

Columbia’s interior tribes, through the distribution of infected blankets and other trade items, 

apparently to rid the territory of the troublesome “indian problem,” which was seen to be a 

potential obstacle to large land grabs, timber and mining options and settlement plans.  Nuxalk 

elders in generations that followed have been very adamant that the story of what happened 

needs to be told.  As they recount it, when the Chiefs of the Nuxalk Nation realized that many 

Nuxalk people had already been infected, they convened a council and conceived a plan to save 

the Nuxalk people from complete annihilation. 
 
 The plan was simple.  People were ordered to scatter in pairs, keeping at least shouting 

distance apart.  If your partner died, you were to bury them.  If you were the last one left alive, 

and you were sick, you were to bury yourself in a shallow grave before you died.  People were 

told to remain apart for one full year. 
 

 When that terrible year was over, Nuxalk people gathered at the mouth of the inlet (Bella 

Coola).  Out of the estimated thirty thousand people who were living before the epidemic, two 

hundred and forty-seven (247) souls were left alive.  The present day Nuxalk are the descendants 

of these people. 
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 It is difficult to even imagine the trauma that the living had to carry as a result of this 

experience; and the smallpox epidemic is only the first wave of many traumatic experiences to 

follow. 
 
 

(ii) Loss of Lands and Resources 
 
 

 When the Europeans arrived, the Nuxalk were a people that lived well from the land and 

the sea they inhabited.  There was an abundance of fish and game, and other products of land and 

sea, and Nuxalk families lived in comfortable cedar houses mounted on pilings and linked 

together by connecting boardwalks.  Gradually, through the incursions of fur traders, lumber, 

mining and commercial fishing operations, settlers and the stifling influence of the Indian Act 

administered by the federal government combined with economically devastating provincial 

government policies and practices, the Nuxalk lost control of their entire base of land and 

economic resources, and became (as one elder put) “beggars in our own land.” 
 
 The results of this process gradually disconnected successive generations of Nuxalk 

people from the cultural ideals and beliefs of older generations (as reported by McIlwraith (1992, 

[1948] Vol. I) that were so clearly tied to the living spirits of the land, the sea and the ancestors 

that have gone before as previous means of livelihood became increasingly impossible to 

recapture.  Younger people became more and more disconnected from the spiritual core of their 

own culture and heritage, and more dependent on the new “cash economy” of seasonal work and, 

eventually, welfare dependency. 
 
 Nuxalk men were particularly hard hit by this process, as their once proud traditional 

roles of hunters, providers and protectors were exchanged for that of seasonal labourers.  Not 

only was the economic base ripped away from the Nuxalk people, but also the people’s 

relationship to the earth (land and sea) was compromised and undermined, thus creating a double 

loss; at once economic and spiritual. 
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(iii) Loss of Spiritual Traditions, Ceremonies and Practices 

 

 Christian missionaries worked hard to convert Nuxalk people to their churches, no doubt 

in the belief that souls were being saved.  It is now abundantly clear, however, that a great deal 

of enormous values was also lost in the process of Nuxalk people turning away from their own 

religious and spiritual foundations and embracing Christianity.  Between about 1850 – 1880, the 

government and the church’s colluded to put significant pressure on Nuxalk people to turn away 

from their own traditional religion and spiritual foundation’s and to embrace Christianity.  

Around 1880 one of the principle Nuxalk spiritual leaders, Chief Tom Henry, became a Christian 

and turned away from his traditional beliefs and practices to lead his people into the church.  

What actually occurred was that roughly half of the people followed Chief Henry and the rest 

remained traditionalists.  This split was to impact the unity of the Nuxalk Nation for generations 

to come. 
 

 By the time McIlwraith visited the Nuxalk Nation (1922 - 1924) the Potlatch was already 

illegal, and although traditional beliefs and practices were retained in secret by some families, 

much of the culture was already hidden away.  It is important to recall just how all encompassing 

the Nuxalk culture was to the people, and what was lost or hidden when the culture was forced to 

go “underground”.  Not only were many beautiful ceremonies, songs, stories, teachings and 

artifacts (such as carvings) lost or removed from every day life, but also the profound reservoir 

of Nuxalk wisdom and experiences about how to live life, how to be healthy and strong and 

united, and how to solve critical human problems was also hidden away. 
 

 Some people refer to the “embrace” of culture, and to the idea that to be within one’s 

cultural family is like being “wrapped in a blanket” against the cold.  The Nuxalk culture helped 

people through critical passages such as the birth of a child, the coming of age, marriage, the loss 

of loved ones, the making of solemn agreements, as well as healing and health related 

challenges.  All of this too was taken away from the people, and what was left was a great empty 

wound.  The trauma of this loss was very sever. 
 
 The trauma of this loss was very severe.  The people tried to fill the void with church 

related practices and social activities, but cultural genocide leaves a very big hole in the soul of a 

people. 
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 (iv) Residential Schools 

 Four successive generations of Nuxalk children were sent to residential schools such as 

the notorious Port Alberni and Alert Bay schools.  We now know that many children were 

violated in these schools.  Some of these violations include punishing children for speaking their 

own languages, sexual abuse (both by school authorities and by other school residents), the 

infliction of humiliating punishments (such as public bare-bottomed strappings, or being forced 

to eat vomited food), and perhaps most devastating, a systematic brainwashing to turn children 

against the “primitive” ways of their own families and communities.  When these children 

returned home, many were unable to reclaim their place in the circle of their own people.  

Indeed, as time went on, and successive generations of children returned from the schools, the 

memory of even how to make that circle and keep it strong was very weak. 
 
 As parents, many residential school survivors testify that they were quite lost; that all 

they knew about parenting was the harsh and loveless methods of the residential schools.  

Nuxalk men especially, spoke of the hardness surrounding their own hearts (that they put there to 

protect themselves in the school) that makes it so difficult today to reach out and love their wives 

and children, or to feel much of anything in relationships with other human beings. 
 

 The legacy of the schools includes alcohol and drug abuse (to blot out the hurt), sexual 

abuse that is recycled generation after generation, harsh, abusive and ineffectual parenting, 

sterile and loveless relationships, chronic rage or depression, and a deep seated distrust of non-

natives, of institutions, of churches and clergy (in some cases), and worst of all, an abiding sense 

of inferiority and powerlessness that carries over into every aspect of personal, family and 

community life. 
 

 Not everyone had the same experience in the schools, and not all of the issues described 

here are the issues of all residential school survivors.  Nevertheless, these general patterns are 

very common, not only among the Nuxalk, but wherever Aboriginal people are struggling with 

the legacy of the residential schools. 
 

 Finally, it is not only those who attended the schools (i.e. the survivors) that are affected.  

Their children, and their children’s children carry scars and hurts that are a direct legacy of the 

schools, in the form of addiction, depression, sexual abuse, chronic rage, and disconnection from 

family, community and culture. 
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(v) Influenza and Tuberculosis 
 

 Successive epidemics of influenza and tuberculosis struck British Colombia first nation’s 

communities in the early 1900’s, again in the 1920’s, again in the 1940’s and again in the 1950’s 

and 1960’s.  In each of these waves of sickness, people died, sometimes many people.  The 

tuberculosis epidemic of the 1950’s and 60’s forced sick people to leave their homes and 

communities to live in sanitariums far away from loved one, often with no one around who could 

speak Nuxalk.  These stays lasted anywhere from six months to two years.  Sometimes families 

saw their loved ones go away, never to hear from them again. 
 
 Considering the previous trauma Nuxalk people had endured, these successive waves of 

sickness, death and separation from loved ones was like salt poured in an open wound.  Before 

people had time to grieve and learn to cope with one loss, another was upon them.  This pattern 

of loss layered upon loss was to become a way of life for the Nuxalk people. 

(vi) Recycled Pain and the Trauma of Daily Life 
 

 As if this inheritance was not enough, the pain and dysfunction that resulted from it 

created a pervasive succession of human and community crises.  Some of these are connected to 

embedded patterns of alcohol and drug abuse, chronic depression or rage, sexual abuse, family 

violence and suicide.  Accidental deaths from drowning, fires, vehicle accidents, gunshot and 

overdoses, as well as death and debilitation from alcohol stress and lifestyle related diseases 

(diabetes, liver damage, cancer, heart disease, etc.) take their toll week after week, month after 

month, and year after year. 
 

Remarks 
 

 The foregoing description of successive waves of trauma is not intended in any way to be 

a history of what has happened.  It was the desire of the co-authors of this plan to tell enough of 

what happened in the past to show that the Nuxalk people have been the victims of a great deal 

of trauma that has impacted their individual and collective well-being for well over one hundred 

and fifty years.  Addictions, depression, chronic rage, sexual abuse, suicidal inclinations, 

dysfunctional relationships and feelings of despair and hopelessness are examples of what this 

legacy of pain looks like in the lives of individuals today.  Political disunity, and the lack of trust, 
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cooperation and common ground among various community factions are examples of collective 

level outcomes of the trauma which are still affecting the Nuxalk people. 
 

 We believe this explanation offers a historically-based understanding of why the Nuxalk 

Nation is in a situation today in which healing is necessary.  However, everything that was 

inherited from the past is not negative.  In addition to the legacy of the trauma described in the 

foregoing section, there is also a great deal of strength that can be called upon in the work of 

building a healthy future for the Nuxalk Nation. 
 
 

(B) ASSETS AND STRENGTHS 
 
 

 Despite all that has happened to the Nuxalk people over the past one hundred and fifty 

years, we are not a defeated people.  On the contrary, visitors to the community are often struck 

by the hopefulness, vitality, enthusiasm and creativity of Nuxalk children and youth.  These 

young people are products of Nuxalk families, and while it is true that there are many 

community problems, it is also true that there are many strengths. We list them here (the ones we 

have identified at this preliminary stage) because people cannot build upon who they are not, on 

what they don’t have, and on what they lack.  They can only build on their strengths; i.e. on who 

they really are, and on the resources they can access now.  Following is a (partial) list of Nuxalk 

strengths that will be called upon during the implementation of the Healing and Wellness 

Development Plan. 
 

• a tremendous reservoir of human resources; talent that (largely) sleeps within Nuxalk 

individuals (arts, leadership, insight, inventiveness, creativity, etc.) waiting to be used; 

• a profound connection to the spiritual dimensions of life; 

• the capacity to see beyond the current crises, to have a vision of healing and wellness into 

which the community can grow; 

• the capacity to express that vision in many ways (words, arts, music); 

• the capacity to believe in that vision (despite all the pain of the past) as a true expression of 

Nuxalk human and community potentiality; 

• the capacity to be open to new learning and healing processes that make it possible for people 

to move forward into that vision; 

• the capacity to persevere in the work of implementing that vision despite apparent resistance 

and despite the time it takes for changes to occur; 
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• the capacity to forgive one another the hurts of the past; and to move on in sharing the 

responsibility and the workload healing and development entails; 

• the readiness and enthusiasm for change that exists in the younger generations of Nuxalk, 

who now make up approximately sixty percent of the population; 

• the profound strength that Nuxalk women have demonstrated, crises after crises, especially 

related to finding and implementing healthy solutions to very challenging issues; 

• the sustained leadership and dedication of key individuals who have been “sitting in the fire” 

of community criticism and suspicion for years in order to win trust and to help in moving 

the community toward wellness 

• the tremendous reservoir of knowledge, experience, wisdom and love of the Nuxalk elders, 

whose lives are rooted in years of hard won experiences, and whose hearts long to be of 

service to the people; 

• the resilience of Nuxalk language, culture, ceremonies and traditional knowledge, which 

constitutes a truly vast and (until recently untapped) resource for the contemporary 

development of a sustainable life for Nuxalk people in all dimensions of life (relationship 

with the land, political development, healing community differences, developing a viable 

local economy, the education of the next generation, etc.); 

• a fairly large and diverse land base that has tremendous economic as well as cultural and 

spiritual potential, if a sustainable approach to its development is taken; 

• a core group of some 120-150 individuals who are on a healing path, are willing to support 

each other through the process, are open to continuous learning and growth, and are more 

than willing to accept others into the circle. 
 
 This is only a partial list.  Our purpose is to show that there is already a solid foundation 

for the work ahead.  These strengths are also a legacy of the past; of thousands of years of 

Nuxalk experience and of tremendous effort and strength of Nuxalk people today.  While these 

certainly are problems and challenges, there is also much to build upon. 
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III. ANALYSIS OF HEALING ISSUES 
 

 In this section, we will describe some of the major healing issues facing the Nuxalk 

people. We need to state clearly at the outset, however, that these issues cannot be properly 

understood in isolation from each other.  What the Nuxalk community is facing is not a list of 

distinct and unrelated issues, but rather a “syndrome,” a collection of issues that are the “cause” 

of each other and are mutually reinforcing. 
 
 When reviewed as a syndrome, the healing issues troubling the Nuxalk people cannot be 

effectively addressed by conventional therapies which tend to focus on one problem at a time. 

For example, a person who has an alcohol problem very likely also has other underlying issues.  

While removing the pattern of alcohol consumption from the person’s life will certainly bring 

some improvement, it is critical to the person’s healing that the underlying issues also be 

identified and addressed.  In Aboriginal communities with high youth suicide rates, it was 

discovered that many Aboriginal youth suicide attempts are related to sexual abuse.  But even 

that is not the whole story. The suicide rates of teens across the United States tripled between 

1960 and 1999.  Because of electronic media, youth across the continent are connected through 

advertisements and consumption patterns, movies, music and the internet.  The soulless 

messages of hardrock music, Nike shoes and Coca-Cola ads are everywhere, and Nuxalk youth 

are affected, as are youth in Toronto, rural Newfoundland, Nunavut and Chicago. 
 
 What we are saying is that the healing issues facing the Nuxalk people are like a tangled 

web of interconnected causes, effects and mutual reinforcements.  No one thesis, model, therapy, 

strategy or initiative will “fix” the problem. 
 
 Furthermore, this “web” of issues resides within the hearts, minds and habits of people. 

Strictly speaking, all of the dysfunctional thinking and behaviour that makes up the syndrome are 

related to choices people are making.  They may have learned to make these choices for good 

reasons in the past. They may have made their choices many years ago, and are now operating 

on automatic pilot, unaware that they actually have the power within themselves to make a 

change.  Nevertheless, the only way these negative and harmful patterns will actually change is 

if people make other choices.  Choosing health, forgiveness, love and service to others over a 
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path of selfishness, mistrust of others and destructive behaviour, leading to almost certain death 

sounds straightforward and easy.  
 
