Standing Committee Meeting January 21, 2012

The morning’s topic dealt with the impact of Climate Change on mental health. The presenter was Ashlee Cunsolo Willox, PhD candidate in the School of Environmental Design and Rural Development at the University of Guelph, and a social science researcher with special interest in the impact of climate change on aboriginal people.  Her research has been in Rigolet, a small Inuit community in northern Labrador.

She began with background on the evolution of climate change, emphasizing the increasing speed of recent changes: in the past 30 years the rate of warming has doubled that of the pervious 130 years, and the 10 warmest years on record have been since 2001.  The change is most marked in the polar regions, as melting snow accelerates the absorption of heat, causing more melting. She followed this with recent history of the Inuit, outlining the effect of the one-two punch that has impacted them:

· Government policies in the past 50 years which “for its own good” took a nomadic, land-based, shamanistic culture, subsisting on hunting and fishing, with a strong identification with the land and animals, and mandated for it settled communities, residential schools and a wage-based economy where there were no wages. 

· Changes in lifestyle caused by climate change.  Warmer weather and decreased snow and ice coupled with more severe storms have adversely affected plants and wildlife, making hunting more difficult and unpredictable, and resulting in less time being spent on the land. This has resulted in dietary changes – the lack of wild food has driven people to store-bought food, which is extremely expensive, leading to unbalanced diets – and a more sedentary lifestyle. Previously unknown health issues – obesity, diabetes, gastro-intestinal problems, are rife. Social and emotional issues include loss of language, cultural assimilation and increasing marginalization. Masculine identity, formerly defined by hunting prowess and native skills, has been undermined. 

The social disruption caused by these changes has had severe mental health impact on the community, resulting in depression, anxiety, anger, increased family stress, increased alcohol and drug use, increased attempted and successful suicide, disruption of the Inuit sense of place, a disruption described as being similar to that caused by the residential schools: “It’s not home any more.”

Ms. Willox’s project is to document the Inuit experience through collecting stories, production of a video archive, and instructing individuals in the use of social media to raise awareness of their situation.  She faults the federal government for ignoring the plight of the Inuit, at the same time as it values their presence on the land to cement a Canadian presence in the north. 

Afternoon Session – Legislation

The morning speaker, Ashlee Cunsolo Willox, led a discussion on grief and mourning with respect to climate change.  

Mourning was described as response to the loss of a person or thing that “changes who you are.”  It can be public or private, shared with one’s intimates or experienced in mass (e.g. Kennedy’s death, 9/11), and transcends borders and cultures. 

We usually mourn people (or pets!) but we can mourn non-personal things, such as activities displaced by technology (letter writing?), loss of a way of life, e.g. the fishing culture of outport Newfoundland, or the loss of a feeling of security after 9/11. We can engage in anticipatory mourning, as in the terminal illness of a loved one.   Ms. Willox described how aboriginal people, especially men, mourn the loss of the land, culture, animals, way of life, identities taken from them by climate change. (The Canadian government was again faulted for concentrating its development activities on foreign countries and ignoring problems among aboriginals at home).   There was a lively, wide-ranging and non-specific discussion on climate change, mourning and aboriginal culture, concluded by Ms. Willox describing some examples of public grief for climate change, such as memorializing the names of all extinct plants and animals.

