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September 15, 2020

Hon. Jim Reiter

Minister of Health

Government of Saskatchewan
Legislative Building, Room 204
2405 Legislative Drive

Regina, Saskatchewan

Canada S4S 0B3
he.minister@gov.sk.ca

Dear Minister Reiter and Minister Kaeding,

Hon. Warren Kaeding Minister
Minister of Health

Government of Saskatchewan
Legislative Building, Room 208
2405 Legislative Drive

Regina, Saskatchewan

Canada, S4S 0B3

minister.rrhe(@gov.sk.ca

We are writing to express concern with the Province of Saskatchewan’s record on and response
to the problem of suicide and to point to an important window of opportunity for the Province.
The recent action by Tristen Durocher, a Métis musician from northern Saskatchewan who
pursued a courageous educational campaign including a ceremonial walk and hunger strike to
demand urgent action on suicide prevention, has brought public attention to this issue. We
believe this presents the government with an opportunity to begin a new dialogue on the issue of
suicide that could bring affected and knowledgeable parties together to develop solutions. The
Regional Centre of Expertise (RCE) on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in
Saskatchewan (RCE Saskatchewan) sees a need for important investments by the Province in a
range of educational initiatives by a broad range of stakeholders at this time.

Preventing suicides in Saskatchewan is also central to achieving the 17 UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)' by 2030 to which Canada and all provinces (as of 2015) are
committed. In regard to mental health, the World Health Organization states the following

specifically about the SDGs and suicide:

1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “Sustainable Development: the 17 Goals,”

available from https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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The SDGs were adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in September 2015 and
look to 2030. They are far broader in scope than the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) which focused on a narrow set of disease-specific health targets for 2015. Goal
3 of the SDGs is to: “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.”
Target 3.4 is: “By 2030, reduce by one third premature mortality from non-
communicable diseases through prevention and treatment and promote mental health
and well-being.” Within Target 3.4, suicide rate is an indicator (3.4.2).*

An earlier 2014 WHO document Preventing Suicide: A Global Imperative,’ stresses that suicides
are largely preventable, and that for responses to be effective, a comprehensive multi-sectoral
suicide prevention strategy is needed. It also stresses that communities must play a critical role in
suicide prevention. RCE Saskatchewan contends that such an approach is essential.

As background, RCE Saskatchewan is a Regional Centre of Expertise (RCE) on Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) acknowledged by the UN University in 2007.* Our RCE brings
together scholars and community practitioners dedicated to researching and advancing ESD from
Saskatchewan’s Higher Education and other local institutions. These activities are the result of
our dedicated volunteer base. This mobilization of regions by the UN University was initially in
support of the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) and the
UNESCO Global Action Programme on ESD (2015-2019).° We now see education for
sustainable development as essential in achieving the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs)® meant to guide the global development agenda until 2030. ESD includes, but is not
restricted to, Goal 4 on education. As one of over 175 RCEs now acknowledged globally, RCE
Saskatchewan is excited about any opportunities for advancing education within our
communities that reduces suicide rates and increases mental health and general well-being in the
province but especially among the most vulnerable citizens of our society.

It is well established that Saskatchewan has the highest suicide rate of any province in Canada
and that the rates have been increasing in recent years. The issue is particularly severe in
Northern Saskatchewan and among Indigenous, including Métis, communities. A 2019 report,
the Saskatchewan First Nations Suicide Prevention Strategy (SFNSPS),” prepared by the

2 World Health Organization (WHO), “Mental Health: Sustainable Development Goals,” available from
https://www.who.int/mental health/suicide-prevention/SDGs/en/

3 World Health Organization (WHO), Preventing Suicide: A Global Imperative
https://www.who.int/mental health/suicide-prevention/world report 2014/en/

4 UN University, “RCE Vision and Mission,” available from: https://www.rcenetwork.org/portal/rce-vision-and-
mission

5 UNESCO, “Global Action Programme on ESD (2015-2019).” Available from:
https://en.unesco.org/globalactionprogrammeoneducation