 But for many people, fear and deeply engrained habits make it very difficult for them to 

let go of the old patterns and to chose life. 
 
 The primary healing issues that overarches all the other issues, is that of helping people 

to open themselves to the process of healing, i.e. to become open to the possibility of making new 

choices. Regardless of specific healing issues that may be affecting us; this is the core healing 

issue of the Nuxalk Nation. 
 
 
 
 

SPECIFIC HEALING ISSUES 
 
 Following is a list of the specific healing issues affecting the Nuxalk people that were 

identified by the collaborators in the healing and wellness planning process.  (We numbered the 

issues for the convenience of readers, but please note that the numbering in no way is intended to 

indicate importance or priority.) 

1) Alcohol and drug abuse; 

2) Fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) and fetal alcohol effect (FAE); 

3) Sexual abuse (past and ongoing); 

4) Physical abuse (past and ongoing, especially, but not exclusively, of women and 

children); 

5) Psychological/emotional abuse; 

6) Low self-esteem; 

7) Dysfunctional families and interpersonal relationships; 

8) Parenting issues such as emotional coldness, rigidity, neglect, poor communications and 

abandonment; 

9) Suicide (and the threat of suicide); 

10) Teen pregnancy; 
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11) Chronic, widespread depression; 

12) Chronic, widespread rage and anger; 

13) Eating disorders; 

14) Sleeping disorders; 

15) Chronic physical illness related to spiritual and emotional states; 

16) Layer upon layer of unresolved grief and loss; 

17) Fear of personal growth, transformation and healing ; 

18) Unconscious internalization of residential school behaviours such as false politeness, not 

speaking out, passive compliance, excessive neatness, obedience without thought, etc.;  

19) Post-residential school community environment, seen in patterns of paternalistic authority 

linked to passive dependency; patterns of misuse of power to control others, and 

community social patterns that foster whispering in the dark, but refusing to support and 

stand with those who speak out or challenge the status quo; 

20) The breakdown of the social glue that holds families and communities together, such as 

trust, common ground, shared purpose and direction, a vibrant ceremonial and civic life, 

co-operative networks and associations working for the common good, etc. 

21) Disunity and conflict between individuals, families and factions within the community. 

22) Flashbacks and associative trauma; i.e. certain smells, foods, sounds, sights and people 

trigger flashback memories, anxiety attacks, physical symptoms or fear; e.g. the sight of a 

certain type of boat or vehicle (especially containing a social worker or RCMP), the sight 

of an old residential school building, etc.; 

23) Educational blocks—aversions to formal learning programs that seem “too much like 

school,” fear of failure, self-sabotage, psychologically-based learning disabilities. 

24) Spiritual confusion; involving alienation from one’s own spiritual life and growth 

process, as well as conflicts and confusion over religion;  

25) Internalized sense of inferiority or aversion in relation to whites and especially whites in 

power;  
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26) Toxic communication—backbiting, gossip, criticism, put downs, personal attacks, 

sarcasm, secrets, etc.; 

27) Some Nuxalk have become the oppressors and abusers of others as a result of what was 

done to them in residential schools; 

28) Dysfunctional family and codependent behaviours replicated in the workplace;  

29) Cultural identity issues—missionization and the loss of our language and cultural 

foundations has led to denial (by some) of the validity of our own cultural identity 

(assimilation), a resulting cultural confusion and dislocation; 

30) Destruction of social support networks (the cultural safety net) that individuals and 

families in trouble could rely upon; 

31) Disconnection from the natural world (i.e. the sea, the forest, the earth, living things) as 

an important dimension of daily life and hence spiritual  dislocation; 

32) Voicelessness—entailing a passive acceptance of powerlessness within community life 

and a loss of traditional governance processes that enabled individuals to have a 

significant influence in shaping community affairs (related to the psychological need of a 

sense of agency, i.e. of being able to influence and shape the world one lives in, as 

opposed to passively accepting whatever comes and feeling powerless to change it). 

 

Remarks 
 

 As daunting as this list may seem, what is encouraging is the insight that many (if not all) 

of these issues have their roots in the common soil of trauma. Terrible things happened to people, 

and in order to cope with the pain, the loss and the confusion, people developed habits and 

responses that seem to work for them. Some people medicated themselves (alcohol and drugs) to 

numb the pain, some people used their power to oppress or abuse others in order to feel an intact 

sense of self after they themselves were violated or abused; some people pulled a shell of fear or 

anger or silence around them to prevent others from hurting them anymore. And so it went. 
 
 As we discussed in the introduction, there are really two dimensions to the work that 

now needs to be undertaken in the heart of the Nuxalk Nation. 
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• Healing Work — having to do with ending the hurts and helping the victims of trauma to 

move past the dysfunctional and hurtful patterns they are now stuck in (i.e. unsticking, 

freeing up human capacity for learning, growth and contribution to the community 

wellness process); and   

 

• Wellness Development Work — having to do with building the foundations of human 

well-being (personal, social, economic, political, cultural, environmental, etc.). 

 

 Accordingly, this document contains two primary sections (to follow) that describe plans 

and lines of action for the healing work, as well as plans and lines of action for the wellness 

development work. 

 

 

IV. THE HEALING PLAN 

 In this section, we begin with a general discussion entitled “What is healing?”, in which 

we outline what is meant by the term “healing,” and what our best understanding is of the stages 

and steps for healing related to intergenerational trauma. 
 

 We then describe specific lines of action proposed for the healing work to be undertaken 

by the Nuxalk nation. 

 

(A) What is Healing?1 
 

 In order to be healthy, there are certain fundamental needs that all human beings have.  

The degree to which individual or communities are able to meet these basic needs determines the 

levels of health the people will be able to sustain. 

 

                                                           
1 This section is adapted from “Community Healing and Aboriginal Social Security Reform:  A study prepared for 
the Assembly of First Nations,” March 1998, by Michael and Judie Bopp and Phil Lane Jr., Four Worlds 
International Institute. 
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 As we understand it, a healthy person, family, community or nation are those who are 

able to successfully address the fundamental determinants of well-being. These determinants 

refer to well-being in the physical, spiritual, emotion, intellectual, economic, social, cultural and 

political dimensions of personal and community life.  Healing therefore may be (strategically) 

described as a process of removing barriers and building the capacity of people and the 

communities to address the determinants of health.  This work certainly involves overcoming the 

legacy of past oppression and abuse, but what that actually means in practice usually involves the 

transformation of our inner lives, (i.e. one’s established patterns and habits of thinking and 

feeling, as well as one’s sense of identity, purpose and mortality) our relationships, and the social 

and environmental conditions within which we live.  Healing, as we will use the term, means 

moving beyond hurt, pain, disease and dysfunctionality, and establishing new patterns of 

living that produce sustainable well-being. 

 

THE DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH 

 

 Health status relative to each of the following determinants needs to be defined (in terms 

of a local community standard of well-being), measured and assessed (in terms of current 

realities and conditions) and analyzed (in terms of what is needed to transform health conditions. 
 

1. Basic physical needs — adequate nutrition, clothing, shelter, pure drinking water, 

sanitary waste disposal and access to medical services. 
 

2. Spirituality and a sense of purpose  — connection to the Creator and a clear sense of 

purpose and direction in individual, family and community life, as well as in the 

collective life of the nation. 
 

3. Life-sustaining values, morals and ethics — guiding principles and a code of conduct 

that informs choices in all aspects of life so that at the level of individuals, families, 

institutions and whole communities, people know which pathways lead to human well-

being, and which to misery, harm and death.  
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4. Safety and security — freedom from fear, intimidation, threats, violence, criminal 

victimization, and all forms of abuse both within families and homes and in all other 

aspects of the collective life of the people. 
 

5. Adequate income and sustainable economics — access to the resources needed to 

sustain life at a level that permits the continued development of human well-being, as 

well as processes of economic engagement that are capable to producing sustainable 

prosperity. 
 

6. Adequate power — a reasonable level of control and voice in shaping one’s life and 

environment through processes of meaningful participation in the political, social and 

economic life of one’s community and nation. 
 

7. Social justice and equity — a fair and equitable distribution of opportunities for all, as 

well as sustainable mechanisms and processes for re-balancing inequities, injustices and 

injuries that have or are occurring. 
 

8. Cultural integrity and identity — pride in heritage and traditions, access to and 

utilization of the wisdom and knowledge of the past, and a healthy identification with the 

living processes of one’s own culture as a distinct and viable way of life for individuals, 

families, institutions, communities and nations. 
 

9. Community solidarity and social support — to live within a unified community that 

has a strong sense of its common oneness and within which each person receives the 

love, caring and support they need from others. 
 

10. Strong families and healthy child development — families that are spiritually centered, 

loving, unified, free from addictions and abuse, and which provide a strong focus on 

supporting the development needs of children from the time of conception through the 

early years and all the way through the time of childhood and youth. 
 

11. Healthy eco-systems and a sustainable relationship between human beings and the 

natural world — the natural world is held precious and honoured as sacred by the 
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people.  It is understood that human beings live within nature as fish live within water.  

The air we breath, the water we drink, the earth that grows our food and the creatures we 

dwell among and depend on for our very lives are all kept free from poisons, disease and 

other dangers.  Economic prosperity is never sought after at the expense of environmental 

destruction.  Rather, human beings work hand-in-hand with nature to protect, preserve 

and nurture the gifts the Creator has given. 
 

12. Critical learning opportunities — consistent and systematic opportunities for 

continuous learning and improvement in all aspects of life, especially those connected to 

key personal, social and economic challenges communities are facing, and those which 

will enhance participation in civil society. 

13. Adequate human services and social safety net — programs and processes to promote, 

support and enhance human healing and social development, as well as to protect and 

enable the most vulnerable to lead lives of dignity and to achieve adequate levels of well-

being. 
 

14. Meaningful work and service to others — opportunities for all to contribute 

meaningfully to the well-being and progress of their families, communities, nations, as 

well as to the global human family. 
 

 These fourteen basic determinants of well-being identified in common by many 

Aboriginal communities2 should be seen as an integrated, interdependent web of factors, rather 

than as distinct and unrelated lines of action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 The language used to identify the various determinants differed from place to place, as well as the organization of 
concepts (such as putting all physical needs in a single category instead of listing some of them separately).  
Nevertheless, we believe this articulation of the determinants is true to a very widely agreed upon set of concepts, 
and as such represents a useful synthesis. 
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(B) HEALING  MODELS  AND  STRATEGIES 
 

HEALING FROM LOSS  —  THE GRIEVING CYCLE 
 It is virtually impossible to find a Nuxalk person who has not been touched by the loss of 

a loved one.  Most people have experienced the death of many relatives and close friends.  The 

tragic and often preventable nature of many of these deaths (due to high rates of substance abuse, 

suicide, accidents and violence) compounds the trauma associated with the loss.  It is not 

surprising, therefore, than many Nuxalk people need help in healing from the trauma of these 

tragic losses, especially when another death occurs before someone has had the opportunity to 

grieve fully for an earlier loss. 

 

 Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, through her work with terminally ill patients and their 

families, identified the following five stages which are commonly experienced by people 

confronting the inevitability of their own death, and by their families and friends in coping with 

the loss of a loved one.  These stages have come to be known as “the grieving cycle”: 

1. Denial and isolation — By denying what has occurred (or what one knows will certainly 

happen) people give themselves the time to gather their inner resources for coping with a 

painful reality. 
 

2. Anger — When it becomes impossible to continue to deny what has happened, the next 

stage is frequently anger.  People ask, “Why does it have to happen to me.  It’s not fair.”  

This anger can often be directed at anyone or anything around them. 
 

3. Bargaining — In an effort to postpone dealing with a situation and feelings which seem 

overwhelming, people affected by the type of trauma associated with death often try to 

make some type of bargain with a higher power.  “If I do X, then such and such will not 

happen.”  The bargain that is made often reflects guilt and people feel about something 

they have not done or people that they have hurt. 

4. Depression  —  People are unable to keep up the sense of numbness associated with 

denial or the rage which is part of stage two.  These feelings are replaced by a deep sense 

of loss. 
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5. Acceptance   — If a person has had the opportunity to work through the previous four 

stages, he or she can come to a point of quiet acceptance of what has occurred.  The 

acceptance stage is not simply giving up; it is moving past those feelings to a deeper 

understanding of the bigger patterns of life which are part of being human. 
 

 Since Dr. Kubler-Ross first described these five stages, many other counselors and 

individuals who have themselves experienced a deep personal loss have further developed the 

description of the grieving cycle to include other steps.  One such version (taken from training 

materials adapted for the National Native Association of Treatment Directors) is included below.  

This model also demonstrates that most people do not move neatly from one stage to another.  

What happens instead is that people move back and forth between various ways of coping with 

their grief. 

 The grieving cycle model also helps us understand what happens when people are unable 

to complete the whole process from an initial state of denial, depression and anger to a final 

acceptance and the return of hope.  If people “get stuck” in one stage of the grieving cycle, they 

continue to behave in ways which harm themselves and those around them.  The results can 

include substance abuse, suicide, eating disorders, depression, or violence. 
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 An important implication of this model, for the purposes of this plan, is that one of the 

causes of personal and social dysfunction in the Nuxalk community stems from the fact that 

many people have been unable to work through the whole grieving process in the face of the 

many personal losses they have suffered.  An effective healing strategy must therefore include 

programs to assist people to move through the stages of the grieving cycle to full mental, 

emotional, physical and spiritual health.  

 

COMMUNITY LOSS 

 

 It is not only individuals who are traumatized by loss. Whole families and communities 

can experience a deep sense of loss when their way of life is dramatically changed.  The 

processes of colonization, missionization and bureaucratization to which Nuxalk people have 

been subjected have in many instances had the following types of consequences: poverty and the 

loss of self-reliance; the loss of language and cultural knowledge and traditions; the loss of 

strong, healthy family relationships through residential schools; the death of a significant 

proportion of the population through disease epidemics; the loss of control over political, social 

and economic decision-making processes; and the undermining of a coherent, balanced world 

view which gave meaning to all aspects of life. 

 

 These losses are so profound that they have had a severe impact on the capacity of the 

Nuxalk Nation to create the type of social, economic, political and cultural context which 

nurtures individual and family health and which promotes collective property and well-being.  

