
Justice Murray Siriclair: Reconciliation involves all of us 
OTTAWA - The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commis
sion of Canada held it's 
closing ceremonies in Ot
tawa this weekend in a his
toric gathering; celebrated 
with a walk for reconcil
iation, and the release of 
a 388 page report on the 
findings of the commis
sion's investigation. 

The . report is filled 
with documented evidence 
of abuse, misconduct and 
legislated tactics which 
the commission identi
fied as "cultural genocide" 
against the First Nations, 
Metis and Inuit people in 
Canada. 

Also within the doc
ument are the accounts of 
nearly 6,750 Residential 
School survivors and wit
nesses who experienced 
over a century of abuse at 
the state and church run 
schools. 

As part of the report, 
the commission made 94 
calls to action for Canada's 
governments and church 
ministries to begin to walk 
out reconciliation with the 
indigenous · people in Can
ada. 

Justice Murray Sin
c;Jair gave a passioned 
speech, reprinted below, 
which inspired all but one 
- Aboriginal Affairs Minis
ter Bernard Valcourt - who 
was the lone person that 
did not participate in giv
ing Sinclair a standing ova
tion following his speech. 

Sinclair said, "Starting 
now, we all have an oppor
tunity to show leadership, 

cQurage and conviction in 
helping heal the wounds 
of the past as we make a 
path towards a more just, 
more fair and more loving 
country." 

Sinclair met with PM 
Stephen Harper after the 
closing ceremonies and re
leased the following state
ment about that meeting. 

"The Prime Minister 
. and the commissioners 
shared a frank and open di
alogue. He was open to lis
tening to some of our con
cerns and inquired about 
some of our recommenda
tions. I remain concerned 
with the Government's re
sistance to the adoption of 
the United Nations Decla
ration on the Rights of In
digenous Peoples. We have 
offered to meet again with 
the Prime Minister once he 
has read the report and we 
look forward to continuing 
the conversation" 

This speech was given by 
Justice Murray Sinclair at 
the Truth and Reconcilia
tion Commission's closing 
ceremonies in Ottawa on 
June Z, 2015. It is edited here 
for length. 

Since 2008, we have 
collected documents, visit
ed more than 300 commu
nities from coast to coast 
to coast and heard testi
mony from thousands of 
witnesses. 

Their stories, more 
than 6,750 in number, will 
now become a part of a 
permanent historical ar
chive, never to be forgot-
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Survivors showed great 
courage, conviction and 
'trust in sharing their sto~ 
ries. These were heart
breaking, tragic and 
shocking accounts of dis
crimination, deprivation 
and all ~anners of physi
cal, sexual, emotional and 
mental abuse. 

Today, I stand and ac
knowledge that what took 
place in residential schools 
amounts to nothing short 
of cultural genocide - a 
systematic and concerted 
attempt to extinguish the 
spirit of Aboriginal . peo- . 
pies. 

These actions includ
ed the removal -of gener
ation- after generation of 
Aboriginal children from 
their families, the sup
pression of Aboriginal 
language and culture, and 

l the attempts to re-educat~ 
Aboriginal c@dreri witll 
~on-Aboriginal culture: to · 
remove a culture deemed 
inferior. 

In this way, Canadian 
governments and churches 
and others sought to erase 
from the face of the earth 
the culture and history 
of many great and proud 

. peoples. This is the very 
essence of Colonialism 

leaving in its path the pain 
and despair felt by thou
sands of Indigenous peo
ple today. But rather than 
denying or diminishing the 
harm done, we must agree 
that this damage requires 
serious, immediate, and 
ongoing repair. 

We must endeavour 
instead to become a soci
ety that champions human 
rights, truth and toler
ance, NOT by avoiding a 
dark history but rather by 
confronting it. A sqdety 
that respects and protects 
the cultures of all peo
ples within it. A society in 
which children are proud 
of their identity, culture . 
and traditions - not made 
to feel ashamed of them. A 
society that seeks an end 
to the cycles of violence, 
abuse and poverty instead 
of seeking to re-victimize, 
marginalize and further 
punish; as though further 
injury could in some way 
resolve a past injury. 

To become this soci
ety, we need to bear wit
ness to the past and join in 
a vision for the future. This 
must be the goal of recon
ciliation. 

If we are to truly live 
by our convictions, we 
must confront and accept 
that Canada's history in-

eludes a history that incon
sistent with how we see 
ourselves. 

We must acknowl
edge,' apologize and atone 
for the abuses and hor
rors suffered by Aborigi
nal people in Canada and 
support the healing of all 
involved, from the Survi
vors, to ·Intergenerational 
Survivors, and those who 
responsible for abuses. 

Part of this healing 
process will involve put
ting an end to the legacy 
of discrimination that still 
informs attitudes .in our 
education system and cur
ricula today. 

We must understand 
that the lives of Aboriginal 
people across Canada are 
connected to the linger
ing effects of residei;itial 
schools and that many of 
the most destructive atti
tudes are perpetuated in 
our public education. 

We must remember 
that at the same time Ab
original children were 
made to feel inferior, gen
eration after generation of 
non-Aboriginal children 
were exposed to the false 
belief that their culture 
was superior. Imperialism, 
colonialism and a sense of 
cultural s,uperiority linger 
on. 

The courts have 
agreed that these concepts 
are baseless and immoral 
in the face of inalienable 
human rights. To this end, 
the Truth and Reconcilia
tion Commission's recom
mendations address some 

of these core challenges. 
From child welfare to 
legal and economic con
cerns; from education to 
language, culture, health, 
business and commem
oration, our 94 recom~ 
mendations endeavour to 
confront the complexities 
associated with reconcili
ation. 

Central to directing 
the path to reconcilia
tion will be the Canadian 
government's adoption of 
the United Nation's Dec
laration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples - a 
declaration that received 
near unanimity at the UN 
in 2007. Shamefully, Cana
da was the only country to 
raise objections last fall to 
a UN document reaffirm-, 
ing the declaration. 

Many of our Commis
sion's recommendations 
are grounded in the prin
ciples of the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. This internation
ally accepted document 
provides a framework for 
affirming, respecting and 
protecting the equality 
of Aboriginal people and 
their rights. The Canadi
an government's rejection 
of . the . Declaration of the 
Rights of Indigenous Peo
ples sends a clear message 
to Aboriginal people in 
Canada, all Canadians, and 
the world. 

We believe the current 
government is not willing 
to make good on its claim 
that it wishes to join with 
the Aboriginal people in 


