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Project Context 

 

In light of the ongoing National Inquiry, the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous 

women (MMIW) has been attracting much media and political attention. That said, exposure 

concerning cases of missing and murdered women in Eastern Canada are limited and warrant 

further investigation. The Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) acknowledges that 

many cases have not yet been documented in the East and therefore the scope of the issue is not 

yet known and are likely greater than currently assumed.1 The New Brunswick Aboriginal Peoples 

Council, under the leadership of President & Chief Wendy Wetteland, has initiated a research and 

community action project titled “Looking Out For Each Other” (LOFEO). This project is designed 

to enhance collective understanding of cases involving missing and murdered Indigenous women, 

girls, and sexual and gender minorities in Eastern Canada. The objective of the project is to provide 

concrete and effective assistance to families and friends when an Indigenous person goes missing. 

LOFEO seeks to support Indigenous communities and organizations through collaboration as well 

as access to services and resources. Ultimately, empowered communities and organizations can 

improve outcomes in cases of missing women as well as address victimization and loss. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
1 Native Women’s Association of Canada, “Understanding MMIWG” online: <https://www.nwac.ca/national-

inquiry-mmiwg/understanding-mmiwg/> 
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Background: Targetting Urban Aboriginal Organizations  

 

The majority of Aboriginal2 people, both status and non-status, reside off reserve.3 While 

the urbanization of Aboriginal people is accelerating, people do not abandon their Indigeneity at 

the city gates. “Urban Aboriginal people are not only here to stay, but here to grow.”4 In addition, 

the majority of known MMIW in Canada resided off-reserve at the time of their disappearance or 

murder. Therefore, an effective response to the MMIW crisis demands an emphasis on off-reserve 

and urban Aboriginal populations. Moreover, the categorization of Aboriginal Peoples into 

watertight compartments of on-reserve or off-reserve, Status or non-Status and First Nation, Inuit 

or Metis, suggests a stability belied by lived experience. Rather, there is substantial fluidity in 

identities and mobility between classifications. Indigenous off-reserve, political, social and 

governance institutions are sensitive to the demographic realities of their members. LOFEO is 

pleased to be partnered with inclusive off-reserve organizations.  

While on-reserve band councils are recognized and well-known by settlor political and 

service institutions, off-reserve organizations are not adequately understood. As a result, an 

overview of the history, role and functions of Indigenous off-reserve structures is beneficial. The 

Government of Canada acknowledges two nation-wide organizations that represent urban, off-

reserve and non-status Aboriginal Peoples: The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples (CAP) and the 

National Association of Friendship Centres (NAFC). Founded in 1971, CAP’s constituency 

consists of off-reserve Status and non-Status Indians, Metis and Southern Inuit Peoples.5 CAP is 

the national umbrella organization for eleven provincial and territorial affiliates (PTOs) that 

                                                      
2 In this application, we use the terms “Indigenous” and “Aboriginal” interchangeably to collectively describe 

populations who assert Aboriginal rights under s. 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 and the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, acknowledging that neither term may be the chosen 

terminology of the Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet), Mi’kmaq, Passamaquoddy, Inuit, Innu, Métis, Cree, Kanien:keha'ka 

(Mohawk), Anishinaabeg, Atikamekw, Wendat or non-territorial Indigenous Peoples living in Eastern Canada. 

In a similar vein, we use the term “sexual and gender minorities” to describe populations who may face 

discrimination based on grounds of gender, sexual orientation and/or gender identity, again acknowledging that 

this terminology may not coincide with how LGTBQ2S individuals may self-identify. We also note in particular 

that in Eastern Canada, Indigenous communities on and off reserve have varying traditional or current 

interpretations of two-spiritedness, or may have no relationship to this notion at all. 
3 Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples in Canada: First Nations People, Métis and Inuit (Statistics Canada: 

Ottawa, 2016) online: <http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-011-x/99-011-x2011001-eng.cfm> 
4 Jula Hughes and Roy Stewart "Urban Aboriginal People and the Honour of the Crown: A Discussion Paper" 

(2015) 66 University of New Brunswick Law Journal. 264. 
5 Congress of Aboriginal Peoples, “Our Mandate” online: <http://abo-peoples.org/our-mission/ 
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operate according to independent constitutions, membership regimes as well as administrative and 

electoral systems. The CAP Board of Directors is composed of a National Chief and the National 

Vice-Chief, who are elected for four-year terms, as well as the National Youth Representative and 

the Chiefs of each PTO, elected for two-year terms respectively. CAP policy is established by 

resolution at each Annual General Assembly. Finally, CAP provincial and territorial affiliates 

deliver federal programming, including an Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy and an Aboriginal Skills 

and Employment Training Strategy.6  

Established in 1972, NAFC was a national response to the network of Friendship Centres 

emerging across the country. Today, the NAFC represents one-hundred-and-twenty Friendship 

Centres and seven Provincial and Territorial Associations (PTAs) from coast-to-coast-to-coast.7 

In contrast to CAP and PTO’s, Friendship Centers are service organizations with no political aims 

or aspirations. Rather, Friendship Centres provide programs and social services directed at 

improving the lives of Aboriginal Peoples living off-reserve or in urban settings. That said, access 

to programs and services is not dependent on membership or affiliation.8 Centres are status-blind 

and will not turn non-Aboriginal individuals away. 9 In essence, all are welcome. Friendship Centre 

services often include employment and training programs, Elder and youth programming, cultural 

programs, addictions and mental health services and housing services. 10 Some programs have 

fixed durations of six months to two years, while others or ongoing and life-long. Most often, those 

accessing services will participate in more than one of the programs. Although most Friendship 

Centres operate out of a central urban office, more recently they are establishing satellite offices 

in order to increase access to their programming. 

