Alyssa Favreau  
Hello, and welcome to the sixth (the sixth!) weekly episode of audio distancing, the Broad Science minisode series about communicating inclusive science in the time of COVID-19.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
We're your hosts, I'm Rackeb Tesfaye.

Alyssa Favreau  
And I'm Alyssa Favreau.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
So last week, we brought you part one of a two part investigation into race-based data collection, and why a lack of COVID-19 information about and for racialized communities is so dangerous, and what barriers it presents in communicating information about the pandemic.

Alyssa Favreau  
We talked to Dr. OmiSoore Dryden of Dalhousie University, about how the ongoing disproportionate impact of COVID-19 within Black communities is rooted in a larger Canadian conversation about racism that is often dismissed. If you haven't yet listened to it, take a listen.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Please do. And these topics are only growing more important. Just last week— actually right after Alyssa and I recorded our voiceovers for the episode—the Quebec provincial government (Quebec is where we live for our international listeners), the government stepped back on their initial announcement to collect data on race for coronavirus patients.

Alyssa Favreau  
It's been a bit of a banner week for racism in this country. Having cut immigration last year, the Quebec government is now turning to asylum seekers and immigrants to fill the need for orderlies in long-term care facilities. And these are facilities we know to have unsafe working conditions.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
So instead of improving those conditions, they're sending in vulnerable people, baiting them with probably empty promises of permanent residency while they work on temporary visas.

Alyssa Favreau  
And there's just so much more: In Vancouver there was the beating of a 92 year old Chinese Canadian man, in Toronto the beating of a couple of Asian descent after they attempted to remove unmasked customers from their convenience store. There's the video of a Canadian white woman who called the police and falsely accused Chris Cooper, a black man who had politely asked her to leash her dog following park policy. She called the police and accused him of assaulting her. This Regis Korchinksi-Paquet, an Afro-Indigenous woman who died from a fall from the 24th floor of her building. And whose family has accused the Toronto police of murdering her and has opened up an investigation.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
We're… we're tired, of seeing the lives of people of colour, immigrants, Indigenous people, just nonwhite folks being treated as so expendable, so worthless. It's been a rough week for many of us, and we're just hoping that everyone who is out on the frontlines protesting the injustices here in Canada and our neighbours in the US, during a fricking pandemic... We hope that they are staying safe both from the virus and racist brutality.

Alyssa Favreau  
This podcast series is about COVID-19. How it's disproportionately impacting vulnerable communities and how science communicators can help in disseminating vital information inclusively. But we have to recognize that what we're talking about, the ways in which this virus is having the most devastating impact, those ways are a direct result of racism.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Yes, this extends to the failures of the Canadian government in tracing and providing support for COVID-19 patients in Indigenous communities. Right now the Navajo Nation, a territory that spans Utah, Arizona and New Mexico is seeing rate of infection even higher than New York City, widely considered to be the US epicentre of the Coronavirus. 

Alyssa Favreau  
A similar lack of attention and support is very clearly occurring in Canada as well, which is not surprising given their shared colonialist history. To better understand those failures we talked to Courtney Skye, a public policy analyst and activist. She is Mohawk, Turtle Clan, from Six Nations of the Grand River territory, and is a research fellow at the Yellowhead Institute and the cohost of the Red Road podcast. 

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Along with her team members at the Yellowhead Institute, the First Nations-led research group that works out of Ryerson University. She released a report in May titled "Colonialism of the curve: Indigenous communities and bad COVID data." 

Alyssa Favreau  
The report provided evidence of discrepancies in data reporting in Canada and outlined barriers in the different provinces. 

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Here's the interview.


Courtney Skye  
So, I'm a First Nations person, I live on reserve. And in my community, we had an outbreak of COVID-19. We just had another case confirmed today in the community. So there are 12 cases on our reserve. And there was a certain point probably now about six or seven weeks ago, where Indigenous Services was providing updates on the number of cases that they were seeing reported to them. But there are also public reports of COVID-19 coming from CBC, APTN, other local journalists in different communities. [In] Kahnawake, which is another Haudenosaunee community, which is in Quebec, the numbers the community were reporting were, between our two communities, either at or higher than what Indigenous Services Canada was reporting. And to me that seemed kind of unbelievable. That only two communities would be impacted by COVID-19. And so I started looking at exploring other jurisdictions, other provinces, and there were cases being reported. I think especially given the high urban Indigenous population in BC, and the fact that BC had an outbreak so much earlier, that there was likely cases of confirmed Indigenous people with COVID there. 