Peter Marris, in his book entitled “Loss and Change”3 argues that these types of collective loss 

actually undermine the capacity of people to learn and develop because they undermine the very 

structure which the culture has used to organize and make sense of their relationships with each 

other, with the natural world and with the great unknowns.  He goes on to describe the process of 

healing a community which has experienced a deep loss needs to go through in order to regain its 

capacity to work toward balance and well-being in all aspects of life: 

                                                           
3 Marris, Peter, “Loss and Change,” Routledge-Kegan Paul, London, 1974. 
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• The individuals in the community need to express their extreme feelings of anger, 

frustration and hostility in a safe environment. 

• The community then needs to be able to organize its own patterns of life on its own terms 

without outside interference from non-members of the group. 

• Communities then can begin to restructure their world through a process of recovering 

their traditional knowledge and using it creatively to solve current problems and to 

develop a new vision of human possibility which can guide the recreation of their way of 

life. 

 
 Bea Schawanda, through her work with the National Native Association of Treatment 

Directors, further developed a model for community recovery from the devastating loss and 

change associated with the type of oppressive processes experienced by North American 

Aboriginal communities through colonization and missionization.  Her work expands the concept 

of the personal grieving cycle into a community grieving cycle.  A healing process designed to 

move communities towards balance and well-being can help them move through the stages in the 

circle at the top of the next page.  This model incorporates the work of Peter Marris in that it 

helps communities move past rage, depression and violence against self and others through a 

learning process designed to assist them to recreate their whole way of life using traditional 

values, a clear understanding of human potential, and the personal family and the community 

responsibility as a foundation. 

RECOVERY FROM TRAUMA 
 

 During the past two decades or so, a rich literature has developed exploring the impact of 

personal trauma on the mental, emotional, physical and spiritual health of individuals and of 

collective trauma on the social, cultural, political and economic well-being of communities.  

Trauma can be defined as the psychological, mental and physical effects associated with a 

painful experience or shock.  Some of the important characteristics and effects of trauma as they 

relate to a discussion about the healing needs of Aboriginal communities include the following.4  

                                                           
4 We are indebted to Sousan Abadian, whose synthesis from this literature in her Harvard University 
doctoral dissertation “From Wasteland to Homeland: Traumas and the Renewal of Indigenous People and 
Their Communities”, (1999). 
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1. Trauma can be experienced a result of an acute and discrete happening or as a 

function of a prolonged set of events. 

For example, an individual can be traumatized by witnessing a brutal or tragic 

event (such as violent death of a parent) or by the type of persistent abuse experienced by 

some Aboriginal people in residential schools (by being separated from relatives, by 

being punished for speaking their own language and by being forced to behave in ways 

which are contrary to cultural norms such as being forced to eat rotten or repugnant food, 

or to perform sexual favours, etc.).  A characteristic of chronic or repeated abuse is that it 

occurs in circumstances which prevent the victim from escaping.  Captivity can include 

conditions of dependency (such as experienced by children as well as some adults), of 

detention (such as residential schools or prison), of poverty (which limits options) or of 

authoritarian power (when leadership does not allow participation in decisions which 

affect people). 
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Just like individuals, communities can experience acute trauma (for example, 

when a disease epidemic wipes out a significant number of their population or a disaster 

destroys their property and livelihood) or chronic abuse (such as through a process of 

colonization which repeatedly attacks the foundations of their culture and social 

organization). 

2. Trauma, regardless of the form in which it was experienced, has certain characteristic 

effects on individuals and the way in which they perceive the world around them. 

 All forms of psychological trauma have in common their capacity to engender 

feelings of “intense fear, helplessness, loss of control and threat of annihilation” 

(Andreasen 1985:918).  Erikson (1994:21) describes the symptoms of trauma as “a 

numbness of spirit, a susceptibility to anxiety, rage and depression, a sense of 

helplessness, an inability to concentrate, a loss of various motor skills, a heightened 

apprehension about the physical and social environment, a preoccupation with death, a 

retreat into dependency, and a general loss of ego function.” 

 

Trauma not only affects an individual’s psychological health, but also the capacity 

of that individual to connect with others in healthy relationships and to bond with 

community institutions and social structures.  Trauma affects whole communities by 

undermining social, cultural, economic and political structures and relationships as well 

as the capacity of that community to interact in a healthy, balanced way with the society 

around it.  Trauma can also undermine spiritual beliefs.  People lose faith not only in 

human institutions but in Divine law and justice. 

 

When trauma is prolonged or repeated, it can result in a sense of helplessness and 

hopelessness, both on an individual and on a collective (family or community level).  

People lose faith in their capacity to control their own lives.  Fear and a sense of 

helplessness can seriously affect the capacity to learn, and in this way the impact of 

trauma can make it difficult for an individual or community to heal from the shock, to 

return to some sort of balance and harmony, and to behave in the future in ways that will 

minimize the likelihood that the trauma will be repeated. 
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In summary, trauma affects the sense of self, the relationships people have with 

each other and their entire worldview.  Healing efforts aimed at helping individuals and 

communities overcome the affects of trauma must therefore work on all three of these 

levels. 

3. Chronic childhood trauma results in a particular set of behaviours and adaptations 

known in the psychological literature as codependency. 

Chronic childhood abuse can be physical (e.g. neglect, battering), sexual (e.g. 

incest, rape, fondling), emotional (e.g. verbal abuse, neglect and abandonment), 

intellectual (e.g. when children are not allowed to do their own thinking), or spiritual (e.g. 

when a child’s spiritual beliefs and practices are ridiculed or forbidden by residential 

school staff or when the abuser is a representative of a religious organization).  Prolonged 

childhood abuse is especially harmful when it gives the child the message that he or she 

is helpless and that the abuses is all powerful. 

 

Codependency is a term that has become a popular way of describing the type of 

behaviour which individuals adopt in order to cope with chronic childhood abuse.  It is 

also a set of behaviours which are learned in families and communities which have not 

healed themselves from past traumas.  Codependency has been defined by Wegscheider-

Cruse and Cruse as “a pattern of painful dependency on compulsive behaviours and on 

approval from others in an attempt to find safety, self-worth and behaviours and on 

approval from others in an attempt to find safety, self-worth and identity.”5  Pia Mellody6 

identifies five symptoms which form “the core of the disease”: 

• Difficulty experiencing appropriate levels of self-esteem (whether low self-esteem 

or feelings of arrogance and grandiosity). 

• Difficulty setting functional boundaries (e.g. when we try to manipulate and 

control others, or when we are either unable to be intimate with others or do not 

set appropriate boundaries for our sexual behaviour). 

                                                           
5 Wegscheifer-Cruse and Cruse, 1990:8. 
6 Mellody, Pia, 1989. 

 28



• Difficulty owning and expressing our own reality (e.g. taking responsibility for 

the impact of our behavior on others, understanding and sharing our thoughts and 

feelings in accurate and appropriate ways, correctly interpreting the behaviour and 

feeling of others, and having a realistic and healthy sense of our bodies). 

• Difficulty acknowledging and taking care of our adult needs and wants (e.g. being 

too dependent or being unwilling to accept help from anyone; not using 

appropriate means to satisfy our basic needs, having unrealistic expectations, and 

not asking for help when needed). 

• Difficulty experiencing and expressing our reality in a moderate way (e.g. 

thinking in terms of black and white, right and wrong; dressing immodestly or 

with compulsive neatness; being cold and detached or expressing feelings in a 

very intense way). 

4. Trauma begets trauma.  The impact of trauma is “vital” in nature.  It can be spread 

through relationships inter- and intra-generationally. 

An approach to family counseling which as been called “family systems theory,” 

argues that a certain way of thinking and behaving (e.g. codependency as described 

above) can become institutionalized in a particular family or community culture.7  In this 

way, a particular way of responding to an initial trauma becomes accepted as a “normal” 

way of life.  Because those behaviours and ways of thinking are not balanced and 

healthy, however, they continue to inflict fresh trauma on everyone who has part of the 

family or community and thus are perpetuated from one generation the next. 

 

Some of the types of behaviour which can become part of a dysfunctional 

generation pattern of life include: strong feelings of helplessness, dependence and 

inferiority; high incidences of alcoholism, drug abuse, sexual abuse, domestic violence 

and suicide frequently resorting to violence to settle quarrels; early sexual initiation and 

                                                           
7 This idea, that a culture of trauma or codependency can become a “normal” way of living for families or 
whole communities has been explored by writers such as the anthropologist Oscar Lewis who described what 
we called the “culture of poverty” and counselor Anne Wilson-Schaef who argued that codependency is 
embedded in the general North American society (Wilson-Schaef, Anne, When Society Becomes an Addict, 
Toronto: Whiteside Limited, 1987.) 
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high incidences of sexual promiscuity; a high proportion of single-parent families headed 

by women; little ability to defer gratification and plan for the future; low levels of 

cooperation to work toward the common good; a mistrust of societal institutions and 

authority structures; and a sense of resignation and fatalism. 

 

While some of these behaviours may appear to be logical or reasonable for 

communities which have suffered chronic abuse, the problem is that these same 

behaviours inflict fresh trauma on community members and make it very difficult for the 

community to recreate its institutions and relationships in ways which lead to well-being 

and prosperity.  For example, it is entirely reasonable for communities which have been 

colonized to mistrust societal institutions and authority structures.  On the other hand, 

unless the people in those same communities can overcome their suspicion and mistrust 

in order to build local institutions and power relationships which are healthy and which 

work for the common good, the existing pattern of life becomes abusive in itself.  This 

can be called a type of “internalized oppression”8 in which the victims create 

relationships through which they continue to abuse each other. 

5. Not just individuals but also social collectives can sustain traumatic wounds. 

Communities can be traumatized by natural disasters such as earthquakes, floods 

or epidemics or through the actions of human beings such as wars, environmental 

degradation, the forced dislocation of people from their homes, the destruction of a 

community’s economic base, chronic poverty and dependency, the devaluing or 

outlawing of a people’s culture and spiritual practices, the loss of language and traditional 

knowledge, the loss of young people to substance abuse and suicide, or the loss of strong 

family relationships through residential schools. 

 

When whole communities are traumatized in these ways, a significant proportion 

of the population will feel powerless and disconnected rather than creative, responsible 

and united.  Social institutions will tend to reinforce dependency, learned helplessness, 

corruption and mistrust rather than productivity, an orientation to service and 

                                                           
8 Some social scientists refer to this phenomenon as “lateral violence.” 
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“community-unity.”  People will not feel bound together in a supportive network of 

relationships which can sustain them through hard times and create a sense of purpose 

and meaning for life. 

 

Some Aboriginal people have referred to the conditions of their families and 

communities as reflecting the “residential school syndrome”9 — the incorporation of the 

behaviours learned in struggling to cope with the chronic abuse of residential schools into 

everyday life, even long after the residential schools have been closed.  Duran and 

Duran (1995:30-34) have described this phenomenon as inter-generational post 

traumatic stress disorder. 

HEALING FROM PERSONAL TRAUMA 
 The process of recovering from trauma requires a number of conditions or features in 

order to be successful. 
 

1. Safety — The creation of a safe “holding” environment10 for the healing work.  For 

individuals this can mean establishing a relationship of trust and confidentiality with a 

counselor or other helper.  It can also mean spending time in special healing settings such 

as healing and treatment centres, spiritual centres or ceremonies.  An important element 

of safety is establishing a process for the healing work which allows the victim to feel 

assured that he or she will not be overwhelmed by working on the trauma and can remain 

in control. 
 

  The family or the community can also create conditions which make it safe for 

individuals to do healing work.  Strong interpersonal bonds which are non-judgmental 

and supportive and which foster autonomy rather than dependence are essential.  As well, 

collective solidarity in a community through a shared sense of history, language, values, 

traditions and ceremonies and identity are important.  Community leadership which 
                                                           
9 See for example Chief Bev Sellarsí (Soda Creek First Nation) opening address to the First National Conference on 
Residential Schools, June 18, 1991, Vancouver, British Columbia. 
10 See the work of Herman (1992) and Heifetz (1994) for a discussion of the need for a safe or holding environment 
for people to do healing and reconciliation work.  A holding environment can be defined as the psychological or 
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acknowledges the importance of healing, which creates space and legitimacy for healing 

processes and which is willing to undertake their own healing journeys can also be a 

powerful catalyst for healing. 

  Of course, the dilemma here is that people who are traumatized have a very 

difficult time creating family and community cultures which are safe for healing work.  

Their own trauma prevents them from forming the type of interpersonal relationships and 

community institutions which will support healing.  As well, their own trauma can 

continually be re-stimulated through the behaviour of individuals who are not yet ready 

to begin healing work or who are beginning the healing process through grieving for what 

they have suffered and lost.  In this case, resources from outside of the community will be 

needed to help create a safe place for the healing work to begin and to build up the trust 

and networks of mutual support which will allow it to continue. 

2. Discharging — People need to acknowledge the harm they have experienced and 

discharge their feelings of grief, anger and despair.  People who have experienced 

profound loss need to tell their stories, often many times.  If properly handled, this stage 

allows people to move past denial and through depression and anger to a readiness to 

begin moving toward a new understanding of their potential and purpose as human 

beings. 

  This stage is a challenging one, because breaking through the numbness of denial 

or depression in order to face what has occurred can seem overwhelming and be very 

painful.  The telling of the story brings with it all the feelings of violation, fear, 

powerlessness, rage and shame which are part of being a victim of abuse or other types of 

trauma.  It is also challenging because many people will resist completely facing their 

pain by focusing on seeking revenge or compensation or on simply forgiving the abuser.  

To say this does not mean that compensation is not often appropriate or that coming to 

the point of being able to forgive your abuser is not admirable.  Trauma therapists, 

however, note that these steps cannot really be taken effectively if the victim is doing 

them in order to avoid working through the process of remembering the pain which has 

been suffered and grieving for what has been lost. 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
physical space which allows the traumatized person to deal with feelings and rebuild relationships with others at a 
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3. Reconnection — Since feelings of helplessness, isolation and a lack of trust are the 

primary long-term harmful effects of trauma, an essential next step is for the victim to 

reconnect with themselves and with others in fulfilling and constructive ways.  This 

means first of all that the individuals who are going through a healing process have to re-

examine their basic beliefs about themselves, or, as it is sometimes described, to create a 

“post-trauma self.”  Trauma has such a profound effect on people that it often shakes 

their view of themselves, of their self-worth, of their purpose for living and for their 

capacity to be loving, creative, intelligent beings.  Creating a new self can involve re-

learning what it means to be an ordinary, healthy human being because the victim’s sense 

of such things as appropriate intimacy, boundaries, as well as appropriate emotional 

expressions can be distorted as a result of the trauma.  It involves changing beliefs and 

values as well as behaviour.  It also usually means moving past a definition of oneself as 

a victim, forever powerless and fearful.  It means accepting responsibility for the future 

and taking important first steps to become constructive members of society and to 

develop one’s mental, emotion, physical and spiritual potential. 