These organizations function under the authority of an Executive Director with the 

guidance and assistance of a volunteer Board of Directors. 11 Local Friendship Centres derive their 

core funding from two main sources: NAFC and governmental agencies, including Community 

Capacity Funding. Some generate their own revenue through social enterprises. For instance, the 

                                                      
6 http://abo-peoples.org/all-project-list/skills-training/> 
7 National Association of Friendship Centres, “About the NAFC” online: <http://nafc.ca/en/who-we-are/about-

nafc/> 
8 National Association of Friendship Centres, “Our Mission” online: <http://nafc.ca/en/who-we-are/our-

mission/> 
9 Ibid. 
10 National Association of Friendship Centres, “Initiatives” online: <http://nafc.ca/en/initiatives/> 
11 National Association of Friendship Centres, “Executive Committee and Board of Directors” online: 

<http://nafc.ca/en/who-we-are/executive-committee-and-board-of-directors/> 
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St. John’s Friendship Centre, offers cultural diversity and CPR training to the settlor service 

industry. Unlike short-term, project-based funding, social enterprises have the potential to provide 

stable and long-term revenue streams. Furthermore, program funding may be provided by both 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, private and public-sector partnerships.12 Most Centres have a 

group of primary, permanent staff working alongside temporary employees who are hired on a 

project-to-project basis.  

 

LOFEO Partnering Aborignal Organizations 

 

LOFEO collaborates with Eastern PTO’s, Friendship Centers as well as Indigenous 

women’s organizations. LOFEO’s specific partnered organizations are as follows. A PTO under 

CAP, The New Brunswick Aboriginal Peoples Council (NBAPC) advocates for the rights of New 

Brunswick’s off-reserve Aboriginal population, exemplifying self-government practices.13 The 

NBAPC is organized into seven zones, each with local community representatives. The President 

or Chief and Zone Directors serve as province-wide representatives, who are subject to election 

every two years. Furthermore, NBAPC defines and enforces its own membership base. 

Membership is based on ancestral connection, genetic or not, to a verified and known Aboriginal 

person since July 1, 1867.14  In addition, applicants must be recognized by a local community prior 

to membership review.15 Currently, NBAPC represents approximately 2500 rights-bearing 

members. Since its inception, NBAPC has been a political voice for Aboriginal people living off-

reserve, offering long-term programs such as housing, food and commercial fishing assistance, 

economic development, education, and employment training. Directly related to its mandate, the 

NBAPC spearheaded the LOFEO project. It is the NBAPC’s desire to improve the supports 

available to the friends and families of missing individuals by gathering knowledge with respect 

to the phenomenon of missing individuals in Eastern communities. Ultimately, NBACP hopes 

LOFEO can enhance both legal and policing practices in response to missing and murdered 

individuals as well as promote responsible media coverage.  

                                                      
12 http://nafc.ca/en/who-we-are/partnerships/ 
13 http://www.nbapc.org/index.html 
14 Hughes and Stewart "Urban Aboriginal People and the Honour of the Crown. 287. 
15 Ibid. 
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The Native Council of Nova Scotia (NCNS) similarly operates under CAP. It advocates 

for a united voice between all First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people in Nova Scotia.16 As an elected 

body, the NCNS respects traditional Mi’kmaq governance, maintaining the relationship with the 

Community’s ancestral homelands.17 The province is divided into thirteen electoral zones. 

Through province-wide programming, political advocacy and collaboration with regional, national 

and international organizations, the NCNS’s objective is to improve the social, economic and 

political conditions of Mi’kmaq and Aboriginal Peoples in Nova Scotia.18 All services are 

developed and implemented by and for the community. With offices in Truro, Dartmouth, 

Liverpool and Sydney, the NCNS Social Department offers employment training, family services 

such as prenatal care and nutrition information and recreation programs, educational scholarships, 

Mi’kmaq language programming, counselling referrals, housing resources and much more.19 The 

NCNS mobilizes the Mi’kmaq and Aboriginal Peoples of Nova Scotia “going forward to a better 

future.”20 

The PTO in PEI is the Native Council of Prince Edward Island (NCPEI). It is both the 

political voice for off-reserve and non-status Indigenous people as well as the only Indigenous 

service-provider for their member population. The NCPEI is an expression of Mi’kmaq self-

government, organized into three electoral zones.21 Members elect two representatives from each 

zone to serve for four year terms.22 NCPEI membership requires proving an ancestral link.23 

Members have access to programs such as commercial fishing through L’nu Fisheries Limited, the 

Homeowner Residential Rehabilitation Program, weekly health and wellness gatherings and youth 

mentorship initiatives. As partners with the Native Women’s Association of Canada and former 

participants in the Sisters in Spirit initiative, addressing the violence against Aboriginal women 

and girls is part of the NCPEI’s policy mandate.  

                                                      
16 Native Council of Nova Scotia, “Our Resolve.” (2017), online: <https://ncns.ca/about/our-resolve/> 
17 Ibid. 
18 Native Council of Nova Scotia “Our Destiny.” (2017) online: <https://ncns.ca/about/our-destiny/> 
19 Native Council of Nova Scotia “Programs and Services.” (2017), online: < https://ncns.ca/programs-services/> 
20 Native Council of Nova Scotia, “Native Council of Nova Scotia.” (2017), online: < https://ncns.ca/programs-

services/native-council-of-nova-scotia-n-c-n-s/> 
21 Native Council of Prince Edward Island, “About Us” online: <http://www.ncpei.com/about/about-us> 
22 Ibid. 
23 Hughes and Stewart "Urban Aboriginal People and the Honour of the Crown. 288. 
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Nunatukavut Community Council (NCC) is a PTO representing approximately 6,000 Inuit 

in south and central Labrador, across six regions.24 While the southern Inuit share commonalities 

with the northern Inuit of Labrador, there are important historical and customary differences that 

warrant distinct governance regimes. NCC members must be of Inuit decent and residents of one 

of the six NCC regions. Alternatively, individuals who do not reside in one of the six regions, who 

are unable to access full membership in any other Aboriginal organization can gain membership 

if they maintain contact with members in at least one of the six regions.25 The NCC Governing 

Council is composed of a president and councilors from each of the regions.26 NCC’s primary 

function is to ensure that the land, ice, as well as water rights, and titles of its members are 

recognized.27 The NCC delivers programs and services to its members in areas such as 

employment, education, environmental and health supports.  

