Sisters in Spirit Vigil, Saskatoon October 4, 2008
Speech:  Senator Lillian Eva Dyck, PhD, DLitt
Good morning to you all, and thank you for being with us here today.  I thank Elder Corrine Eyahpaise and Maria Linklater.  Because of their prayers, drumming and singing, we will have a successful event.  My goal today is to give you some background information about this Vigil and the startling statistics concerning missing Aboriginal women.
The Sisters in Spirit vigils have been held annually across Canada since 2006 to remember and honor the Aboriginal women who have gone missing or have been murdered.  This year, 37 communities across Canada are holding Vigils.  The Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) chose to use the full moon, depicted in West coast style, as the symbol for these vigils.  Grandmother Moon represents the sacredness and power of women.  The artist chose blue for the moon, and to me that represents water.  Water is one of the four elements, and our bodies are comprised mostly of water.  The moon’s gravitational pull on water creates the tides, and the moon pulls on the water in our bodies as well.  When women are menstruating, we are said to be on our Moon-time.  It is a time of great spiritual power and sacredness, not at all a time of shame or dirtiness as taught in mainstream culture.
Through their research work, NWAC has confirmed that more than 500 Aboriginal women have gone missing or have been murdered across Canada in the last 30 yrs.  About half of these Aboriginal women were under the age of 25.  1/3 are still listed as missing, and 2/3 have been murdered.  In other words, about 170 Aboriginal women are missing and about 340 have been murdered.  SK, MN and BC have the highest numbers of missing or murdered Aboriginal women.

According to the Saskatchewan Association of Chiefs of Police website, there are 28 missing women in SK, and 16, or nearly 60%, of these are Aboriginal women.  Yet only about 14% of the provincial population currently is Aboriginal.  These numbers clearly demonstrate that being Aboriginal puts a woman at a much greater risk of being abducted and ‘made’ missing.  
In 2004, Amnesty International released The Stolen Sisters report which showed that Indigenous women in Canada face gender- and race-based discrimination, and that this is further compounded by discrimination due to poverty, ill-health or involvement in the sex trade. The Stolen Sisters report stated that Aboriginal women (aged 25-44) are 5 times more likely to die of violence.
In 2005, the NWAC launched the Sisters in Spirit initiative, the main objective of which was to address violence directed against Aboriginal women.  The SIS initiative is committed to increase public awareness across Canada about the impact of racialized, sexualized violence against Aboriginal women which leads to their disappearance or death.
The statistics which I mentioned earlier clearly show that Aboriginal women are much more at risk for being made missing or murdered, but sadly, societal indifference helps perpetuate this.  In 1996, Warren Goulding, a journalist, stated: "I don't get the sense the general public cares much about missing or murdered aboriginal women. It's all part of this indifference to the lives of aboriginal people. They don't seem to matter as much as white people."
Indifference by mainstream society may be part of the problem, but in my opinion there is a deeper and more disturbing problem.  The problem is that there are some men who act out their disdain and disgust towards Aboriginal women.  These men by virtue of their maleness and perceived superiority feel entitled to violate and murder Aboriginal women.
Three years ago, Iskwewuk E-wichiwitochik (Women walking Together), a community group, arose from concerns that Aboriginal women in SK were continuing to be disappeared and were still being murdered at a greater rate than other women.  Individuals and people from different organizations in Saskatoon joined together to bring awareness to this issue and to provide local support to the families of Missing Aboriginal women.  Iskwewuk E-wichiwitochik is a co-organizer of today’s event.
Unfortunately, it is a shameful fact that the abduction and murder of Aboriginal or Indigenous women is a global phenomenon.  In Mexico, for eg., since the early 1990’s, thousands of women have disappeared and hundreds have been killed in the city of Juarez.  In both Mexican and Canadian society, our colonial legacy has persisted and resulted in a society where systemic sexualized and racialized violence is the norm.  
In August, I attended The Missing Indigenous Women Conference at the University of Regina.  The mothers of missing Indigenous women from Mexico told us about their struggles and they shared with us the ways in which they remembered and honored women who had been disappeared or murdered.  A black cross on a pink background was used to represent the spirits of the missing and murdered Indigenous Mexican women.  At the conference in Regina, pink cloth banners painted with a black cross were tied around the trees between Luther College and the Conexus Arts Center, and these pink banners guided us on a protest walk, just as we were guided by the pink banners on our walk this morning.   These banners reminded me of the prayer cloths that we tie around trees, and I took some of them from the Regina conference to a sweat lodge to be smudged and blessed and will present them to our speakers to help them find the wisdom, the strength and the courage to take the necessary steps to put a stop to violence against all women.
The spirits of our missing sisters, as represented by Grandmother Moon and the Pink Banners, give us guidance and the strength to work to end the violence directed against women and Aboriginal women in particular.   

PAGE  
1

