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y, my what a busy
month it was… On
February 12th, I hopped a
First Air flight to

Yellowknife with my band, The Blue
Montegos, to play the Forever in our
Hearts Gala. The band played a few sets
and I did some auctioneering. The event
raised over $65,000 for the Yellowknife
Community Foundation to help those in
need. Among the auction items

was a beautiful—and I mean beautiful—
Kimberlite bear carving which went for
$8000. You could almost see the
diamonds in the piece. 

Daryl Dolynny, from the Foundation,
arranged for our band to take a dog sled
ride. The folks at Beck’s Kennels took us
out for over an hour on a spectacular day.
We learned that you should never take a
full cup of hot coffee with you on a ride.
I’m sure the loaner coat will clean up just
fine. Thanks to Sean Ivens, president of
Medic North Emergency Services, for
taking the photo of the ladies on the dance
floor. As well, congratulations to the entire
team who put together this first-ever gala.
If you are in Yellowknife next February,
grab a ticket.

with  Mark & Marty 

any progressive
Edmontonians have been
disappointed in the
performance of Dave

Hancock as a senior cabinet minister in the
Stelmach government. Many saw him as a
powerful and articulate champion for their
ideas.

Mr. Hancock didn’t live up to
expectations. He rolled over like Rover on
Bill 44, the controversial and unnecessary
bill giving parents control over their
children’s lessons regarding sex, religion,
and sexual orientation. From a progressive
perspective, it hasn’t been a stellar
performance.

Yet there may still be red blood
circulating in Mr. Hancock’s political veins,
for he recently highlighted a long-ignored
issue vital to our future. His decision to fire
the Board of Trustees of Northland School
Division focused attention on the
inexcusable waste of human potential
occurring in too many of our aboriginal
communities.

In the interests of full disclosure, readers
should know that I served as a public school
trustee for 15 years and am an honorary life
member of the Alberta School Boards
Association. I will defend locally-elected
trusteeship to my last breath.

Then why do I applaud the firing of the
Northland trustees? Northland student
performance was poor, and only about 20
percent of students within the Northland
School Division graduate, compared to the
provincial average of 71 percent. There was
also high turnover amongst staff and
administration. 

Who is accountable for this failing school
system? Responsibility lies with the trustees
elected by their communities to administer
the school system. Even if the student
outcomes are the responsibility of the
community, the buck stops on the trustee’s
desks. They were accountable.

Northland School Division was
responsible for education in 23 small,
northern Alberta Aboriginal and Métis
communities located off the First Nations
reserves, which makes those children’s
education a provincial concern. The

education of Aboriginal students living on
reserves is a federal responsibility.

The problem goes much deeper than a
handful of sincere and hard working yet
overwhelmed trustees and administrators in
Northland. The roots of this national
problem lie in a historically dysfunctional
delivery system for Aboriginal education.
From the residential school era to today, it
has failed to serve the educational interests
of most Aboriginal children and the broader
economic and social interests of all
Canadians.

From both humanitarian and economic
perspectives, Canada cannot afford to
continue to sacrifice generations of bright
young minds. The vicious cycle of addiction
and dependency that often begins in
childhood chokes the energy and hope of
many First Nations communities. We see
the failure on our streets and in our courts
on a daily basis.

The failure is not just a social issue. Our
birth rate has fallen to the point where we
are no longer replacing retiring workers
with Canadian-born workforce entrants.
Immigrant workers must fill our needs.
Meanwhile, the huge potential contributions
of many young Aboriginals to our economy
are often lost to addiction and prison.

This is not about our inability to respect
other languages and faiths while providing
quality education. Nor is it about cultural
assimilation. Results from Alberta’s public
education system prove that we can provide
world-class education while respecting
cultural, religious and linguistic differences. 

In non-Aboriginal Canada, provincial
governments are responsible for public

education. In most Alberta
communities, that responsibility
is safely delegated to trustees
whose residents give their
support to facilitating public
education. Where the
community does not have the
means or will to support
public education, government
has a duty to intervene. It is a
human rights issue cutting
across party labels and
philosophies.

Northland School Division is only the tip
of the iceberg. The vast majority of the
schools across Canada operated by the
federal government have student results that
mirror those of Northland. 

That’s why Mr. Hancock’s decision to
replace the Northland Board of Trustees was
so important. He modeled the behaviour our
federal government must follow on this
issue. Bold and decisive action is required to
ensure that all Aboriginal children have
access to a quality education equal to that of
other Canadian students.

With a federal election looming, it’s time
for us to demand similar direct
action from our federal
politicians. Enough is enough.
When it comes to educating
our Aboriginal youth,
ignorance is not bliss. √

Les Brost is the head of Southern Star
Communications, a member of the
University of Alberta Senate, and
Edmontonians Transformer, and a keen
observer of the world around us.
lbrost@edmontonians.com
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Hancock right to turf Northland trustees

“You’re Fired!”

Say “Mush!”

David Hancock
Minister of Education