Qalipu First Nations Band is an Indian Act band established pursuant to the provisions of 

the Agreement for the Recognition of the Qalipu Mi’kmaq Band. The Agreement for Recognition 

is the product of negotiations between the Federation of Newfoundland Indians and the 

Government of Canada.28 With approximately 24,000 members spread across many communities 

both on the island and off, Qalipu is one of the largest First Nation groups in Canada. It is a landless 

First Nation, made up of sixty-six traditional Mi’kmaq communities, spread over nine electoral 

wards. An elected Chief and Council govern the Qalipu First Nation.29 Ward Councilors are 

elected to represent each of the nine Wards. Additionally, two Vice-Chiefs represent western and 

central Newfoundland. Aside from a principal administrative office in Corner Brook, Qalipu has 

three satellite offices located in Glenwood, Grand Falls-Windsor and St. George’s. Core programs 

and services include education and training, tourism development, health services, employment 

programs, registration assistance, environmental monitoring, culture and heritage programs and 

community economic development.    

                                                      
24 NunatuKavut Community Council, “Our Governance” (2013) online: 

<http://www.nunatukavut.ca/home/our_governance.htm> 
25NunatuKavut Community Council, “Membership” (2013) online: 

<http://www.nunatukavut.ca/home/membership.htm> 
26 NunatuKavut Community Council, “Governing Council” (2013) online: 

<http://www.nunatukavut.ca/home/governing_council.htm> 
27 NunatuKavut Community Council, “Our Governance” (2013) online: 

<http://www.nunatukavut.ca/home/our_governance.htm> 
28 Qalipu First Nation, “Background” (2016) online: <http://qalipu.ca/about/background/> 
29 Qalipu First Nation “Departmental Structure” (2016) online: <http://qalipu.ca/about/departmental-structure/> 
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Operating under NAFC, the Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre (MNFC) aids the evolving 

needs of Indigenous Peoples who are transitioning into the Halifax Regional Municipality 

(HRM).30 Located in North Halifax, the MNFC acknowledges the Mi’kmaw as the traditional 

custodians of the land in the Halifax area. Through twenty-one programs, such as the Youth 

Employment Program, Mi’kmaw Language Program, and the Aboriginal Mental Health 

Awareness Project, the MNFC has an open door policy, servicing all Aboriginal peoples 

transitioning to or from the HRM.31 More broadly, the MNFC facilitates cultural knowledge 

transfer within an urban Aboriginal environment.32 It has been suggested that missing and 

murdered Indigenous women are largely an urban phenomenon. Therefore, a partnership between 

LOFEO and MNFC is vital to the long-term success of the project. The LOFEO project is 

consistent with the MNFC’s mandate to collaborate with organizations who have a shared 

objective of improving the lives of Aboriginal peoples.33 Moreover, the police, legal community 

and media training proposed by LOFEO furthers the MNFC’s commitment to creating mutual 

understanding and positive relationships between Aboriginal peoples and other community 

groups.34  

The St. John’s Native Friendship Centre (SJNFC) is a vibrant centre located in the capital 

city of Newfoundland and Labrador. SJNFC is a community-based, non-profit organization that 

operates as a registered charity. Their mission is to serve the urban Aboriginal population and the 

broader community through the celebration of Aboriginal culture. SJNFC has a range of culturally 

appropriate programs and services delivered in an atmosphere of trust, respect and friendship.35 

Some of their programs include the Employment Assistance Program, the Women’s Outreach 

Program, the Shanawdithit Shelter, the Aboriginal Arts programs and the Aboriginal Patient 

Navigator Program. All member services are centred on mind and body wellness. However, 

                                                      
30 Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, “About MNFC: History” (2018) online: 

<http://www.mymnfc.com/about_history.php> 
31 Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, “Programs” (2018) onlne: <http://www.mymnfc.com/programs.php> 
32 Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, “About MNFC: Mission”  (2018) online; 

<http://www.mymnfc.com/about_mission.php> 
33 Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, “About MNFC: Mission and Mandate” (2018) online: 

<http://www.mymnfc.com/about_mission_mandate.php> 
34 Ibid. 
35 St. John’s Native Friendship Centre, “Home” online: <://sjnfc.com> 
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SJNFC also provides innovative programming to settlor society in order to promote settlor 

knowledge about local Aboriginal culture.36  

Under One Sky Friendship Centre (UOSFC) is a relatively new Friendship Centre located 

in the North end of Fredericton. Previously operating solely as an Aboriginal Head Start, in 2015 

Under One Sky became the expansion of becoming a Friendship Centre. UOSFC advocates for 

the rights of Aboriginal people who live off-reserve and offers status-blind programing and 

services. Under the Head Start program, UOSFC provides a culturally rich educational program 

for children between two-years-of-age and school-age.37 Since being granted Friendship Centre 

status, UOSFC has expanded significantly and initiated a range of new services and programming 

that focus on healthy living through physical activity and nutrition. UOSFC works closely with 

the parents of enrolled children. They host monthly information sessions in which parents are 

expected to attend and participate. By involving the parents, UOSFC hopes to improve the 

wellness of the child’s entire family in the long-term, well after the child graduates from Head 

Start.38 

People of the Dawn Indigenous Friendship Centre (POTDIFC) is a non-profit organization 

that welcomes self-identified, Status and non-Status, Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.39 

This centre is currently in its early stages of planning and is expanding with the generous support 

of the St. John’s Native Friendship Centre. POTDIFC was founded by the community of the Bay 

St. George Cultural Circle. As the Center secures new funding sources, resources will be 

developed to assist individuals with challenges related to employment, health, education, 

justice and housing. Community cultural gatherings, ceremonies and teachings will remain 

integral to the Center’s offerings. The mission of POTDIFC is to provide individual with 

community-level services such as employment, education, health-promotion and housing. 