  As this new self is being born, the individual healing from trauma must begin 

developing trusting, caring relationships with others.  This process often begins through a 

deep relationship with a healer of some sort, whether trained through western medicine or 

through traditional processes.  This is one reason why healers must behave in completely 

honourable ways which will enhance the capacity of the traumatized person to build 

appropriate relationships, built on the new, “post traumatic self.”  The relationship of 

trust, mutual respect and confidentiality which begins with the healer can then be 

extended to appropriate ways (i.e. while honouring appropriate boundaries) to others in 

society.  It is through these relationships that people can express and exercise such 

capacities as autonomy, courage, intimacy and initiative.  It is at this point that the victim 

is ready to work toward seeking justice or compensation for the harm or loss incurred and 

toward forgiveness for the abuses, not because the act that was committed is excusable, 

but because of a deep appreciation for our common humanity. 

To these three stages, which are fairly standard in the literature on trauma, we add the following two, which move 

the healing process past freedom from disease and dysfunction to the development of sustainable well-being. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
pace and through a process which does not overwhelm the person and cause further trauma. 
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4. Building Capacity — Unless personal development is part of the healing process, individuals 

run the risk of continuing their dysfunctional ways of thinking and acting.  It has been 

observed that the mental, emotional, physical and spiritual development can become blocked 

if people remain trapped in the early stages of trauma, such as denial, anger, depression and 

violent or self-destructive behaviour.  Once they have worked past these stages, they must 

actively begin learning and growing again in ways which allow them to develop their 

potential in all aspects of life. 

  Some of the capacities and skills which need to be built include decision making, 

coping effectively with stress, effective communication and human relations, life skills 

concerning meeting basic needs and setting goals and priorities for life, exercising 

positive values and ethics, working with others on issues of common concern, having 

satisfying work and fulfilling career aspirations, and maintaining positive mental and 

physical health. 
 

5. Building a New Pattern of Life — A final stage of the healing journey is building a pattern 

of life which ensures that the basic conditions of health and well-being are met.  These 

conditions are sometimes called the determinants of health and include such things as being 

able to meet basic physical needs; having a strong cultural and personal identity; feeling safe 

and secure; having mutually supportive relationships with family, friends and neighbours; 

having access to appropriate human services; being engaged in meaningful work and service 

to others; having a strong connection with life-sustaining values, moral and ethics; having 

opportunities to learn and develop throughout the life span; and having a voice in the 

decisions which affect your life. 

  Obviously, the individual can not create all these conditions for sustainable well-

being alone.  While individuals can make many decisions concerning life-style and life 

choices, this work also requires concerted effort by families, community organizations, 

the community as a whole, and government at the local, regional, provincial and national 

levels. 
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COMMUNITY HEALING FROM COLLECTIVE TRAUMA 

 In most Aboriginal communities, it is not only individuals which have been traumatized, 

but whole families and communities.  This concept has already been mentioned in the section 

above on “Community Loss.”  The loss of language and culture, the loss of self-reliance and an 

economic base, the loss of whole families and communities through disease, the loss of whole 

generations of children to residential schools, and generational patterns of alcoholism and sexual 

abuse are all examples of the types of prolonged trauma suffered by many communities. 
 

 Collective traumas are doubly harmful because the support network which individuals 

need in the process of recovery from personal trauma are often dysfunctional or non-existent.  

Traumatized communities generally create an environment in which it is difficult for individuals 

to do their own healing work.  The communities traditions, cultural processes and institutions 

which formerly would have allowed traumatized people to tell their stories and process their 

emotions have broken down.  Relationships with family, friends, neighbours and community 

workers or leaders no longer provide a safe haven for rebuilding the capacity for trust and 

intimacy.  Reconnecting with a community which is functioning in unhealthy ways will not 

necessarily be a step toward recovery. 
 

 Traumatized communities must also go through a form of collective healing in order to 

be resorted to balance.  This process can be a long and painful one and it requires the same types 

of conditions as are required for individual healing, but on a much larger and more prolonged 

scale in order to be successful. 
 

 The effects of collective trauma are very pervasive.  They tend to destroy the foundation 

of trust and the capacity to work together for the common good which are a prerequisite for 

healthy formal and informal institutions and patterns of economic, political and social 

relationships.  Many individuals in the community will have lost faith in authority, and some 

leaders, themselves traumatized, may no longer be worthy of trust.  In other words, the network 

of social relationships and institutions which would ordinarily make it possible for a community 

to begin to do its healing work has been destroyed and has to be recreated at the same time as the 

individuals in the community have become healthy enough to create an environment in which 

others can heal. 
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 Like individuals, communities must establish a type of therapeutic relationship with 

helpers and resource people who help to create a safe, holding environment in which they can 

focus on healing work.  These helpers must model beneficial values and behaviour in order to 

help the community establish a “post-traumatic identity” — a new vision of human potential 

based on sound ethical principles, grounded in cultural knowledge and capable of solving critical 

social and economic issues. 

 These helpers can also help guide the community through processes designed to tell their 

story and to grieve their losses.  And they must help the community recreate bonds of trust, 

mutual aid and creative self-reliance.  Such helpers can be traditional healers, spiritual leaders, 

community development workers or other form and informal community leaders.  If these 

helpers come from within the community, they often need the support of outside helpers to be 

able to perform this difficult function in the face of opposition, scapegoating and feelings of 

hopelessness and despair.   

COMMUNITY HEALING STEPS AND CONDITIONS 

 The steps which a community must go through in order to heal — to move out of a 

vicious cycle of violence, blaming, despair and self-destructive behaviour — can be summarized 

as follows: 

1. A safe environment must be created for individuals to do their own healing work and for 

families and the community as a whole to deal with issues that affect those levels.  A safe 

environment is one which allows the community to deal with painful issues at a pace it 

can handle and provides the support that is required to ensure that issues can be dealt with 

in a way which leads to healing rather than to further traumatization. 

2. This process requires leadership.  In most instances, this leadership comes from two 

sources: 

a) courageous, role-model leaders from within the community who are willing to 

persevere in their own healing journey and who are willing and able to take tough 

stands concerning the dysfunctional relationships and behaviour which is keeping the 

community trapped in a state of denial or in patterns of violence, apathy, substance 

abuse and disunity. 
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b) outside helpers who provide support to the inside leadership and who are able to bring 

badly needed resources such as learning processes, connection with other 

communities which have successfully dealt with the same issues, and a neutral 

outside perspective which can be trusted by community members. 

 Many different types of processes need to be set up to allow people to tell their stories 

and to process feelings.  Personal growth workshops, support circles of many kinds, 

community theater, video or other types of art projects, traditional ceremonies and 

counseling sessions are some of the tools that can be used for this purpose. 
 

3. Bonds of trust and mutual aid must be re-established within families and between 

community members.  This can be one of the outcomes of people sharing and processing 

feelings together through the types of experiences listed in #2 above.  It can also be a 

conscious step which people take as they come together to tackle some of the critical 

challenges they face, such as reducing youth substance abuse or preventing youth suicides.  

At some point community members must realize that they will be unable to move forward 

without learning to trust each other and to create a foundation of unity.  Building these new 

relationships will not just happen.  It will require dedicated effort to overcome the old 

patterns.  It will also require facing up to and moving past old hurts and grievances. 

  In all likelihood, dysfunctional communities will have dysfunctional community 

organizations and agencies (whether professional or volunteer).  The formal and informal 

institutions in the community need to be transformed in accordance with life-preserving, 

life-enhancing principles and processes.  In other words, organizational healing 

processes following the steps outlined in this section will also be needed. 

4. A new pattern of individual family and community life must be built.  This step requires 

a process of community consultation, often over a period of many months or even years, 

in order to articulate a common vision of the future and the core principles which must 

guide the development process (based on a deep understanding of cultural values and 

identity).  In other words, the community must come together to answer such questions 

as: 
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• What are things like now for children, youth, men, women, elders and families? in 

the political, economic, social and cultural dimensions of life? 

• What is the future we want now for children, youth, men, women, elders and 

families? in the political, economic, social and cultural dimensions of life? 

• What are the steps we must take in order to build that future? 

• What can we learn from our past that can serve as a foundation for the task of 

creating a new future together?  What can we learn from others to do this work? 

  The community’s political, economic, education, health, recreation and social 

service programs, as well as its formal associations can then be systematically 

transformed in ways which will lead to on-going well-being. 

  Through all of the above steps, the community must keep learning.  Individuals, 

families and communities who are traumatized often have a reduced capacity to learn.  

Their struggle to control strong feelings of anger, fear, helplessness or hopelessness has 

not left them much energy for creativity and learning.  As well, personal and cultural 

identity and perceptions about self-worth have become distorted.  Through the healing 

process, these feelings are released and the individual and community is ready to adopt a 

new, “post-trauma” identity (see the section on healing from personal trauma above).  

This will require new information, skills and attitudes related to many issues: personal 

well-being, interpersonal relations, leadership and dealing with critical social and 

economic development issues. 

4. The community must establish healthy relationships with other communities around it on 

the basis of its “post-trauma” identity.  These renewed relationships are a necessary part of 

establishing viable economic, social, political and cultural patterns in the context of regional, 

provincial, national and international forces. 

Remarks 
 The foregoing section entitled “What is Healing?” discusses the general shape of the 

essential work we believe needs to be facilitated and supported in the Nuxalk Nation’s healing 
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process.  The section to follow describes specific lines of action that needed to be carried out in 

order to bring about the process of healing. 

 

 (C) HEALING:  SPECIFIC  LINES  OF  ACTION  

 Just as the human body needs the circulatory system (blood), the respiratory system 

(oxygen), the digestive system (food) and the nervous system (guidance, instruction, 

coordination and energy), so a comprehensive healing and wellness development process has 

many interdependent and equally essential parts.  The following twelve (12) interrelated lines of 

action are recommended, not as options to chose from, but as necessary parts to living whole. 

Please note that this document is intended to provide a big picture description of 

a comprehensive healing and wellness development process for the Nuxalk 

Nation.  Our notes describing various lines of action are only intended to provide 

enough details so that an implementation group will understand what it is they 

need to build, and will have some idea of how to begin. 

1. Establish and develop the capacity of a Community Wellness Professional Team. 

2. Build and nurture a community healing and wellness Volunteer Core Group around the 

wellness team (30-50 actual people). 

3. Institute a continuous learning program aimed at training individuals and groups to do 

the healing work.  We see Nuxalk College playing a key role in this work.   

Build the following program initiatives utilizing a combination of community volunteers 

and professional helpers to design and carry out the program. 

4. Community Crises Intervention Program. 

5. Community Counseling Program. 

6. Community Sexual Abuse Intervention Team. 

7. Nuxalk Nation Treatment Program (retreat based, 10 - 30 days, addressing addictions, 

grieving, abuse and other healing issues). 

8. A network of volunteer driven, professionally guided support groups and healing 

circles to provide ongoing healing opportunities, personal support and a peer reference 

group for individuals on a healing journey. 
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9. A Family Healing initiative, that takes healing processes into families, and addresses 

relationship issues, parenting problems and specific healing issues affecting that 

particular family. 
 

10. A “Choices”—like total immersion healing and personal growth training program 

available to every Nuxalk person who is willing to enter the program. 
 

11. The recovery and future development of Nuxalk cultural and spiritual resources and 

strategies related to healing, and the systematic application of these approaches for 

Nuxalk community wellness for those who are receptive to them. 
 

12. A community reconciliation and unity building initiative (within the Nuxalk Nation 

and between Nuxalks and their non-Nuxalk neighbours). 
 

 We will now provide a brief explanation and comments related to each of these twelve 

lines of action. 
  

 

MORE DETAILS 
 

1. COMMUNITY WELLNESS PROFESSIONAL TEAM 

 

 We understand that the healing and wellness work that needs to be done is really an 

important part of a comprehensive nation building strategy.  Furthermore, because strong and 

healthy people make strong and healthy nations, this work is important enough to include 

concentrated professional and organizational energy.  We therefore recommend the following 

professional positions and programs be combined to address the healing component of the 

Healing and Wellness Development Team.  

a. The professional healing team will consist of: 

• the Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program Team 

• Two fully accredited senior level professional counselors (1 male, 1 female), with 

extensive knowledge and experiences in group work, sexual and physical abuse, 
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working with traumatized children and youth, working in rural and Aboriginal 

communities and working within a spiritual, cultural framework. (Masters level, 5 

years experience). 

• Four junior level counselors with the equivalent of a community college 

certificate in counseling (2 women, 2 men). 

b. The Transition House Professional Team (4 people). 

c. The Community Health Centre Professional Team (Community Health Nurse, CHRS, 

etc.). 

d. Adult educator (½ time) with a background in training for healing work to design and 

implement the capacity building dimensions of the healing work of both the professional 

team and the community volunteers. 

e. We estimate this professional healing team to consist of at least 14 trained individuals, 

some very senior and skilled, others still learning and at a more junior level, but all of 

them working together in the following ways: 

• Using common language, models and intervention strategies agreed upon through 

team consultation. 

• Everyone playing their part in a coordinated and integrated effort (no “Lone 

Ranges” allowed). 

• Everyone participating in on-going training and continuous improvement 

processes. 

• Everyone subject to the same codes of professional behaviour and the same 

general protocols for handling cases. 

• Integrated care conferencing, so all services provided to any one individual or 

family are consistent and professionally supported by all parts of the team. 

• Strong enforcement of a code of confidentially and a strict protocol for protecting 

the privacy and reputation of community members. 
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f. All parts of the team (i.e. all units, and all individuals) must subject their practice to 

professional supervision and review, managed by the team under the direction of the 

coordinator. 

g. An integrated, confidential record keeping system will be developed as identified and 

implemented and access to it, as well as responsibility for its continued improvement will 

be the responsibility of the Wellness Coordinator or his/her designate. 

h. The individual program units that makes up the Wellness Team (i.e. the Health Centre, 

Counseling Program, Alcohol and Drug Programs, Transition Houses, etc.) will retain 

their identity and distinct program integrity, but will adjust their program activities to 

harmonize their work with the other programs in a coordinated effort. 