My research background in ending violence means that I've read the National Inquiry's Final Report on Missing and Murdered Women. And the inquiry itself was not able to identify the actual number of missing and murdered Indigenous women, because there was no reporting or data infrastructure to be able to accurately identify the total number of cases. And it's very difficult for provinces that are dealing with Indigenous populations for them to be able to tell you how many Indigenous kids in care. Like even today, the government cannot tell you how many First Nations children are in care of a children's aid society today right now. And so I assumed that that would also likely be the case. All those same set of barriers would impact us when it comes to health. And so I started collecting all these pieces. I worked with a friend of mine from Kahnawake who is doing her master's in public health at the University of Utah, Emily Parker, and other researchers from the Yellowhead Institute, and we started combing through different sources. So the research itself relies on publicly available data. So that's data that's reported by Bands themselves to their members, that's reported by different media outlets. There's also a national website database that's dedicated to COVID-19 victims and publishing their obituaries. And it got to a certain point where there was nearly double the amount of cases that we were seeing reported as confirmed Indigenous cases, and almost triple the amount of deaths. And at that point, we realized we needed to publish some of these findings and document some of the experiences that we were having around how hard it was to collect data and information.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
So Courtney, as you mentioned, this is publicly accessible data that you and your team are collecting and analyzing. And yet the disparity between what is being reported by Indigenous Services Canada, other health sectors, is quite large in regards to what you're finding, I believe, at the time, May 15, there was 175 cases being reported by Indigenous Services Canada, and your report found 465 cases in 42 communities. Can you maybe talk a little bit about what are the the main barriers or the main reasonings for that lack of valid and reliable and up-to-date data that's being reported.

Courtney Skye  
So there's a limit, I think, to the ability of the federal government to be able to actually collect information around people. The Indigenous Services Canada minister, Mark Miller, who's in charge of the department, he's acknowledged that they're only able to pull information from status Indians who are living on reserve. The federal government maintains an Indian registry, and they categorize and catalog all of the identified First Nations people who are status Indians in Canada. They started this registry in 1951. And it's taken various iterations over time, it's also been found to discriminate against Indigenous women. And that because of the discrimination embedded within the Indian registry, which is a part of the federal legislation under the Indian act, it's been linked to a number of the systemic barriers that lead to disproportionate levels of violence or health outcomes, a lack of the ability of Indigenous people to exercise their rights around governance. And so the federal government takes this very narrow view of who is Indigenous and oftentimes when they say Indigenous they only actually mean status Indians living on reserve. But in reality, Indigenous people in Canada are Inuit people, they are Métis people, they're First Nations people who live on and off reserve, they are non-status—so people who don't have Indian status but are First Nations. And they live on and off reserve, and they live in urban centers, they live in their traditional territories that exist beyond reserve boundaries. They practice their culture and maintain connections. And people travel and live on and off reserve. They live in different rural settings. And so this reality of what our community looks like, is not seen by the federal government. And there's been a lot of documented history around the fact that by narrowing the view of who is Indigenous, [it] means that the federal government can justify a decreased level of spending in order to meet the needs of our population.

Alyssa Favreau  
And on the provincial level, your report also identified that different provinces had different policies, and that that really affected the reporting of COVID-19 data. Can you talk maybe a little bit more about that?

Courtney Skye  
So as different provinces were established throughout time, and Indigenous populations were displaced and different provinces were established, that created Canadian federalism. And that division of power that's in the Canadian Constitution of dividing services and other different responsibilities between the federal government and the provincial government, that is a product of colonialism. But it also creates this division where First Nations people typically fall under federal jurisdiction. But oftentimes, the services we need are exclusively delivered by provinces. But if we go to each province, each province administers health services in a different way. That disconnected disjointedness, as a product of colonialism, means that every service agency kind of takes its own different approach to how it's collecting data, how it reports data. And different public health agencies are collecting race-based data and some aren't. 

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Absolutely. And to touch on those risk factors, how much more difficult do you think it is conveying information in a timely manner, in a matter in which information changes second by second. With regards to COVID-19, how hard is it to disseminate information within communities when you don't have accurate data? What has that experience been like for you?

Courtney Skye  
It's been really difficult to see that. Different communities have also adopted technologies in different ways. So Indigenous people use technology a lot more broadly I think then people would understand, especially using Twitter or using Facebook and using Facebook groups to communicate, organize. That's kind of been taken up quite strongly in a lot of communities. So we've seen this kind of  shaky transition. But there's also a real racism in the way that technology infrastructure has been developed in Canada. I live on Six Nations, which is often called an urban reserve. We are between Brantford, Hamilton, Hagersville, Caledonia, these are very developed parts of Ontario, there's been continuous contact here since the 1600s. And we still don't have reliable data and internet in our communities, even though you travel five minutes down the road, and there is a robust broadband infrastructure available in other communities. After some of the early restrictions were put in place in Ontario, I lost cell phone service in my community for two weeks and had to travel outside of the reserve boundaries to be able to get cell phone data reception. And that is the kind of racism that Indigenous people are up against, and only we as people who have that day-to-day lived experience, can tell you what is a priority. We have a right to determine what our own priorities are, we have a right to determine what our needs are, to articulate all of those and then have those needs met.