6 UN, “Sustainable Development Goals: 17 Goals to Transform Our World.” Available from:
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/

7 Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations, “Saskatchewan First Nations Suicide Prevention Strategy,” https:/

www.suicideinfo.ca/wp-content/uploads/gravity forms/6-191a85f36ce9e20de2e2fa3869197735/2018/07/Saskatchewan-
First-Nations-Suicide-Prevention-Strategy oa.pdf
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Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations (FSIN), reviews statistics from the Saskatchewan
Coroner’s Office and highlights the disturbing fact that suicide rates in Northern Saskatchewan
are 10 times higher among males aged 20-29, and 30 times higher among girls aged 10-19 than
those in southern communities. These numbers are devastating and tragic by any estimation and
are clearly indicators of deficiencies and inequalities in key areas.

The Saskatchewan Suicide Prevention Plan®released by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Health
earlier this year has been widely criticized for not including any specific commitments,
timelines, programs, or funding needed for the plan to effect any real change. A subsequent
initiative by a northern legislative representative, which introduced a private members bill to the
Saskatchewan Legislature to commit the Province to action on suicide prevention, was
unfortunately defeated and dismissed by the Saskatchewan Government. This response is
inadequate.

In 2017, the Saskatchewan Children’s Advocate, an arm’s length creation of the Provincial
government, published a special report on the youth suicide crisis in Northern Saskatchewan,
entitled, “Shhhh,,,, Listen!! We Have Something To Say! Youth Voices From The North.”’ The
Advocate’s office travelled extensively in northern Saskatchewan, with special focus on talking
with youth to learn about their issues and their proposals for change. The report acknowledges
the pervasiveness of suicide in the north, and takes a strong position that action needs to be
taken. The Executive Summary of the report includes several calls to action and states that the
Government of Saskatchewan should work in partnership with Indigenous governments, leaders,
and communities to support a Saskatchewan First Nation Suicide Prevention Strategy that will:

e Represent the perspective of First Nation Youth

e Increase community capacity

e Involve partnerships with the provincial ministries

e Be financially supported by the Provincial Government

The Provincial Government currently makes significant financial contributions to crisis response.
Those investments are in large part, “band-aids” to appease in the moment of crisis. An effective
strategy would develop an implementable, sustainable framework for change that would actively
engage the affected people and build the capacity in their own communities for prevention and
crisis response, rather than parachuting in “outside experts”. From an Education for Sustainable
Development perspective, this would include work in the schools and curricula changes.
Communities are best positioned to determine their needs.

The SFNSPS documents states:

8 Government of Saskatchewan, “Pillars for Life: Saskatchewan’s Suicide Prevention Plan,”

available from https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/health-care-administration-
and-provider-resources/saskatchewan-health-initiatives/suicide-prevention-plan

9 Saskatchewan Advocate for Children and Youth, “Shhh...Listen! We Have Something to
Say! Youth Voices from the North,” available from
http://saskadvocate.ca/sites/default/files/ull/listen_we_have something to_say nov 201
7.pdf
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1t is imperative that all three political leaderships — First Nations, federal and provincial —
agree to place great emphasis on suicide prevention, and that additional resources are
provided to the communities to allow for multifaceted effort both to provide better services
to people at risk today, and to tackle the developmental precursors to suicidal behaviour
among children and youth.

