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EDITORIAL

Aboriginal children suffer while governments ignore

Jordan’s Principle

nder Jordan’s Principle," which was unanimously

approved by Canada’s Parliament in December

2007* and subsequently adopted by most provinces
and territories, no Status Indian or Inuit child should be
denied services due to a jurisdictional funding dispute
between two government parties (provincial/territorial or
federal) or between two departments or ministries of the
same government. The needs of the child take precedence;
jurisdictional disputes can be resolved later.

It seems, however, that governments are merely paying lip
service to a politically correct idea. Neither the Government of
Canada nor any of the provinces or territories have strong
implementation plans. In a recent report on public policy,’ all
of the provincial and territorial governments, except for that of
Nova Scotia, received fair or poor grades in implementing Jor-
dan’s Principle. Nova Scotia scored a good rating because it
has a tripartite agreement between the federal government, the
provincial government, and Mi’kmaq Family and Children’s
Services of Nova Scotia that “provides a mechanism for
dispute-resolution to address children’s needs, including spe-
cial medical requirements.”

But even this has not helped Jeremy Meawasige, a
teenaged member of the Pictou Landing First Nations, who
has severe disabilities including hydrocephalus, cerebral
palsy, autism, meager speech ability and major mobility limi-
tations.* He has required total personal care since birth —
care that his mother, Maurina Beadle, provided with love and
attention, but without government support, until she had a
stroke in 2010. The Band Council stepped in to provide in-
home support for Jeremy and his mother, and asked the fed-
eral government for additional funds to ensure the Beadles
received the same level of care as other Nova Scotians.

The Government of Canada refused, saying that the Bea-
dles, who live on-reserve, are entitled to only $2200 of the
$8200 monthly it now costs for Jeremy’s home care, even
though a Nova Scotia court has ruled that arbitrarily capping
benefits is illegal and that assistance should match need.* To
add insult to injury, the Government of Canada calls the court’s
decision “not relevant.™

The Band Council is struggling to pay the Beadles’ bills,
which consume a large part of the relevant home care budget
for the whole band.* Without support, Jeremy may be sepa-
rated from his mother and moved into a care home off-
reserve, a terrible nonsolution for a loving mother and her
child with severe disabilities. Not surprisingly, both the band
and Ms. Beadle are taking the federal government to court.
However, that will take both money and time. Even one year
away from his mother will feel like forever to a child with
major disabilities and meager ability to communicate.

The position of the federal government is simply wrong,

constituting outright discrimination against Jeremy solely
because he lives on-reserve, and totally undermines the pre-
cepts of Jordan’s Principle. Jeremy’s case is one of equity of
access to health care, a right under the Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms. As we noted on this page in 2007,

The point isn’t what portion of the cost the federal, territorial and
provincial governments each pay but, rather, that the wrangling stop
so that the right care, at the right place, at the right times can be pro-
vided for people on First Nations’ reserves.’

Unfortunately, there are many Jeremys. Harriet Sumner-
Pruden of Manitoba has filed a human rights complaint over
the denial of equitable care on-reserve for her son Dewey.®
Cindy Blackstock, executive director of the First Nations
Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, estimates that at
least 50 such jurisdictional disputes occur in Canada each year
(personal communication, 2012).

Fundamental change is needed. The Government of
Canada has a poor track record in health administration. Has
the time come to rethink how and who administers health care
on Aboriginal reserves? Too many vulnerable children, voice-
less in decision-making, remain in bureaucratic limbo, victims
of government foot dragging and ongoing bitter arguments.
These children cannot wait, and neither can we.

Noni E. MacDonald MD MSc
Section Editor, Population and Public Health, CMAJ
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