POTDIFC is a safe gathering place to celebrate and sustain Indigenous culture for all.   

Located in Happy Valley Goose Bay, Libra House offers temporary crisis shelter to 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous women and children escaping domestic violence. In particular, 

Libra House supports women and children who have experienced a spectrum of domestic traumas 

                                                      
36 St. John’s Native Friendship Centre, “Programs” online: <http://www.sjnfc.com/programs> 
37 The Wellness Movement, “Under One Sky”(2017) online: <http://www.wellnessnb.ca/under-one-sky/> 
38 Ibid. 
39 People of the Dawn Indigenous Friendship Centre, online: <http://pdifc.com> 
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from physical, sexual, financial, mental, psychological, socio-economic to emotional.40 Libra 

House operates on the premise that all women and children have the right to a safe living 

environment and is dedicated to empowering women to be independent.41 In addition to temporary 

housing, Libra House partners with other community organizations to provide women with both 

on and off-site services, such as further education and child care.42 Libra Houses’ ongoing 

relationship with Indigenous women in crisis is a significant contribution to the success of the 

LOFEO project.  

Gignoo Transition House endeavors to eliminate the cycle of violence in New Brunswick’s 

Indigenous communities. Located in Fredericton, it is the first and only Indigenous safe house in 

the province. Gignoo services women and children who experience domestic violence, whether 

physical, emotional mental, spiritual or financial.43 Gignoo’s motto is to house first and remedy 

underlying issues second. Neither physical nor mental wellbeing can be adequately addressed until 

a woman first has a safe roof over her head. Women reside at Gignoo for thirty to ninety days, 

depending on individual circumstances. Beyond transitional housing, Gignoo offers outreach 

services to women once they have left the house. These services include computer literacy training, 

self-esteem building workshops, mental health and addictions support, counsellor and social work 

services, financial planning and parenting programs.44 Gignoo’s partnership is essential to the 

success of the LOFEO project in that it services a community particularly vulnerable to going 

missing. Moreover, Gignoo addresses the relationship between domestic violence and missing 

individuals. 

The Newfoundland Aboriginal Women's Network (NAWN) strives to promote, enhance 

and encourage the health, social, educational, economic, cultural and political well-being of 

Aboriginal women in Newfoundland and Labrador.45 Their partnership is important to LOFEO’s 

success in Labrador as the organization has the capacity to connect the project with communities 

across the large and varied geography of Labrador. NAWN is one of thirteen Native women’s 

organizations across Canada operating under the Native Women’s Association of Canada 

                                                      
40 Libra House Inc, “Available 24/7” (2018) online: <http://www.librahouse.ca/> 
41 Ibid. 
42 Libra House Inc., “Services” (2018) online: <http://www.librahouse.ca/services> 
43 Gignoo Transition House, “About Us” online: <http://www.gignoohouse.ca/about-us/> 
44 Ibid. 
45 Newfoundland Aboriginal Women’s Network, “About Us” online: <http://nawn-nf.com/about-us/> 
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(NWAC). NWAC empowers Indigenous women through political lobbying, legislative 

development and acting as an intervener in important court cases.46 

 

METHOD 

 

Representing the preliminary stage of the LOFEO project is the “Yes, We Can Look Out 

for Each Other” capacity study. “Yes, We Can Look Out for Each Other” is funded by the Urban 

Aboriginal Knowledge Network. The purpose of the capacity study is to discern what resources 

LOFEO’s partnered organizations need and want in order to assist the friends and families of 

missing and murdered Indigenous women. The capacity study identifies what structures already 

exist and what aids need to be developed under the LOFEO project. There is no better way to learn 

how to best support Indigenous communities than to look to the organizations who already service 

Indigenous communities every day and have been doing so for decades. “Yes, We Can Look Out 

for Each Other” learns from past practices, compares innovate approaches and takes note of where 

service gaps exist. As partnered PTO’s, Friendship Centres and women’s organizations will 

eventually provide the services and programs developed under LOFEO, it is essential to be 

sensitive to their lived realities, operate within their existing schemes, supplement operations 

where necessary, encourage collaboration and avoid duplications in efforts. All organizations 

participating in the capacity study maintained that the issue of #MMIW falls squarely within their 

mandates. They collectively emphasized that LOFEO project resources are urgently needed to 

improve outcomes in cases of missing Indigenous persons in Eastern Canada. In sum, the objective 

of the capacity study was to determine how organizations can support families and friends of 

missing persons in practical ways as well as what resources they require from the LOFEO project 

to do so.  

 

Participants 

 

The “Yes, We Can Look Out for Each Other” capacity study team met with the elected 

Chiefs, Directors, employees and service providers of partnered organizations. They asked 

                                                      
46 Native Women’s Association of Canada, “About Us” online: <https://www.nwac.ca/home/about-nwac/about-

us/> 
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partners to explain how their mandates relate to the LOFEO project, if they have experienced cases 

of missing individuals and what expertise they may have in supporting the families and friends of 

missing persons. Twelve urban Aboriginal organizations participated in the capacity study (five 

Provincial Territorial Organizations, four Friendship Centres, two transition houses and one 

Aboriginal Women’s Organization). All interviews were conducted between May and October of 

2017.  

 

Data collection and Analyses 

 

The “Yes, We Can Look Out for Each Other” capacity study data was collected through 

in-person meetings. Participants were provided with the interview questions prior to meeting with 

the team. Please note that interview questions can be found below in Appendix A. A capacity study 

team member took detailed hand-written notes while meetings transpired. Handwritten notes were 

preferred over computer notes as the mere presence of a laptop and the sound of typing can alter 

and interrupt the flow of conversation. After interviews had taken place, handwritten notes were 

typed up into formal transcripts for investigation. Interview material underwent basic qualitative 

data analyses that included a thematic analysis. The thematic analysis consisted of an examination 

of both the written notes taken during the interviews and the subsequent transcriptions. The 

research team interviewed the participating urban Aboriginal organizations to assess whether they, 

as partners in the LOFEO, were able to deliver supports and assistance to families, friends, and 

communities of missing Indigenous individuals. By examining the experiences of urban 

Aboriginal organizations that are currently involved in providing supports and resources to their 

members, the “Yes, We Can Look Out for Each Other” team has gathered knowledge with respect 

to what services, from their perspective, partnered organizations need in fulfilling the broader 

LOFEO project mission. The research team also gathered information on the organizations’ 

relationships with stakeholders.  