RCE Saskatchewan, in seeking to promote Education for Sustainable Development and in
keeping with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (adopted by Canada and
unanimously by the UN General Assembly in 2015), the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (endorsed by Canada in 2016), and the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (ratified by Canada in 1991), urges the government of Saskatchewan
to live up to Canada’s international commitments. In terms of these international commitments,
we are asking the Government of Saskatchewan specifically to:

1. Pass provincial legislation ensuring dedicated resources, action and accountability in the
approach to suicide prevention that go well beyond the current Saskatchewan Suicide
Prevent Plan;

2. Implement the recommendations of the 2017 Children’s Advocate Report;

3. Act upon the 2019 Saskatchewan First Nations Suicide Prevention Strategy, including
implementing the following key educational elements:

a) Establish a Saskatchewan First Nations Suicide Prevention Secretariat to serve as a
knowledge hub, provide information and referrals, and promote prevention measures;

b) Require Saskatchewan universities and polytechnics to offer courses on suicidal
behaviour, and make Mental Health First aid and Applied Suicide Intervention Skills
Training widely available and publicly affordably;

¢) Support community-based initiatives to develop culturally responsive curricula and
curricula that includes the local sustainable development issues identified by those
communities (e.g., issues of poverty and vulnerability, local environmental
degradation and habitat loss, local climate change impacts on livelihoods, etc.);

d) Develop education resources for primary care workers about the history, culture, and
traditions of Saskatchewan First Nations, and about suicidal behaviour and suicide
intervention;

e) Establish better links between front-line workers and with academic and other experts
including Indigenous expertise; and

f) Implement school programs to develop coping strategies, training opportunities in
mental health and wellness, reduced stigma, and improved mental health
programming at pre-secondary, secondary, and post-secondary levels

Thank you for considering the above requests and providing a response as to how you will
proceed in this matter. RCE Saskatchewan would be more than happy to assist you in further
exploring how to put in place the educational structures needed for an effective strategy that
meets our international commitments in this area and that could make us a model for other
regions globally currently suffering similar tragedies to our own.



We will be sharing this letter and any updates with our RCE membership in Saskatchewan and
our global RCE colleagues (including the United Nations University in Tokyo) along with
individuals and organizations cited in this letter and relevant Provincial and Federal authorities.
Countries are measured by how they treat their most vulnerable citizens. By embracing the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, particularly as they relate to health and well-
being and the prevention of suicide, the Government of Saskatchewan can make the strategic
investments needed to improve the lives of the most vulnerable. Please let us know if we can be
of further assistance and we look forward to your response to the above requests.

Sincerely,

Dr. Roger Petry, Co-coordinator Ms. Margret Asmuss, Co-coordinator
RCE Saskatchewan (www.saskrce.ca) RCE Saskatchewan
roger.petry(@uregina.ca msasmuss(@sasktel.net

o

Dr. Tanya Dahms, Coordinator
RCE Saskatchewan Health and Healthy Lifestyles Working Group
Tanya.Dahms(@uregina.ca

cc. Mr. Tristen Durocher tristen_durocher@hotmail.com

Mr. Doyle Vermette, MLA for Cumberland constituency cumberland@ndpcaucus.sk.ca
Chief Bobby Cameron, Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations
bobby.cameron@fsin.com

Ms. Myrtle Morin, Executive Assistant to the Chief, FSIN myrtle.morin@fsin.com
Saskatchewan Advocate for Children and Youth contact@saskadvocate.ca

Hon. Marc Miller, Minister of Indigenous Services Canada
Marc.Miller@parl.gc.ca

Dr. Charles Hopkins, Global Advisor for RCEs Chopkins@educ.yorku.ca

Dr. Philip Vaughter, Research Fellow, United Nations University Institute for the
Advanced Study of Sustainability (UNU-IAS) vaughter@unu.edu

RCE Saskatchewan Partners and Members



mailto:Chopkins@educ.yorku.ca
mailto:vaughter@unu.edu
http://www.saskrce.ca/
mailto:Marc.Miller@parl.gc.ca
mailto:contact@saskadvocate.ca
mailto:myrtle.morin@fsin.com
mailto:bobby.cameron@fsin.com
mailto:Tanya.Dahms@uregina.ca
mailto:msasmuss@sasktel.net
mailto:roger.petry@uregina.ca
mailto:cumberland@ndpcaucus.sk.ca
mailto:tristen_durocher@hotmail.com