2. VOLUNTEER HEALING TEAM 

 

 There is no way that all of the healing work to be done can be delivered to the community 

by professionals.  Part of the reason for this is that there is simply too much work to do.  But a 

more critical reason is because healing is everybody’s work.  A major portion of what has to be 

done, needs to be done by community members themselves.  Friends helping friends, youth 

helping youth, family members helping each other —  this is the only way a whole nation can 

make the journey together.  The Nuxalk Nation must become a healing place.  Nuxalk people 

will need to learn how to create the safety and support needed so healing can occur.  
 

 One very important principle we have discovered is that one person (no matter how 

expert or processional) does not “heal” another.  Healing happens from the inside out.  

Others may help and encourage, but the real letting go of the pain, the fear and the 

dysfunctional behaviour is something a person chooses to do from the inside out.  So what 

this means for the healing plan is that the role of the professional is not to “fix” or “heal” 

the people.  It is, rather, to guide and support, as the people heal themselves.  That is why it 

is reasonable and important to multiply the capacity of the professional healing team by 

surrounding the professional with a core group of volunteers who are working to help in the 

healing work. 
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 Just as the community has a well trained, well equipped and dedicated group of volunteer 

firefighters, it now needs a “healing brigade,” i.e. a well trained, professionally supported 

company of community members who are “on call” 24-hours a day, 7 days a week to help with 

the healing work.  This emergency response capacity is necessary at this time because the 

community is experiencing an ongoing emergency that is similar to a series of house fires; they 

can start anytime; they often happen at night; they are dangerous, i.e. they can kill or seriously 

injure people; and they can spread out of control and cause great devastation. 
 

 This line of action calls for the creation of a volunteer Healing Team consisting of 30 - 50 

persons (youth, women, men, elders) who first go through intensive healing work themselves and 

are then trained to support others through their crises and long-term healing processes. 
 

 By combining the integrated services of the Professional Healing Team with those of the 

Volunteer Healing Team the Nuxalk Nation will have an integrated Human Resources Pool 

dedicated to the healing work consisting of 50 - 75 people.  With this size of a pool, it will be 

possible to carry out the full range of healing programs that the community needs, without 

creating yet another imbalance by putting too much responsibility and expectations on a few 

people, who then burn-out like a shooting star.  

3. CONTINUOUS LEARNING 

 

 Many of the elements to be initiated, as part of the healing strategy will require either 

advanced professional training or community capacity building.  The Nuxalk Nation is forging a 

new path by walking it in the healing work.  It is virtually impossible to hire professionals or to 

find established programs that truly address all the particular healing related needs for the 

Nuxalk Nation.  It will therefore be reasonable for the community to learn as they go.  They will 

need to take the best models, the best methods and strategies and the best people, and combine 

all of these to build Nuxalk’s healing programs.  Then we will need to train the Nuxalk people to 

run these programs.  Beyond that, we will need to continually evaluate the effectiveness of the 

programs and continuously improve the initiatives through learning.   
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 This learning will not happen by itself.  It will need to be professionally designed and 

professionally implemented. 
 

 Originally Nuxalk College was conceived and developed to be the primary engine for 

catalyzing and facilitating adult learning for development within the heart of the Nuxalk Nation.  

The learning required to promote the healing and wellness work will need to be rooted in the 

work itself.  Its success will be measured by the success of the healing process and the 

curriculum will have to be situated within the healing work itself, not abstracted from it.  These 

learning requirements call for a style of delivery more like on-the-job training then like formal 

college programs and for this work, adult educators who are familiar with participatory and 

community based approaches will be required. 
 

4. COMMUNITY CRISES INTERVENTION AND TRANSITION “SAFE” HOUSES 

 

 This initiative calls for the planning and organization of an Emergency Response Team 

(ERT) as part of the overall healing work.  The ERT will be a highly trained group of 

professionals and community volunteers who will be able to work with people in crises until the 

crises is abated and a long term plan can be made for services, support and healing work.  The 

ERT will be on call (in shifts) around the clock to respond to situations in which community 

members are either unable to cope with what is happening to them, or they are a danger to 

themselves or others.  Incidences of threatened and attempted suicide, overdose, sudden lose of 

loved ones, re-stimulated deep trauma, “end of the rope” feelings of despair, or serious concerns 

by friends and family about the behaviour and safety of a loved ones are examples of the sorts of 

cases that might involve the ERT.   
 

 The ERT will include the following resources; 

• Elders 

• Psychiatric counselors 

• Child protections workers 

• Spiritual counselors 

• Peer counselors (volunteers) 



• Transition house staff members 

• Alcohol and drug abuse team members 

• RCMP backup 

 A crises line will be maintained so that the ERT can be accessed by the community. 

 

The Role of Transition Houses 
 

 The Nuxalk Nation has already established a successful transition house for women and 

children escaping violence or dysfunctional partners and households.  This program has a 

passionate and caring staff, and has already shown it to be an important component in effectively 

intervening in family crises. 
 

 Because of this success, we now realize that there is another category of people who need 

a similar service, namely youth who are often displaced and in danger as they or their families 

are experiencing a period of crises.  A series of “safe houses” may work in the short term for 

youth in crises, but in addition to shelters, what is often needed is counseling and support which 

will (initially) be provided by the ERT. 
 

 It will be of the utmost importance that the ERT, Transition House and a Youth 

Safehouse system all be linked together, and that all parts of this system function as a single 

team.  

5. COMMUNITY COUNSELLING PROGRAM 

 

 A Comprehensive Community Counseling Program will be developed, with the capacity 

to address the full range of counseling needs in the community.  The Community Counseling 

Program will be a web of integrated services offered by a variety of caregivers situated in 

cooperating agencies across the community. 
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 Design features of the Community Counseling Program will include: 
 

a) A single point of entry into the system through an initial intake and assessment process  

(perhaps located at the Community Health Centre).  Several defined types of assessment 

tools will be either developed or adapted from other programs.  Some of these include; i) 

A total wellness assessment (perhaps based on the medicine wheel’s categories of 

intellectual, emotional, physical and spiritual well-being, in relationship to self, family, 

friends and associates, community and wider world, ii) A rapid appraisal assessment for 

someone in crises, iii) a trauma - history assessment, iv) a forensic abuse or addictions 

assessment, vi) a family wellness assessment. 

b) Integrated case management, so that no one falls through the cracks, or is able to play 

caregivers off against each other. 

c)  Integrated confidential record keeping. 

d) A high degree of emphases placed on client confidentiality, linked to strictly enforced 

codes of professional conduct and ethical behaviour for counseling team members. 

e) The creation of a Peer Counseling Program in which community volunteers (including 

youth) are trained to be peer counselors to other community members.  The Peer 

Counseling Program will be closely supervised and backed up by professional 

counselors. 

f) Management and supervision of the Community Counseling Program to be carried out 

will be a management and supervision team appointed by the Wellness Coordinator. 

g) Annual evaluations and assessment of program quality to be carried out by independent 

outside evaluators. 

h) Ongoing evaluation of team members performance to be carried out by the Management 

and Supervisory Team.  

i) Established referral agreement with appropriate professional services will be arranged to 

address cases beyond the team’s capacity to handle. 
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 Members of the Community Counseling Team will include (but not be limited to) the 

following. 

The Counseling Team 
 

a. professional counselors (1 male, 1 female, with Masters level training and at least 5 

years experience) 

b. associated counselors (1 male, 1 female, with community college certificate level 

training) 

c. Alcohol and Drug Abuse Treatment Director and a counselor 

d. Community Social Worker 

e. Certified Transition House staff 

f. one or more counselors specially training in the following areas; 

• sexual abuse 

• physical abuse/battering 

• grief counseling 

• suicide prevention 

g. selected community elders 

h. spiritual counselors representing the various religious groups in the community 

i. cultural counselors 

j. a corps of 20 - 30 peer counselors 

 There will likely be an overlap between members of the Crises Intervention Program’s 

Emergency Response Team and the Community Counseling Program.  It may even be 

appropriate to make the ERT a special program under the Community Counseling Program.  In 

any case, these two initiatives are closely related to each other.  The ERT’s role is to stabilize 
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individuals in crises and to assist them to utilize the opportunity the crises offers to put 

themselves onto a long term healing path.  A logical step to work towards, following a crises, is 

that a person would go through an assessment to determine what sort of long-term counseling and healing work 

may be needed. 

 

 Once a person enters the system, oversight and case management is required so that there 

is a continuum of appropriate care and support that moves the person along from dealing with an 

isolated emergency to dealing with the long term, life changing, healing and learning work that 

needs to be done. 
 

 Not all the counseling and healing work the Community Counseling Program delivers 

will be one-on-one counseling, small group work, retreats, workshops and other healing 

opportunities will also be utilized. 
 

6. COMMUNITY SEXUAL ABUSE RESPONSE TEAM 

 

 Based on the successful experience of the Hollow Water, Manitoba Holistic Healing 

Circle Program, as well as on the extensive field experience of individuals such as Dr. Cruz 

Acevedo, Dr. Peter Fuller, Phil Lane Jr. and organizations such as Four Worlds, and the Nechi 

Training Institute, we now foresee that it is both possible and very important to set up a 

Community Sexual Abuse Response Team. 
 

 The healing needs assessment carried out as a part of the making of this plan made it 

very clear that sexual abuse is one of the most challenging healing issues facing the Nuxalk 

Nation.  We know that abuse took place in the residential schools, but we also know that 

extensive abuse has occurred (and may well still be occurring) in the community. 
 

 There are a number of factors that make it very difficult to deal with this issue. 
 

• A wall of silence, denial and resistance  — Many people are reluctant to even speak 

about sexual abuse.  It is too painful for victims, for abusers and their families.  It 

immediately calls forth the fear of disclosure, public humiliation and imprisonment.  Few 

people want to see their loved ones go to jail, so many simply keep silent. 
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• The fear of retaliation — Victims who have attempted to press charges have experienced 

enormous community pressure to withdraw their accusations. The fear and intimidation 

victims have experienced makes others reluctant to come forward. 
 

• The ineffectiveness of the legal system — At the time of this writing (February/March 

2000) the court records for Bella Coola for the past several months show 15 - 20 cases of 

sexual abuse on the monthly dockets, and none of them were actually dealt with.  Most 

were delayed and rescheduled.  Even if all the accused were found guilty and sent to jail 

they would all be back in the community in a matter of months.  And they would still be 

abusers, because the justice system is oriented toward punishment, not to healing. 

 

The Abuser’s Network 

 

 We know that whenever a great deal of abuse has taken place, abusers tend to know each 

other, and to use whatever power and tactics they can muster to protect each other from exposure 

and prosecution.  In other aboriginal communities, the use of threats and direct intimidation, the 

use of political power to threaten people’s livelihood and housing, and the use of public conflicts 

and attacks to divert attention have all been used.  We presume (having not really gotten to the 

bottom of the abuse patterns in Bella Coola) that some of these patterns are also happening here. 
 

 These barriers have been successfully circumvented elsewhere, and indeed, some 

communities have been able to deeply address the sexual abuse in their past and their present 

with programs oriented to healing everyone involved; victims, their families and abusers (who 

were, most often victimized themselves at one time) and their families. 
 

Our Plan 

 Experience across the country shows that every community (such as Hollow Water, 

Manitoba or Rama, Ontario) who have developed a successful sexual abuse program have not 

been able to simply take a successful model from another place and transplant it.  It was always 

necessary to design the program to fit the real circumstances of that particular community.  That 

design process always took a lot of community dialogue, and considerable trial and error 
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experimentation.  We plan to develop a Nuxalk Nation Sexual Abuse Response Program.  The 

program will have the following components, as far as our thinking has gone so far.  We fully 

expect that this model will change as we work with it in our own context. 
 

a. An agreement with the Provincial Justice System to create a diversion program (as part of 

our local Nuxalk Justice System) in which sexual abusers can choose to be sentenced by 

the Courts to 3 - 5 year healing program run by the community.  We believe this option is 

actually harder to go through than jail, because it requires abusers to discuss all of their 

abuses, to go through a very rigorous 12 - 14 step healing process (based on Hollow 

Water, Manitoba experience), to face their victims (those who are willing to work to 

build reconciliation and forgiveness for the hurt abusers have caused), and during all of 

this, to be working on their own healing issues. 
 

b. The process begins with a forensic psychological assessment, and from this foundation, 

an individualized healing plan is prepared. 
 

c. A community response team is put together, consisting of; 

• RCMP 

• Advanced abuse counselors with investigative training 

• Elder 

• Child protection worker 

• Community volunteer members 
 

d. This team goes through an extensive training, which begins with addressing the team 

member’s own sexual abuse and healing issues. 

e. The team then works with existing community resources (such as the Community 

Counseling Team) to set up a Treatment Program, and to, step by step, take the abusers 

and victims through the healing process, and eventually, to decide if and when the 

process has been successfully completed. 

f. If the abuser does not comply with the Response Teams Program, he/she is then diverted 

back to Court and probably to jail. 
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 A detailed description of this program and other training needed for the setup of a 

Community Response Team are documented in the following publications, 

 

1. Responding to Sexual Abuse: Developing a Community-based Sexual 
Abuse Response Team in Aboriginal Communities    APC - TS ICA,  
(1997) 

2. At the Time of Disclosure:  A Manual for Front Line Community Workers 
Dealing with Sexual Abuse Disclosures in Aboriginal Communities    
APC - TS 2CA, (1997) 

 These documents were written by Michael and Judie Bopp of Four Worlds, and published 

by:   

Aboriginal Corrections Policy Unit, Solicitor General Canada 

340 Laurier Avenue West, Ottawa, Ontario  K1A 0P8 

 

 Single print or disc copies of this document are available at no cost upon request, and can 

also be downloaded off the Internet at http://www.sgc.gc.ca. 

 

 These documents will be used as a start-up framework for developing the Nuxalk Sexual 

Abuse Response Team Program. 

7. NUXALK COMMUNITY BASED TREATMENT PROGRAM 

 

 The Nuxalk Nation already has a very successful model of a community based (alcohol 

and drug) treatment program.  This program involves 14-day retreat sessions held in an old 

village site on one of the Nuxalk reserves, as well as ongoing support and healing activities in 

Bella Coola.  The results of this program (now about two years old) are impressive, with over 

85% of those who have gone through the program remaining clean and sober. 
 