 

Capacity Building  

 

When we originally conceptualized the Capacity Study, we envisioned providing site visits 

for workshops and training sessions to participating urban Aboriginal organizations. We are 
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committed to doing site visits for this purpose in the future, but in consultation with our partners, 

we determined that as a first step, it was important to create opportunities for our partners to 

exchange their expertise and to meet directly with the larger research group that has been created. 

For this reason, we brought partners and researchers together in Fredericton on two occasions to 

discuss the implementation of the helpline and other resources. In the spirit of community-driven 

research, these exchanges proved valuable to both partners and researchers. Discussions ranged 

from the appropriate timing and locations for sharing circles to very specific concerns raised by 

certain kinds of disappearances. For example, one organization raised a concern about accessing 

prison records to determine whether a missing person might be remanded or serving a sentence. 

Another organization had developed a method for accessing these files for adults which was 

shared, and researchers were tasked with looking into accessing youth files.  

 

ANALYSIS 

 

The capacity study findings are divided into three categories: The demand for resource 

development, obstacles to resource access and desired project supports. In the discussion that 

follows, all quotations are attributed to our partner organizations, rather than individual informants. 

During the interview process, individual informants acted as representatives of their organizations 

and are quoted as such. The purpose of the Capacity Study is to learn from those who deliver 

services to off-reserve Atlantic Aboriginal populations on an every-day basis. As a result, the 

following discussion will rely on the words of organization representatives as much as possible.  

 

The Need for Resource Development  

 

Amongst the organizations participating in the capacity study, many have received phone 

calls from community members seeking assistance in locating a missing friend or family member. 

At the MNFC they confirmed that they “receive calls all the time. Police and families call us saying 

here is a picture and here is information of where a person was last seen.”47 Organizations in Nova 

Scotia, Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick are receiving active calls.  As well, some 

                                                      
47 Interview of MNFC by LOFEO Research Team (May 16, 2017) Halifax, Nova Scotia. 
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interviewees raised the issue of historical cases of missing Indigenous people. At the NBABC they 

noted that: 

There are a lot of historical cases that are often brought up about people who went 

missing and just forgotten. For instance, we had a meeting with the elders and they 

said they didn’t know anyone who went missing. But the more we talked and talked, 

names were being brought up of people who went missing years ago. These people 

were all living off reserve.48  

Similarly, while the Nunatukavut Community Council (NCC) does not have an official record of 

receiving phone calls in regard to missing and murdered Indigenous women, they are aware of 

historical cases.  

Conversations among urban Aboriginal organizations highlighted a common concern that 

the phenomenon of missing Aboriginal women in Atlantic Canada is widely undocumented. 

Organizations, such as the St. John’s Native Friendship Centre, have been documenting cases in 

order to bring attention to the severity of the problem across Newfoundland and Labrador. The 

SJNC initiative entails, 

Making a list of people who went missing because few cases were ever recorded.”49 

Moreover, they have “invested [their] own money to develop a database…The project 

recorded 117 cases of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in the St. 

John’s area. The community has come forward with information and they have 

developed a huge trust in this initiative. It is really helpful for them because it allows 

us to provide a record when maybe there was no official file created.50  

Despite being aware of historical cases, many organizations expressed the difficulty they 

experience in assessing prevalence rates when the institutional structures are so new. A 

representative at the POTDIFC told LOFEO research team, “we get those kinds of calls because 

we are only five years old. A lot of our structures are immature. Off the top of my head I could 

name five women who have gone missing just in my community. I think once we start this 

conversation, cases are going to be brought up at a significant rate.”51 Due to the relatively recent 

                                                      
48 Interview of NBAPC by LOFEO Research Team (July 7, 2017) Fredericton, New Brunswick. 
49 Interview of SJNFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 5, 2017) St. John’s, Newfoundland. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Interview of St. Georges Indian Band by LOFEO Research Team (October 18, 2017) Corner Brook, 

Newfoundland.  
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establishment of some organizations, community members often reach out for help in non-

traditional ways. For instance, “someone could go to their doctor and reach out for help.”52 

Discussions with LOFEO partner organizations make it clear that not only are there instances of 

missing and murdered Indigenous women in Atlantic Canada, there is also a need for resources to 

support the friends and families of missing individuals. 

Gaps in Resources and Barriers 

Absence of Formal Protocols for Missing Persons 

Many organizations expressed that they do not have a formal step-by-step process to follow 

when an individual in their community goes missing. Instead, most rely on existing relationships 

and local knowledge to aid locating individuals: 

It would be so helpful to have a timeline template. It would be good to know what steps 

we should be doing and at what stage we should be doing them. If we had a template 

of what kinds documentation are needed from the families for the RCMP it would help 

accelerate the process. People need to realize that in a lot of these rural communities 

there is little to no services. If we had a service or a person to give the family member 

a “cheat sheet” to the process, it would help greatly.53 

There is a general consensus amongst partner organizations that a readily accessible resource guide 

of service providers in their area would be beneficial. The coordination and networking of 

organizations as well as a shred procedure is pertinent to successfully locating missing individuals. 

Establishing Risk: When to Search for a Missing Person 

Organizations cautioned that in certain circumstances cases of missing individuals should 

not give rise to a search. Sometimes women go missing for good reason, such as to escape domestic 

violence. The Transition Houses noted that they “take advantage of [their] networks to determine 

whether it is inappropriate to reconnect women with the people who are looking for them.”54 

                                                      
52 Interview of NAWN by LOFEO Research Team (October 18, 2017) Corner Brook, Newfoundland. 
53 Interview of St. Georges Indian Band by LOFEO Research Team  (October 18, 2017) Corner Brook, 

Newfoundland.  
54 Interview of Gignoo Transition House by LOFEO Research Team (June 19, 2017) Fredericton, New 

Brunswick. 
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Gignoo Transition House employs seven full-time staff members, including crisis counselors, 

outreach workers as well as seven relief staff who work after-hours. All staff members at Gignoo 

receive training on the importance of maintaining confidentiality. This is due to the fact that "often 

a woman’s abuser will contact the house, or family will call on behalf of the abuser. As a result, 

staff do not release any information about residents."55 Similarly, Libra Transition House is aware 

that often women are not missing, but have gone into hiding. Staff do not divulge information to 

callers about its residents, but will contact the RCMP who then reassure families that the woman 

is safe. Additionally, the MNFC, staff rely on informal networks to investigate a person’s potential 

motive for disappearing prior to initiating an investigation. Therefore, any protocol for locating 

missing individuals must be able to distinguish between cases of missing women and women who 

are missing for good cause. Sometimes the friends and family reaching out to locate a woman are 

the very people she is trying to escape.  

The NCPEI has also been cautious when considering the return of women to their homes 

and communities. The organization highlighted the importance of an intervening step. “We have 

assisted individuals who were a part of the sixties scoop and were trying to reconnect with their 

families. There have been some bad experiences. When people come back they are unhealthy…It 

should be done through the Council because we have existing knowledge of the community and 

the families.”56 In these cases, it may be inappropriate for law enforcement to reconnect Indigenous 

individuals to their families, friends, or communities. As noted above, some cases could be solved 

by accessing public knowledge, while others require proceeding with caution and sensitivity. It is 

therefore important to develop clear protocols.  

Despite resource deficiencies, many LOFEO partner organizations have developed their 

own strategies in relation to missing individuals. For example, the Native Council of Prince 

Edward Island verifies public access court documents to determine if a thought-to-be missing 

person has been incarcerated: “We often use our relationship with the Attorney General’s office 

to get notice of incarceration. They cannot release confidential, information but they can tell us 

what is on the docket which is public knowledge.”57 At the MNFC, they noted that in order to be 

                                                      
55 Ibid. 
56 Interview of NCPEI by LOFEO Research Team, (May 17, 2017) Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island   
57 Ibid. 
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missing, there has to be someone to miss you. Some of the Centre’s clientele do not have close 

friends and family to report them missing. In these cases, the MNFC assumes the role family would 

take, staff will initiate an investigation when they notice that a regular client has not been present 

at the Center for an extended period of time. Where appropriate, the MNFC utilizes its social media 

presence to disperse and seek relevant information. According to staff at the MNFC, “the reality 

is that someone always knows someone, and everyone will help out.” 

The Difficulties of Navigating Government Services 

 

One of the most concerning findings raised from the interviews was the lack of public 

knowledge about existing services and resources. The Nova Scotia Native Council indicated that 

“some people don’t know they can go to victim services and when they do realize, they no longer 

have access to victim services.” Project researchers and participants discussed misconceptions 

surrounding law enforcement time frames, concluding that: “People think you can’t contact police 

within twenty-four hours of a person going missing. There seems to be a need to tell people what 

the actual police protocol is, also, where to look and how to use social media to effectively call for 

help. We need to provide a list of local services.”  This is particularly significant in coastal and 

northern communities. At Nunatukavut staff maintained that “there is too long of a wait for a 

response when someone goes missing. The community tends to go out to search before they call. 

When they decide to call the RCMP it’s too late. Community members don’t know that the sooner 

the call is made the more it is likely to be successful.”58 

Organizations conceded that government services currently in place often entail complex 

navigation processes in order to reach a straightforward answer. For instance, Under One Sky 

Friendship Centre in Fredericton maintained that their experience with navigating services has 

been challenging:  

Our clients are getting lost in the system and most of the time they reach out to us for 

help if they haven’t given up already. We provide assistance to families within the 

justice system, but we find that government departments are unsure of what other 

government departments do. We tend to get passed back and forth between 

departments and much time is lost trying to figure out who is the right contact. 

Aboriginal people want to work with Aboriginal people. People reach out to us for 

help when they need this assistance and we are unsure where to go ourselves. It would 

                                                      
58  Interview of Nunatukavut Community Council by LOFEO Research Team (May 30, 2017), Happy Valley-

Goose Bay, Newfoundland and Labrador. 
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be nice to have who we should be contacting in black and white.59  

 

The St. John’s Native Friendship Centre expressed similar experiences. “We don’t know how to 

navigate the criminal justice system. We want to know what numbers to call and what applications 

to fill out. This system seems to be complicated and something that should simply take an hour 

will take a week. Most of the time is just figuring out what to do and getting documents filled.”60 

People of the Dawn Friendship Centre suggested that government departments could be more 

transparent with the families in order to build good relationships. In their opinion, “there is so 

much miscommunication and redirection. Transparency would reassure the family and would help 

families deal with the fear and feelings of neglect.”61 

 

Lack of Access to Culturally Safe and Appropriate Mental Health Services 

 

Participating service providers and Organization staff revealed that they experience 

significant distress subsequent to assisting the friends and families of missing Indigenous 

individuals. For instance, the MNFC assisted the family of Loretta Saunders, graduate student at 

Saint Mary’s University, who went missing in December of 2013. Although Saunders’ family 

resided in Newfoundland and was therefore outside of the MNFC’s service mandate, the Centre 

transported the family to Halifax, housed them and connected them with local resources, including 

the Mi’kmaq Legal Support Network. MNFC indicated that, "some people are still traumatized by 

it. Our staff went to court dates and supported the family."  