 This program model has proven its effectiveness and will be an integral part of the 

overall healing initiative.  As well, the treatment model can be expanded to address other healing 

issues (in more depth) such as loss and grieving, abuse, the inclination to suicide and family 

healing issues. 
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 A key to this program’s continued success is retaining competent leadership and staff 

who possess the credentials and experience to run an ongoing healing program.  It will be 

important to secure MSB funding for Nuxalk people attending this program, thus giving the 

program a relatively secure financial base. 

8. SUPPORT GROUPS AND HEALING CIRCLES 

 

 As mentioned in part 5 above describing the Community Counseling Program, an 

important part of the healing work that will be ongoing for quite some time can be carried out by 

professional councilors, but there is another significant portion of the work that will involve non-

professional Nuxalk people helping each other.  One of the most successful formats within which 

the people-to-people work can go on (in addition to one-on-one peer counseling), is through 

support groups and healing circles. 
 

 A support group consists of individuals who share common issues, problems or 

circumstances (victims of sexual abuse, people who have recently lost loved ones, recovering 

drug users, single men, troubled teens, etc.).  These groups meet regularly (usually over a week) 

and are guided by a trained facilitator or counselor.  Within the group, participants share their 

experiences (i.e. tell their story), engage in learning experiences and provide each other support 

as each individual travels through their healing and life rebuilding process. 
 

 A healing circle is a similar kind of group meeting, often open to anyone who wants to 

attend, in which individuals take turns sharing their stories and issues, and the group provides 

encouragement, advise and support for people on their healing journey. By having regular open 

healing circles each week, plus a series of specialized support groups, anyone waiting to work on 

their own healing issues will have ample opportunities to find an appropriate “safe” place to do 

their healing work, and to receive the support of others who are on a similar journey. 
 

 There are several advantages of group over one-on-one counseling for individuals who 

have taken responsibility for their own healing work (and are not particularity dependent on a 

professional counselor).  A group usually contains other people who have been down a similar 

road as you have, and are not likely to be taken in by “excuses” or “rationalizations”.  As well, a 
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group develops a sense of mutual self-care, as well as collective responsibility and as such 

contributes to the overall community building process of the Nuxalk Nation. 

It is very important that special training be provided for group facilitator’s, and that all 

groups that are initiated as a part of the Nuxalk Healing Plan are monitored and supervised for 

quality and are provided with professional back-up as needed. 

 

9. FAMILY HEALING INITIATIVE 

 

 Many Nuxalk families are struggling with relationship issues, parenting problems and 

specific healing issues (such as loss, abuse or addictions) that are impacting the health and 

wellness of family members, and the quality of life of the family as a whole. 
 

 In recognition of this need and of the reality that some kinds of healing processes have 

been shown to be very effective if carried out in ways that involve whole families in the process, 

a special Family Healing Initiative will be undertaken. 
 

 Some of the features of this initiative will include such elements as; 
 

a. Counseling programs aimed at whole families, occurring (when practical) within the 

family home. 
 

b. Special workshops, retreats and treatment program sessions for families on such issues as 

parenting, relationship development, etc. 
 

c. A family partnering program, which “buddies” up families who are willing to serve as a 

support to each other on the healing journey. 
 

 The Family Healing Initiative will be carried out by a team of professionals and 

volunteers under the direction of the Wellness Director. 
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10. TOTAL IMMERSION HEALING AND PERSONAL GROWTH TRAINING PROGRAM (LIKE 

“CHOICES”) 

 As this plan is being developed, a core crop of some twenty Nuxalk people have already 

participated in the personal growth training program “Choices,” which has had a profound 

impact on the lives of everyone who participated. 
 

 When the Alkali Lake Band went through their healing process, many community 

members participated in a similar kind of program (called Wellspring).  Like “Choices,” 

Wellspring offered several levels of training which eventually prepared people to lead training 

programs for others.  Alkali Lake people eventually started a community economic development 

venture called “New Directions Training,” which they successfully marketed to other Native 

communities. 
 

 “Choices” costs about $1,200 for the first five-day intensive sessions and $800 - $1,000 

for subsequent sessions.  Our plan is to put approximately 120 (10%) of our people through the 

Choices program up to the mentors level, and to then develop our own program, so that every 

Nuxalk person (school age children, youth, adults and elders) can eventually experience the 

learning, growth and expansion of personal horizons that such a program offers. 

 The concept behind this line of action is that healing and learning are very closely related.  

The Nuxalk people need to learn to discover their own potentiality within themselves; to learn to 

make life impacting choices that are positive, and that lead to well-being, rather than those that 

are negative, and lead to self-destruction.  The Nuxalk people have experienced generations of 

destructive life experiences that have taught them to think and believe in the ways that they do.  

An impactful learning program is now needed to assist in learning new, more healthy ways 

of thinking and acting. 
 

 

11. RECOVERING NUXALK CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE AND RESOURCES RELATED TO HEALING 

 

The Nuxalk people once had the equivalent of a university full of knowledge about the 

work of restoring balance (i.e. health) when it was lost.  Traditional healers used herbs, spiritual 
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disciplines, ceremonies and many other methods and technologies to assist individuals and 

families to recover from tragedies and trauma, and to restore mental, emotional, physical and 

spiritual health. 
 

 The systematic recovery of this knowledge, and its application in the modern day work of 

healing the Nuxalk community is an important part of what must be done to heal the people. 
 

 In order to move forward on this line of action, the following initiatives will be taken. 
 

a. Building a community traditional long house as a centre for cultural activities. 

b. A Nuxalk healing tradition research project will be undertaken in partnership with 

appropriate outside helpers. 

c. A Nuxalk healing arts training program will be developed and implemented following on 

the research work, in order to train a group of our people to carry on these traditions. 

d. Two annual gatherings will be held each year to bring our people together around our 

cultural traditions and to focus our collective attention on the recovery of Nuxalk healing 

and community building traditions. 
 

12. COMMUNITY RECONCILIATION AND UNITY BUILDING 

 

 The Nuxalk Nation has been torn apart socially, culturally and politically, by a series of 

fractious arguments and differences of perspective dating back more than a hundred years.  

Differences over religion, political power, economic and environmental policy and even over the 

need for community healing have left scars upon scars upon scars.  The current split between the 

House of Smayusta and the Chief and Council is itself only the tip of an iceberg of conflict, 

mistrust and past hurts.  Beneath that (now six years old) struggles are other conflicts such as the 

following. 
 

• Conflicts between certain key individuals (leaders) around whom other peoples have 

grouped. 

• Conflicts between certain families. 

• Differences of opinion in the nature and values of traditional leadership. 
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• Conflict between ideologies, i.e. beliefs about how to govern the Nuxalk Nation. 

• Conflicts regarding economic and environmental policy. 

• Long seething anger and unwillingness to forgive, related to past hurts (including abuse). 

• The agitation of outside forces, such as environmental groups, who unwittingly side with 

one group against others, when underlying beliefs about the environment and about 

resource management across the whole community are actually fairly similar. 
 

 

 These are examples.  The point is that there has been a great deal of prolonged conflict, 

even among the leaders, and the vast majority of the community wants to end the conflict, and to 

restore unity and peace to the community. 
 

 During the course of preparing this plan, school children talked about their number one 

hope for the future of the community, which was to end the political infighting and to establish a 

lasting unity among all the people. 

 In order to do this, a number of steps will be taken; 
 

a. Chief and Council have committed themselves to a process of transforming community 

governance in several important ways; 

• Transparency — A great effort is being made to ensure that the community will 

have free and open access to information regarding what Chief and Council are 

struggling with, and what they are doing. 

• People’s empowerment — It is clearly not easy to restore the community’s 

confidence and trust in local governance processes. Chief and Council are 

committed to a course of engaging community members in processes of dialogue 

and consultations (much like this healing and wellness plan was made), so that 

every Nuxalk person can have a voice in shaping the future. 
 

b. In order to strengthen and deepen the quality of their initiatives, a series of leadership 

training courses will be offered for political leaders, aspiring leaders and interested 

community members.  This training will focus on how to build and maintain meaningful 

and effective people’s participation into the processes of community governance. 
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c. A reconciliation diplomacy project will be undertaken by a team of Nuxalk women 

dedicated to bringing peace and reconciliation between conflicting individuals and 

factions in the community. 
 

d. Another strategy under consideration is based on South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission.  South Africa was widely regarded to be a country that could never avoid a 

blood bath.  For years black South Africans were murdered, tortured and persecuted by 

white officials (police, army, etc.).  When majority rule was being installed, Nelson 

Mandella and Archbishop Desmond Tutu (both black leaders) set up the “Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission.”  The gist of this strategy is that public hearings were held 

for all to see and hear, in which individuals charged with “crimes and wrong doings” 

could go before the commission and freely admit what they had done, face the victims of 

their actions, listen to their story and eventually ask for forgiveness.  This process was 

largely successful in ending what could have been generations of hatred and violence, 

such as we now see in the former Yugoslavia. 
 

e. The primary point of this line of action is that the plan includes a systematic and 

relentless effort to end conflict between people and to restore unity to the Nuxalk Nation.  

To do this, a “Community Reconciliation and Unity” Task Force will be established, and 

empowered by Chief and Council to work on this issue. 
 

The Non-Nuxalk Community 
 

 There is clearly a long history of racism, resentment, misunderstanding and suspicion 

between the Nuxalk and their non-Aboriginal neighbours.  These feelings are especially present 

in the school system and in the current conflicts over the control of logging rights. 

 Another initiative, already underway as a part of the Nuxalk Sustainable Development 

Program, is called  “Sustained Dialogue Process.”  This initiative is being carried out as a special 

project guided by the Kettering Foundation in the U.S. in which Bella Coola was selected as one 

of five “hotspots” for work on intercultural healing.  In this process, six Nuxalk and six non-

Aboriginal people will meet monthly for a year to explore ways of healing the cultural divide 

between Nuxalk and non-native people. 
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SUMMARY OF THE HEALING STRATEGY 

 Here then is a diagram that summarizes the healing initiatives to be undertaken as a part 

of this plan. 
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V. WELLNESS DEVELOPMENT 
 

 The previous section described twelve lines of action related to the healing work.  This 

section will describe twelve additional strategies for building the long term foundations of 

wellness.  The difference between these two areas of work is important to understand, especially 

because they are so closely related to each other. 
 

 Healing is related to responding to the pain, hurt and dysfunction the people are carrying, 

and helping them to move on.  Wellness development is about building the capacity of the 

Nuxalk Nation to address the determinants of well-being, that is, to transform the root causes of 

ill-health, and to build the foundations for a healthy and sustainable future. 
 

 These two areas of nation building are like two wings of the same eagle.  When their 

work is coordinated, the eagle of the Nuxalk Nation will be able to fly straight and encumbered 

into a healthy future. 
 

 The wellness development strategies described in this section are as follows. 
 

1. The establishment of a Community Wellness Council, a coordinating body constituted 

to oversee the healing and wellness work.  The wellness council will consist of 

representatives from key departments, agencies, and volunteer committees, as well as 

community members at large. 
 

2. The establishment of a Nuxalk Wellness Department, which will pull together all the 

programs and professionals working in healing and wellness related areas into a single 

integrated structure under one coordinator. 

3. The preparation and promotion of Nuxalk Healing Accord, which is like a treaty or 

contract signed by Nuxalk people who are committed to a path of healing are willing to 

publicly join with others in this commitment, and are thereby offering to provide support 

to anyone wishing to undertake their own healing journey. 

4. The preparation and promotion of a Nuxalk Charter of Human Rights and 

Responsibilities, which (like the United Nations Charter of Human Rights and the 
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Canadian Charter of Rights) describes and protects under law the human rights of 

individual persons, and the responsibilities of persons and their nation related to human 

rights.  A Nuxalk Charter might contain such provisions as "Every Nuxalk child has the 

right to grow up in an environment free from physical and sexual abuse; or every Nuxalk 

person has the right and the responsibility to protect and defend the human rights of 

others who are unable to defend themselves, etc., etc. 

 

5. The establishment of a Nuxalk Healing and Wellness Fund. 
 

6. The establishment of a Nuxalk Justice System that is recognized and legitimated within 

the Canadian legal system. 
 

7. The further strengthening of the Nuxalk Sustainable Development Program (in 

partnership with others), to enable it to promote and coordinate both (a) the reclaiming of 

Nuxalk stewardship over Nuxalk land and resources, and (b) the design and 

implementation of a viable and sustainable network of community economic 

development ventures including initiatives aimed at economically engaging Nuxalk 

young people. 
 

8. The enhancement and diversification of Nuxalk community recreation opportunities 

to address the diverse recreation needs of Nuxalk people of all ages and interests. 
 

9. The design and implementation of a comprehensive Nuxalk Youth Development 

Program, that addresses the full range of developmental needs of Nuxalk young people, 

and adequately supports them through the transition period from childhood to adulthood. 
 

10. An Elderhealth and Wellness Promotion Program that works closely with Nuxalk 

elders to assist them in their own mental, emotional, physical and spiritual health and 

healing processes, and which provides Nuxalk elders with opportunities for learning, 

personal growth, for service to the community (a basic human need), for recreation and 

socializing and for plying their traditional cultural roles as Nuxalk elders. 
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11. A community empowerment and political development process aimed at 

strengthening the capacity of Nuxalk citizens and institutions for working collaboratively 

in the processes of community development, problem-solving and nation building. 
 

12. The further development and expansion of Nuxalk College in order to effectively link 

formal and informal learning programs directly to the challenges and learning needs 

presented by the healing and wellness development work (e.g. training for the healing 

work, training for community economic develop; training for participatory leadership, 

etc.) 

 

 A coordinated Communications and Public Information Initiative, aimed at informing 

and educating the Nuxalk public about the ongoing work of community healing and 

development, would become an integral part of the work of Nuxalk College. 

 

 

DETAILS OF THE WELLNESS DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES 

1. THE COMMUNITY WELLNESS COUNCIL 

 The Community Wellness Council will be established as a coordinating body to oversee the 

healing and wellness development work.  The reason why we propose this body is to create a 

participatory mechanism through which all stakeholders in the community healing and development 

process can have a voice in shaping and guiding that process. 