Moreover, the St. John’s Native Friendship Centre noted that their position in the community 

demands significant compassion on the part of staff members. In their words: 

We need mental health services for our staff because we don’t have the time or 

resources to know how to debrief effectively. We often run from one crisis to the next 

and we don’t take time in between for self-care. We need the skills to know how to do 

it and be able to tell staff why it’s important. This is a work place, but the community 

sees us as a home. We need to have good mental health to do our jobs effectively.62  

 

                                                      
59 Interview of UOSFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 17, 2017), Fredericton New Brunswick. 
60 Interview of SJNFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 5, 2017), St. John’s Newfoundland.  
61 Interview of POTDFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 18, 2017) St. Georges, Newfoundland.  
62 Interview of SJNFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 5, 2017), St. John’s Newfoundland. 
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Under One Sky Friendship Centre also raised the importance of mental health support for support 

workers themselves.  They said that, “training in trauma resiliency would be an excellent start. 

Our community depends on us, we need to have the best mindset we can have.”63 

Organizations stated that, “services that involve healing within an Indigenous context” 

would be beneficial and that these culturally appropriate programs are “largely missing from our 

mental health services.”64  Many noted that although mainstream services are easily accessible, 

they are not always appropriate. A representative of UOSFC eloquently concluded that, 

“sometimes when [Indigenous Peoples] access mainstream services, practitioners get lost in trying 

to understand the historic and systematic discrimination that Aboriginal people have faced. If there 

was a service that was already immersed in these facets and intergraded within Indigenous 

understandings, accessing mental health services would be less of a nuisance and would be more 

valuable.”65 

 

Difficulty Establishing Relationships Between Jurisdictional Police Forces 

 

All partnering organizations have established working relationships with law enforcement 

operators in their communities. However, respondents also indicated that not all encounters are 

positive and there seems to be regional and jurisdictional differences. For example, while the 

MNFC possess a well-developed and mutually satisfactory relationship with municipal police, 

their encounters with the RCMP are far and few in between. The MNFC has trained over six 

hundred Halifax police officers, resulting in respect and common understanding. Due to the nature 

of this relationship, the Halifax police will sometimes meet with the victims of crime at the MNFC 

so that they can interact with police in a culturally supportive environment. Furthermore, the 

MNFC keeps an open line of contact when a client of theirs enters the municipal policing system. 

Additionally, the St. John’s Friendship Centre has a good working relationship with the municipal 

police. “We do work with RCMP, but it’s on a case-by case basis. We work a lot with the Royal 

Newfoundland Constabulary (RNC) because they represent us in the urban community.”66  

                                                      
63 Interview of UOSFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 17, 2017), Fredericton New Brunswick. 
64 Interview of UWSHS by LOFEO Research Team (October 2017) Fredericton, New Brunswick. 
65 Interview of UOSFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 17, 2017), Fredericton New Brunswick. 
66 Interview of SJNFC by LOFEO Research Team (October 5, 2017), St. John’s Newfoundland. 
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The RCMP are the only police force in Labrador, thus Libra House stressed the significance 

of a partnership between the RCMP and LOFEO. Both the Nunatukavut Community Council and 

the Libra Transition House have existing relationships with the RCMP, including mutual 

participation in the Commanding Officers Committee and a front-line workers campaign. Libra 

House emphasized the importance of this relationship due to the distinct considerations that arise 

when an individual goes missing in the North. They highlighted that “weather in the North can be 

unpredictable and change quickly. Depending on the time of year, daylight may be minimal. As a 

result, the timing and responsiveness of RCMP to missing persons is critical, as the window of 

opportunity may be smaller than in the South. It’s important that we keep a good relationship.”67 

Finally, despite instances of positive working relationships, some organizations stated that 

a history of discrimination and racism still overshadows interactions between law enforcement 

officers and urban Aboriginals. For this reason, “people won’t communicate that they are 

Aboriginal because they don’t want to be treated differently.” Staff working at Under One Sky 

Friendship Centre have been trying to reestablish some of these relationships but find it difficult 

because many members “have had negative experiences with police. Some of them have had 

negative interactions from the age of two. When [Under One Sky] does police presentations in the 

Head Start program, they ask the officers to come without a uniform on. Some kids are terrified.”68 

Thus, it would seem that although urban Aboriginal organizations wish to seek law enforcement 

assistance, stereotypes and discriminatory practices present an obstacle to service delivery.  

 

Desired Resources 

Healing Circles 

 

All Aboriginal partner organizations articulated a willingness to host healing circles and 

other forms of gatherings for the purpose of allowing community members to share stories about 

missing and murdered individuals. Representatives of the St. Georges Indian Band articulated the 

need for a designated support person at the healing circles. The role of a support person would be 

to identify and address potential emergencies as well as to assist individuals experiencing distress 

                                                      
67 Interview of Libra House by LOFEO Research Team, (May 30, 2017), Happy Valley-Goose Bay, 

Newfoundland and Labrador.  
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as a result of triggering subject matter. The St. Georges Indian Band told the LOFEO research 

team that they, “want community members to feel safe and comfortable. [LOFEO] needs to have 

people involved that are connected to their communities or are at least present because people 

could get triggered. We want to make sure we have those supports in place during these difficult 

conversations.”69 However, the Nunatukavut Community Council reminded the LOFEO that 

healing circles are a practice specific to the Mi’kmaq. Practices such as gathering outside on the 

land, under a tent and participating in a shared activity such as making seal skin mitts would be 

more culturally relevant to the Inuit of Nunatukavut. 

 

Helpline and Helpline Training 

 

One of the overriding goals of LOFEO is to institute a helpline across Atlantic Canada for 

the friends and family of missing individuals. Organizations shared what resources they would 

need to develop and effectively carry out a helpline in their communities. Many suggested that it 

would be helpful to have a resource manual with a list of legal aid and police services organized 

by province.  In addition, a short, step-by-step guide for organization staff who receive phone calls 

from the friends and family of missing individuals would be beneficial. This includes standard 

questions staff should ask as well as the type of information that may be helpful in an investigation. 

Finally, a be a brief step-by-step guide for families and friends of missing individuals  themselves 

that includes what they can do in the crucial first twenty-four hours is pertinent. Whether for 

community members or for staff, organizations stressed the importance of updating resources 

annually or even semi-annually, ensuring that all program and service information remains up to 

date.  