 

 Membership of the Community Wellness Council will consist of representatives from all 

relevant community programs and volunteer committees that are working on the wellness 

process as well as several members at large elected by the community. 
 

 The primary function of the Community Wellness Council is to be the guardians of the 

big picture; i.e. to hold the integrated vision of how all the various strategies and activities of the 

healing and wellness work fit together into an integrated and coordinated whole.  It is the 

Community Wellness Council's role as well to closely monitor and evaluate community 

processes as they proceed and to make changes and additions to the overall plan as needed. 
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 The Community Wellness Council would be an agency of Band Council, but would 

operate at arms length, reporting regularly and collaborating with Council on matters involving 

the governance of the Nuxalk Nation.  The Wellness department (described in number 2 below) 

would be directly supervised by the Wellness Council. 

2. NUXALK WELLNESS DEPARTMENT 
 This department will consist of; 
 

• a Wellness Coordinator 

• the healing professional team (as described in Part IV), i.e. professional councilors, 

the Alcohol and Drug Program, the Transition House, the Health Centre, etc. 

• the Sustainable Development Program 

• Nuxalk College 

• Home School Liaison worker 

• Social Services Department 

• Community Volunteer Committees appointed by the Wellness Council to carry out 

various aspects of the work. 
 

 Being a part of the Wellness Department will not significantly reduce the program's 

autonomy of each of the participating programs, but it will require everyone to work together 

within the framework of coordinated goals and plans, and it will hold everyone accountable to 

the outcome objectives of the healing and wellness initiative. 
 

 The basic concept behind such a (proposed) reorganization is that the Nuxalk Nation has 

limited professional resources, and it is therefore critical that these resources are coordinated and 

utilized in ways that (a) do not duplicate each other; (b) actually complement and mutually 

reinforce each other's efforts, and (c) are all pulling together toward common goals related to the 

most important needs of the Nuxalk people. 
 

 The reason why this healing and development plan was made was to provide the Nuxalk 

Nation with a comprehensive framework which could be used to guide the work ahead.  This 

(proposed) reorganization is aimed at making sure the human resources needed can actively be 

systematically deployed to carry out the plan. 
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The Role of Community Volunteer Committees 
 

 There is no way, given the present availability of financial resources, that all the work to 

be done related to community healing and development could possibly be carried out by 

professionals.  One reason for this is that there is simply too much work in too many dimensions 

of life.  But a more important reason is that there are large parts of the wellness work that 

professionals cannot do for the people.  For example, everybody has to do their own healing 

work.  Professionals can guide, encourage and support but they can't do the work for the people. 
 

 Similarly, the work of community reconciliation, cultural development, youth 

development, the expansion of recreation programs, community empowerment and the learning 

that is needed for change and growth and all things that the community will have to play a large 

role in carrying out, if real change is to occur. 
 

 For these reasons, we envision a series of community volunteer committees taking the 

lead in much of the work to be done in carrying out this Healing and Wellness Development 

plan.  Certainly, these committees will need professional guidance and support.  Some of the 

committees will need a budget to carry out their work. Others will need secretarial support or 

technical assistance.  All will need careful monitoring and guidance by the Wellness Council. 
 

 One of the key ingredients to success on community committees will be the conscious 

development of healthy human relations of respect, love and unity between the members.  For 

this reason, we offer two further recommendations. 
 

a) That all committee members be provided with a training program that stresses 

personal growth and healing (perhaps “choices” will be the best option), training 

in consultation and group decision-making, and training in the technical area for 

which their committee has responsibility. 

b) That a new staff position be created called “volunteer coordinator,” to coordinate 

the recruitment, training, as well as honouring and recognition of community 

volunteers.  The volunteer coordinator will herself need training for this very 

important role. 
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3. THE NUXALK HEALING ACCORD11 

 As we envision it, a Nuxalk Healing Accord would be like a treaty (i.e. an agreement) 

which would be developed by a wide range of people across the community and which would set 

goals, strategies and a code of conduct to be followed by all who sign the agreement. 

 Individual community members and organization that sign the Accord would commit 

themselves to (among other things) facilitating a process leading to the implementation of the 

Accord.  Elements that would be in the Accord include the following. 
 

a) A vision statement that describes what a healthy community would be like, 

encompassing the well-being of individuals, families and clans, organizations, 

institutions and whole communities and the nation. 
 

b) Identification of and a statement of ownership and responsibility for key problems 

and challenges. 
 

c) Strategies for action for individuals, families, clan, groups and organizations, 

tribal entities, institutions, leadership, the whole community and the nation. 
 

d) A code of conduct the signers agree to live by in order to bring wellness to the 

community. 
 

 The process of developing a local Accord would entail many months of community 

consultation with steps something like the following. 
 

Step One:  Hold a series of meetings in family homes, churches and with other community 

groups.  The purpose of these meetings would be to engage the minds and hearts 

of the people in a community-wide dialogue about healing and about the Accord.  

Through this process, everyone would come to understand what developing and 

signing an Accord would really mean for the people of the community. This step 

                                                           
11This idea has been inspired in part by The Healing Journey Accord which was developed by a group of Native 
American organizations that are working with the challenge of healing in their own communities in the United 
States.  That concept essentially commits those organizations to certain lines of action and codes of conduct.  We are 
grateful to Harold Belmont for helping us to understand the importance and usefulness of this strategy.   
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would take many weeks and even months of hard work.  The entire process will fail 

if it is rushed.  The point of the exercise is not to produce a document, but rather to produce 

understanding, agreement and commitment in the hearts of the people.  Endorsement of and 

support for the Accord by tribal leadership will be of enormous importance at this stage, 

particularly if community leaders are in the front lines in leading consultations with the 

community about the Accord. 
 

Step Two: Hold a Healing Accord General Assembly to discuss and ratify the Accord. 
 

Step Three: Hold a spiritually energized commitment ceremony, in which individuals and 

tribal entities publicly commit themselves to the Accord and to the Code of 

Conduct it contains. 
 

 The following are a few example of content that might be included in such an Accord. 

 
 

1. Individuals could commit themselves to sobriety, to stopping all forms of abuse in their 

lives, to actively participating in an ongoing personal and community healing program 

and to contributing time and energy to supporting the healing process of others. 

2. Families could commit themselves to maintaining an alcohol-and-drug-free environment; 

to ending all forms of abuse within the family; to actively seeking help if the family is 

unable to overcome unhealthy patterns; to creating a loving, spiritually centered and 

nurturing environment for all of their members; and to reaching out to help other families 

and individuals on their healing journey. 

3. Community Leadership could commit to a process of healing in order to serve as role 

model examples for others, free from alcohol and drugs and all forms of abuse.  

Leadership could also commit to actively involving themselves in and personally 

supporting the community's healing efforts. 

4. Community Institutions and Government could commit to creating healthy 

organizations and work places, free of co-dependence and dysfunctional behavior and 

actively role-modeling healthy human relationships.  They could also commit to 

providing financial and human resources in active support of the healing process.  
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Finally, they could commit to transforming the way community governance and 

programming is conceptualized and implemented to a system that is more holistic, 

integrative, participatory, and committed to the continuous improvement of the quality of 

life of the people in a true partnership to ensure that authentic community healing leading 

to measurable improvements in levels of well-being and prosperity are occurring. 
 

 In effect, what the healing accord can do is to create a king of healthy community within 

the community—a new core group of individuals, families and institutions committed to living 

and working together for healing and wellness.  This living entity would gather from time to time 

and would provide the community base for the entire Nuxalk healing and wellness movement.  

The Accord signers would become the primary reference group for the Community Wellness 

Council, and as the number of signers of the Accord grows, this reference group will become a 

significant, organized and united force for positive change. 

4. A NUXALK CHARTER OF HUMAN RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

 Contrary to common belief, social bodies, governments and communities do not create 

human rights through dialogue and agreement.  As Aboriginal elders have been telling us for 

generations, who we are as human beings comes from the Creator.  The qualities, virtues, and 

capacities given to us by the Creator were given to all people, regardless of race, creed or nation. 
 

 When members of a community collectively realize that the gift of life comes with 

certain requirements for its maintenance and responsibilities (to self, to each other, to the earth, 

and to the Creator) and that failure to meet those requirements or to carry out those 

responsibilities leads inevitably to disease in the human condition, they can then mutually 

commit to a plan for ensuring that the gift of life is honoured and well cared for within that 

community. 
 

 When looked at in this way, a "human right" is really a basic requirement for protecting 

and maintaining human well-being and ensuring that the conditions required for the full 

development of human potential are provided.  In this context, the term "responsibilities" refers 

to the duties individuals have to themselves, their families and their communities in order to do 

their part to ensure that human well-being is protected and human potential is nurtured.  If either 
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the individual or the community fail to do their part, the consequences can be extremely serious, 

sometimes affecting large numbers of innocent people. 
 

 The concept of a Nuxalk Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities is basically a 

strategy through which the community can hold itself accountable for protecting and promoting 

the basic requirements for human well-being.  In order for the community to protect and promote 

those requirements, they have to know what they are.  The Charter would initially serve as a 

consciousness-raising tool.  It would also serve as a tool through which individuals or groups 

within communities could work for positive change by comparing their own conditions, goals 

and programs to a universal agreed-upon standard. 
 

 Following are a few examples of the rights and responsibilities that could be included in 

such a charter. 
 

1. It is both the right and duty of every person to heal from the hurts of the past, to pursue 

optimal levels of well-being, and to develop one's human potential. 
 

2. It is the responsibility of communities, governments and their agencies to provide 

opportunities and resources which will allow each person to pursue their own healing 

journey and to develop their potential as a human being and as a contributing member of 

society. 
 

3. It is the right and responsibility of individuals, their governments and their agencies to 

work together to change community conditions that are undermining human well-being. 
 

4. It is the right and responsibility of individuals and their governments to work together to 

transform community institutions and programs so that they are better able to support and 

enhance the well-being of all within the community. 
 

5. It is the right of every Nuxalk person to live free from abuse, intimidation or fear, and the 

responsibility of all the Nuxalk people to protect and defend this right for those who 

cannot defend themselves. 
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Developing a Nuxalk Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 
 

 The process of developing a Nuxalk Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities would 

need to occur through a broad-based consultation involving a broad base (word repeat...bad 

grammar) of community participation.  We envision that the process of consultation would itself 

be a catalyst for movement toward well-being if it were skillfully facilitated. 
 

 We see the development and ratification of a Nuxalk Charter of Human Rights and 

Responsibilities to be an important foundation building process for the establishment of a Nuxalk 

justice system.  From the Charter would flow legislation and policies to protect and uphold the 

human rights of all Nuxalk, and to commit Nuxalk leadership and institutions to carrying out 

their responsibilities in ways that truly support and uphold individual and community well-being. 
 

6. NUXALK COMMUNITY AND WELLNESS FUND 

 

 The work of community healing and development necessary for recovery from the 

intergenerational trauma the Nuxalk have experienced cannot be done without a financial cost.  

Current Nuxalk government transfer funds to operate existing programs will certainly not be 

sufficient, no matter how creative Nuxalk leadership is with its financial management. 
 

 Consider, for example, the line of action called for in this plan to make “Choices” 

training (or something like it) available to every Nuxalk who is willing to take the training, and 

especially to those most active in the healing work.  If only one hundred people took the training 

each year, that would come to a cost of approximately  two hundred thousand dollars 

($200,000.00).  With that figure in mind, and considering that the Nuxalk Nation Healing and 

Wellness Development Plan contains twenty-four distinct lines of action, each of them with costs 

attached, it will become very clear that the healing process will need a reliable pool of financial 

resources. 
 

 We therefore recommend the establishment of a special Nuxalk Healing and Wellness 

Fund, to be managed by the Wellness Council.  We recommend that a minimum of one to two 
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million per year for ten years be dedicated to the healing and wellness work (for a total of about 

twelve million dollars).  Clearly, money doesn’t grow on trees.  Following are suggestions for 

how to capitalize the fund. 
 

a) Basic grants from the Aboriginal Healing Fund and other foundations and 

government programs to address specific aspects of the work outlines in this Plan. 
 

b) A healing tax of five percent (5%) put on the profits of all band enterprises. 
 

c) The launching of class-action lawsuits against the various churches and agencies 

that ran the residential schools which Nuxalk people attended (an out-of-court 

settlement is likely). 
 

d) Seeking private contributions using a professional fund-raiser.  (Professional 

fund-raisers will take a percentage of money raised as their fee.) 
 

e) Making co-development of Nuxalk lands and resources dependent on a share of 

profits to the Healing Fund. 
 

 The Healing Fund, as we are proposing it, would be a sheltered trust fund, i.e. protected 

from year-end roll-backs, and at arms length from the political process so that it can only be 

spent on the healing and wellness work. 
 

 The rationale for putting this kind of concentrated energy and resources into the Healing 

fund is that a nation of people have had the social and economic “stuffing” knocked out of them 

by a series of very nasty incursions into their world.  Now this same people needs “reinvestment” 

in order to get back onto their social and economic “feet.”  Spending as usual will not suffice.  A 

special fund dedicated to this special work is needed to ensure that the very real healing 

requirements upon which the well-being and prosperity of the Nuxalk Nation depends will 

actively be addressed. 
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6. NUXALK JUSTICE SYSTEM 

 We have already described at some length the dilemma Nuxalk people face related to 

addressing the problem of sexual abuse.  From a Nuxalk point of view, sexual abuse requires 

healing as a primary solution.  The Euro-Canadian justice system is not oriented to healing.  It is 

oriented to punishment.  Because of this impasse, there are many parts of the community healing 

process related to sexual abuse that are simply not addressed.  Some of these are as follows. 
 

a) Abusers are not receiving treatment and so, even if convicted, they return to the 

community as abusers, very likely to abuse again.  There is no rehabilitation, and 

root causes are not addressed. 
 

b) Victims and family members affected by abuse do not receive support for their 

healing.  There is no correction of the imbalance created by the misuse of power 

(which the abuse certainly was).  The community remains “out of balance.” 
 

c) There is no reconciliation or compensation between abusers and victims. 
 

d) Many abuse victims refuse to disclose, because they don’t want to see their loved 

ones go to jail, or else they fear the retaliation and rejection of family and 

community members. 
 

 These sorts of issues also come up for juvenile offender cases, family violence cases, and 

cases involving alcohol and drug abuse as a major root cause of unlawful behaviour (to cite a 

few examples). 
 