Another resource identified by organizations were short five or six-minute webinars and 

in-person, train-the-train helpline training for staff.  Libra House in Happy Valley Goose Bay 

urged that resource development address cultural distinctiveness, including language: “English is 

not the primary language of use in the North, meaning resources must be available in regional and 

community-specific language. The service providers who are currently in our location do not speak 
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the languages and they communicate via interpreter, which is not often available.”70 In essence, 

organizations in the North must have the capacity to provide services in a multilingual way. 

Similarly, the NBAPC also noted that New Brunswick is a bilingual province and therefore their 

resources should be available in both English and in French.  

A common priority amongst organizations is to determine a strategy for sustaining a helpline 

in the long-term. Many organizations noted the limitations of project-based funding. At SJNFC, 

staff said: 

 If we are going to put this service in place, we need to make sure that the service is 

going to stay. We can’t remove that service. People start to recognize names and they 

start to build a trust. For instance, if I say I am going to contact RCMP they hesitate, 

but if I say I am going to contact “Jim” they have no problem. That [the usefulness of 

a helpline] would be something we would want to discuss with the community.71 

 

Developing a Culturally Appropriate Risk Assessment Tool 

Urban Aboriginal organizations who service individuals who live off-reserve would like to 

partner with local law enforcement to produce protocols that ensure that all cases of missing 

individuals are properly identified and acted upon thoroughly. Libra House said they, “need a new 

risk assessment tool to help come to a decision about when and how to respond when a woman is 

missing.”72 

 

Access to Free Culturally Appropriate Legal Aid 

 

Many of the current organizations work closely with Legal Aid services. For instance, 

MNFC regularly engages with Nova Scotia Legal Aid and in particular the Mi’kmaq Legal Support 

Network. The MNFC is well connected to the Schulich School of Law at Dalhousie University. 

Additionally, many of the organizations have retained lawyers but noted that the degree of 

expertise and cultural competency varies, creating barriers to accessing services on a more regular 

basis. Others pointed to the lack of funding as a primary obstacle to accessing legal services. For 

example, Labrador Legal Services, who have cultural competency training, no longer provide free 
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legal services due to a lack of funding. Overall, organizations suggested that it would be helpful 

to have access to a continuum of free legal services and culturally competent lawyers. 

Organizations stressed the importance of having Indigenous individuals responsible for such 

cultural competency training. 

 

Guide for Appropriate Media Coverage 

 

Underreporting and stereotyping are prevalent issues in media coverage, or lack thereof, of 

missing and murdered Indigenous women. Urban Aboriginal organizations stated that Indigenous 

women who have gone missing have historically been portrayed in a discriminatory manner by 

media outlets, if at all. Media coverage may be improving, but there is still work to be done. 

Organizations like the MNFC would like to see culturally appropriate curricula that offer 

professional supports and illustrate sensitive and timely media coverage. Urban Aboriginal 

organizations in Newfoundland and Labrador desire media training for their staff. “We don’t feel 

like we are responding effectively in the media. We need to make sure that a 30-second snippet is 

powerful. We want to know how to make our point effectively so the media doesn’t decide the 

story.”73 Organizations also indicated that it would be helpful to have access to media training for 

families. They cautioned that “Families don’t have the capacity to deal with media. Organizations 

need to provide preparation training, so the families are prepared and can respond effectively in 

these crucial yet difficult times.”74 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Three key findings emerged from the capacity study. First, the LOFEO project has strong 

support from off-reserve Indigenous organizations who command significant expertise, experience 

and resources. Second, there is a discernable need for research and tools at the community level to 

better enable Indigenous organizations to respond to the #MMIW crisis. Lastly, each Atlantic PTO, 

Friendship Centre and women’s organization was clearly able to articulate exactly what tools they 

require in order to meaningfully participate in the larger LOFEO project. In essence, the capacity 
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study reinforced the ability of off-reserve organizations to fulfill the LOFEO objective of 

supporting the friends and families of missing and murdered Indigenous women.  

Invaluable service provider knowledge collected during the capacity study will help to 

narrow and direct the best courses of action in achieving this objective. For instance, partnered 

organizations were able to identify what structures are already in existence and where there are 

gaps in the project design. The capacity study emphasized further research areas including, the 

capacity of Quebec’s off-reserve PTO’s and friendship centres to participate in LOFEO; how to 

best assist front-line workers who may experience trauma; the need for culturally appropriate risk 

assessment tools within law enforcement; how to collaborate with transition houses and other 

agencies serving Aboriginal women, who serve vulnerable populations; and how to best institute 

a  twenty-four hour helpline. The next step of the LOFEO project is to develop a detailed research 

plan in order to investigate the very issues identified in the capacity study by community partners. 

We are very grateful for their guidance.  
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Appendix A 

 

Guiding Interview Questions 

 

1. Can you tell us about your organization?  

 

2. What kind of programming do you provide to your members? 

 

3. How many staff do you have?  

 

4. How accessible is your building?  

 

5. When is your reception staffed?  

 

6. What times would you be able to provide services?  

 

7. Do you have the space to have a confidential conversation?  

 

8. How does the Looking Out For Each Other project fit into your mandate?  

 

9. Have you heard from people already who have experienced a missing person?  

a. If yes, were you involved in providing assistance?  

 

10.  What was your protocol to help the family? Was this formal or informal? 

 

11. Does your organization work with police? Lawyers? Media?  

a. What is your relationships with these stakeholders? 

 

12. Do you see the value in instituting a crisis helpline when an Indigenous person goes 

missing? 

 

13. Would your organization be able to make staff available to provide this service?   

 

14. Could you implement a forwarding system for after-hour calls?  

 

15. If you received a phone call asking for assistance in a missing persons case, what resources 

and information would you like to have access to in order to be able to help?  

 

16. Would you be interested in hosting and/or staffing a healing circle?  

 
 