 More often than not, Nuxalk crime is the result of an unmet need for healing.  We now 

recognize that we must make the process of restoring balance (i.e. restorative justice) to be an 

integral part of our community healing processes.  For this to happen, the Nuxalk Nation must 

develop its own restorative justice program that involves, 
 

• community policing 

• community involvement in investigations 

• community participation in court proceedings 
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• alternative sentencing 

• community-based, community-managed incarcerations and rehabilitation programs. 
 

 Recent Supreme Court of Canada rulings (such as the Gladeau Case) have now made 

legal room for Aboriginal alternative justice programs to develop and be legitimated within the 

Canadian legal system.  There are also special funds that have been created to assist Aboriginal 

communities in this work (within both Justice Canada and Solicitor General Canada). 
 

 The development of a Nuxalk community justice program is both entirely possible and 

functionally necessary for the success of our healing and wellness development effort. 
 

7. NUXALK SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM 

 

 We have already known that there is no way the Nuxalk people can really be healthy as 

long as they are forced to remain in relative poverty by political and economic circumstances 

beyond their control (such as government policies related to the use of lands and resources), and 

as long as many of the people accept to remain passive and dependent within the framework of a 

welfare state. 
 

 One of the most critical liens of action we must pursue to bring long-term well-being to 

the people is prosperity development.  In essence, sustainable “prosperity,” as a concept, 

combines the following elements. 
 

a) The exercise of spiritual and culture values related to living in harmony with life. 

b) The development of human potential (i.e. healing, personal growth and learning) 

as an end in and of itself. 

c) The sustainable relationship with the natural world (earth, forest, waters, air, 

living things) and a view that Nuxalk people for generations to come must live 

within that world. 

d) The development of enterprises that are capable both of generating wealth and 

operating in harmony with (i.e. honouring) the above principles. 
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 We understand that there needs to be a direct connection between the healing work and 

economic development.  As people become healthier, they need to have meaningful work.  This 

need is not merely economic.  It is also spiritual.  A healthy person needs to be of use to others 

(his family, his community, etc.). 
 

 Therefore, the creation of sustainable opportunities for people to do useful work (paid 

and unpaid) is very important to the community healing process.  Fundamentally, everyone 

needs to contribute in some way to their own welfare, and to the welfare of their family and 

community. 
 

 Of course, there are many ways this can be done.  Raising children and keeping a 

household running is a major contribution; indeed so major that if Canadian society had to pay 

market value for these services, our economy would be bankrupt. 
 

 There are many types of work that are done by volunteers, particularly in recovering 

Aboriginal communities.  These services (part of what some economists call the “social 

economy” are fundamental and necessary to maintain a healthy community.  Providing such 

services as volunteering in youth recreation programs, healing programs or community planning 

exercises are all valuable contributions, and no healthy society can operate without them. 

Instilling a strong sense of community volunteerism is a very important part of Nuxalk prosperity 

development. 
 

 Wealth production is, of course, another critical part of the prosperity equation.  Our 

Nuxalk values tell us that it matters a great deal how wealth is produced.  If a few of us get rich, 

but in so doing, we make many others poor, that is not sustainable.  If we make lots of money by 

depleting a non-renewable natural resource, without regard for future generations, that too is not 

sustainable. 
 

 For these reasons, we propose that the Nuxalk Sustainable Development Program become 

an integral part of the community healing and wellness development strategy, and that the 

following lines of action be undertaken. 
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a) An active community volunteer program be developed, and a volunteer 

coordinator be hired to head this effort. 
 

b) An Nuxalk natural resource management board will be legally constituted as a 

working body (under Band Council) to plan for and oversee the use of Nuxalk 

lands and resources.  This work will be tied to the work of the Sustainable 

Development Program.  A twenty-year natural resource management plan will be 

developed. 
 

c) A ten-year community economic development plan will be prepared, the goal of 

which is full sustainable employment for Nuxalk people, including youth.  This 

plan making process will require extensive consultations with Nuxalk community 

members as well as with various centres of excellence such as Simon Fraser 

University and Carleton University, and with various successful community 

economic development initiatives that may provide insight into possibilities for 

successful enterprises, and models for how to best structure the legal, financial 

and human resources development aspects of the process. 
 

d) A comprehensive Nuxalk Nation human resources development plan will be 

prepared to assess the training and institutional capacity building needs for 

sustainable prosperity, based on the ten-year community economic development 

plan that is produced.  We anticipate that Nuxalk College will play a major role in 

both the planning and the implementation of this initiative. 
 

 The intent of all of these lines of action is to erect a framework within which Nuxalk 

people can develop themselves for sustainable prosperity.  What is outlined here merely suggests 

(tentative) directions for action that will focus enough energy on this work to enable the present 

situation to be transformed.  Other lines of acton may be deemed to be more fruitful.  Our point 

is that systematic planning followed by immediate action is necessary. 

 This set of actions related to sustainable development are fundamental to the success of 

the community healing work.  If people have nothing productive to do, no viable reason to get 

out of bed in the morning, then they probably have no good reason not to drink or use drugs, and 
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no good reason to make an effort to overcome the legacy of trauma in their own past.  On the 

other hand, as people become increasingly free of addictions, dysfunctional thinking and 

behaviour and the immobilization that trauma brings, they then become more useful 

economically.  They are then able to be valuable employees making an important contribution to 

an economic enterprise.  In that sense, healing is a form of economic development, and 

conversely, without economic opportunities sustainable community healing is not possible.  
 

8. ENHANCEMENT AND DIVERSIFICATION OF COMMUNITY RECREATION OPPORTUNITIES 

 As people move out of dysfunctional and unhealthy activities, they need to have healthy 

alternatives to meet their human needs for socializing and recreation, and just to fill the big hole 

of time and loneliness that is left when an unhealthy life is left behind, but a new one is not yet 

built.  Young people and elders are particularly in need of structural activities that are healthy, 

that involve other people their own age, and that take them out of themselves and the inward 

focus on their problems. 
 

 Sports activities like basketball and baseball are good, but not everyone is, or should be, 

athletic.  A well-rounded recreation program will, therefore, be developed to meet the diverse 

needs and interests of Nuxalk people.  Such diverse interests as music lessons, aerobic classes, 

hunting and fishing, a book club, learning traditional crafts, cooking lessons, a travel club, a 

games nigh, old-time fiddle playing, pottery, wood working, cooperative games nights, square 

dancing, ballroom and cowboy dancing, a weekly movie night, etc., etc.—the community will 

generate no end of ideas.  The challenge is to bring together people who want to do a particular 

activity with the resources (space, equipment, etc.) that makes it possible. 
 

 We therefore propose three concrete strategies. 
 

a) Establishing or renewing a community recreation committee to plan and 

coordinate a renewed Nuxalk community recreation program. 
 

b) Having a recreation coordinator and providing that person with training and 

exposure to successful recreation programs. 
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c) Developing a community recreation plan that can be carried out (mostly) by 

volunteer help.  It will be important to ensure that there are viable recreation 

activities for children (ages 8 to 10), pre-youth (11 to 13), youth (14 to 25), single 

men, single women, families, elders, etc. 
 

 

9. COMPREHENSIVE NUXALK CHILD AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS 

 The idea of public schools as an institution within European society is to prepare young 

people for life.  We can now see clearly that schools are not now (and perhaps never did) meet 

that need.  Besides learning certain academic subjects, young people have many other 

developmental needs that must be addressed if they are to have a healthy life. 
 

 Following is a list of needs identified by some five thousand Aboriginal youth in 

consultation with Four Worlds.  It was found that these needs seem to be common to all youth, 

regardless of circumstances, and the degree to which these things were being successfully 

addressed determined to what an extent young people were healthy. 
 

 The diagram on the following page provides an outline of the needs that were identified. 
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 When we consider that young people under the age of twenty-five comprise 

approximately sixty percent of the population of the Nuxalk Nation, the importance of 

developing an extremely effective and well-balanced child and youth development program 

becomes clear.  Unless we do so, we are very likely to get what Alkali Lake is now experiencing, 

which is that many of the children of those who worked so hard to heal the community turned 

their backs on the healing process and started drinking and using drugs.  “That was your fight,” 

they explained. 
 

 We know that the trauma our people have experienced has been recycled through each 

successive generation of Nuxalk children.  If we want our community healing process to be 

sustainable, we must develop and perfect viable children and youth programs. 
 

 In order to address this important line of action, we propose the following strategies. 
 

• The establishment of a Nuxalk child and youth development board or committee. 
 

• The conduct of a child and youth wellness needs assessment. 
 

• The further development and expansion of the Nuxalk Rediscovery Program as a 

base for a comprehensive program. 
 

• Linking Nuxalk child and youth development program to the University of 

Victoria Child and Youth Department, to receive training and technical assistance 

(i.e. Philip Cook). 
 

• Funding the Rediscovery Program for a full-time coordinator and two child and 

youth workers to carry on a year-round program in the community. 
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10. ELDER HEALTH WELLNESS PROGRAM 

 This line of action proposes to establish a dedicated Elder Health promotion program for 

Nuxalk elders.  This program will (initially) be modeled after a pilot program carried out by Four 

Worlds and funded by Health Canada as a prototype for elder health promotion in Aboriginal 

communities. 
 

 This program involves a total immersion program for elders (like a treatment program) 

during which all aspects of their physical, mental, emotional and spiritual well-being are 

strengthened.  This opportunity for healing, learning and personal growth is followed by on-

going activities in the community, supported by the elders’ families and friends.  One of the key 

goals of the program is to prepare elders for their leadership role in helping the community move 

to wellness.  The basic idea of the initiatives is that our elders can lead us in the promotion of 

health and wellness in our community, but in order to do so, they themselves need healing, 

preparation and support. 
 

 Four Worlds International produced a manual to assist communities in establishing such a 

program.  Facts of publication follow. 
 

The Four Worlds Elder Health Manual: A Practical Manual for Promoting the Health of 

Aboriginal Elders,  1994, Four Worlds Development Project          ISBN #0-919555-96-9 

A copy of the Manual is included as an Appendix to the draft of this plan. 

 

11. COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT AND POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 

 There is a clear recognition that a major piece of the healing and development work to be 

done, has to do with transforming the present day political relationships and processes now 

ongoing within the Nuxalk Nation.  We know that there is considerable tension concerning: 
 

• The role and authority of the Chief and Council, as an elected leadership group 

within the framework of the Indian Act. 
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• The roles and responsibilities and limits of authority of traditional chiefs and the 

added issue of who is and who is not a “traditional chief,” and what the proper 

protocol is for even resolving this question. 
 

• The fact that many Nuxalk feel voiceless and powerless within the present day 

political system and have stopped participating. 
 

• The fact that many other who do occasionally participate often feel they are 

attacked, criticized and put down if they dare to disagree with the wrong people. 
 

• These and other issues are preventing most Nuxalk from participating in the 

shaping of our future.  WE have been troubled for some time with political 

divisions, and it is now clear that there is no way past this challenge except to go 

through it. 
 

 We therefore propose the following actions as a starting place for working on this issue. 

 

a) A community empowerment training program, to be delivered in two to three 

chunks over six to eight months, which provides training to all community 

members (including elected and traditional leaders) regarding, 
  

• effective human relations and communications for democracy. 

• varieties of democratic processes and mechanisms for safeguarding 

community involvement. 

• leadership approaches for how to facilitate community engagement in 

local governance processes. 

• participatory action research as a tool for generating community 

knowledge and solutions. 

• Aboriginal governance options, based on the experience of other nations 

in Canada, the United States and overseas.  
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b) A community constitutional conference, to develop a new constitution for the 

Nuxalk Nation, followed by a vote to ratify the document.  (The Nuxalk Charter 

of Human Rights and Responsibilities could well be a part of a new constitution.) 
 

c) A two-year period of transition and development, during which the new system is 

gradually implemented. 
 

 An obvious living model for such a process is Nunavut.  We are not necessarily 

proposing to change our status in relationship to Canada, but we are suggesting that the political 

system we now have is part of what is making us sick, and that we have the power and capacity 

to change it.  In order to make this change, we will have to learn the almost lost Nuxalk art of 

consultation.  We will need the involvement, the thinking and the support of all Nuxalk people.  

That is why we propose to begin with a training process that will help to prepare us for this 

important work. 

 

12. THE FURTHER DEVELOPMENT AND EXPANSION OF NUXALK COLLEGE 

 The animating heart of much of the healing and wellness initiatives proposed in this plan 

is learning.  The Nuxalk people need to learn to live their lives in ways that lead to health and 

wellness, rather than to sickness and death.  They need to learn their way along a path that 

nobody has walked before, because they are making the path by walking it. 
 

 There already exists an institution that created to foster the learning needed in order to 

build the Nuxalk Nation, and that is Nuxalk College.  There is now a need to further develop the 

College so that it can assume the leadership role in facilitating the learning called for in this 

Community Healing and Wellness Development Plan. 
 

 In order to begin that process of institutional development (of the College), we propose 

the following actions. 
 

a) The preparation of a Nuxalk human resources and community learning needs 

assessment. 

 80



b) The completion of legal arrangements and partnerships to allow Nuxalk College 

to offer accredited programs, at least to the university Bachelor’s degree level. 
 

c) The engagement of a full-time academic coordinator and a full-time program 

developer. 
 

d) The immediate development and implementation of a two-year community 

healing and development certificate program that is accredited as applied credits 

to a university Bachelors program.  This program would provide practical basic 

training for Nuxalk program leaders to carry out much of the work called for in 

this plan. 
 

e) The development of a non-formal community empowerment and political 

development training program as outlined in section #11. above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 81



SUMMARY 

 The wellness development portion of this plan is summarized in the following diagram. 
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FINAL NOTE 
 

 When the two parts of this plan are put together (healing and wellness development), it 

comprises twenty-four lines of action (twelve in each part) that together constitute a 

comprehensive strategy for moving the Nuxalk Nation through a healing process into sustainable 

wellness. 
 

 In its present form, the plan is intentionally broad, offering only a general outline of the 

various initiatives proposed, as well as some detail related to the nature of the healing process 

itself.  It is our expectation that each of the proposed lines of action will require their own 

implementation plan, and in some cases we have actually suggested a specific approach to that 

work. 
 

 Like all tools, this document will only be an effective tool for change if it is taken up by 

skilled practitioners and dedicated leadership and systematically worked with.  There is really no 

substitute for actually taking the journey. 
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