Alyssa Favreau  
What do you think would be the kinds of resources that are crucial for these next steps, just in terms of the plateau in cases that we're starting to see, and then as we start gearing up for a potential second wave of coronavirus.

Courtney Skye  
I think that there needs to be kind of a reflection on the type and the quality of information that's being used to make decisions. When it comes to who is making decisions for Indigenous communities or First Nations communities, a lot of the announcements that were made by the federal government were not receptive or aware of some of the systemic barriers that exist for First Nations people. So there needs to be a little bit of a keener eye put to that. You'll get some of the business investments that were announced, on-reserve businesses we're not eligible. To be eligible for CERB you have to have made $5,000 in taxable income. Well, everyone who works on a reserve makes non-taxable income and so no one has any taxable income to report on reserve communities, even though their jobs no longer exist. Even those kinds of safety nets are not responsive to on-reserve communities. And so that kind of scrutiny needs to be applied to a lot of these pieces and a lot of different supports because by the time these adjustments are made—and you see that today, with the announcement around $75 million being made available for off-reserve or urban Indigenous people—it's coming three months into a pandemic. If we are the highest-risk population, if we are the most vulnerable people, if we are seeing that there's a huge number of underreported cases in this community, then surely that calls attention to the need that we need to be prioritized, and in a completely different way than we have been today.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Absolutely. And we've talked about how overall what we're seeing is emblematic of Canada's larger relationship with Indigenous peoples, that the pandemic is an extreme example, but by no means is it the first time we're seeing disparity within the Canadian healthcare system, in particular when it comes to promoting the wellbeing and the access of health care systems for Indigenous communities. Given your wealth of expertise, what do you think is the most salient issue that needs to be to be dealt with right now when it comes to healthcare systems? Where do we need to be focusing our energy? And what is the most salient issue that we need to be addressing?

Courtney Skye  
I think that there's been a huge erosion of trust. And I think that people can understand why Indigenous people might not trust the federal government, provincial governments, or health care systems being able to treat them fairly, and being able to treat them with dignity. There are a multitude of cases where we aren't treated fairly or are treated with a lot of racism when people access health care, and access any types of services. And so I think that there needs to be really, really concrete and proactive steps taken that show and demonstrate the kinds of supports that our communities really need. You know, it comes with a strong commitment to align data collection for Premiers. Think of the different Haudenosaunee communities that are spread throughout different jurisdictions, different Cree communities who are spread across provinces. Our borders look different than provincial borders. And if Premiers and the federal government don't come together and come up with common ways that this data can be comparable, so that people who extend beyond these boundaries can have this different approach to decision making that is more in tune with our borders and our nations, then we're still going to see these kinds of systemic barriers compound each other and continue into the future. 

I would just say that after we released the report, obviously different people reacted and we did see numbers released from Manitoba. The outbreak in La Loche has not stopped, there are still new cases being recorded in First Nations communities. And so we've actually found up to 12 deaths, in First Nations people and communities, and nearly 600 cases of COVID-19 in Indigenous communities. And I think another three communities impacted. And so this report has really scratched the surface on the cases that are happening. And there's been an increased report of more communities share this information more broadly. And so it is really critical that this conversation keep happening and that we continue to challenge the federal government on a lot of their responses, because our communities really need to see a difference. I think of all the people that I've seen their obituaries of that are First Nations, all the people that I've seen that have been impacted. Some of them are linked to in the piece. But they are all identified as elders in communities as well. And we all know that in Indigenous communities our old people are held in such high regard, as beloved grandparents, and as knowledge keepers, people that hold history about the community. Any loss of an elder has such a significant impact in our communities. Even thinking about La Loche, that community who's lost two elders, that can have such a significant impact into our communities. It's going to impact us more broadly. We need to see more attention paid to how we are recovering our communities when we were already so vulnerable to begin with. And it goes beyond even just healthcare access. It comes with maintaining cultural practices, ensuring that Indigenous languages are protected, because most of the language speakers of a lot of Indigenous languages are elders. And so our efforts to protect them are also going to impact us in a lot of our other types of cultural and linguistic resurgences that [are] happening in our communities.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
For our listeners, would you have any suggestions or advice—in addition to your report, of course—on where they can turn to, any voices that you are particularly interested in promoting, so that they can learn more?

Courtney Skye  
So the Yellowhead Institute is a great resource that provides accessible policy briefs, discussions about Indigenous issues, trying to be more engaged with multimedia. Yellowhead is always a great resource. I should really commend the work of APTN and CBC Indigenous for all of their work around telling the stories of Indigenous communities. And obviously, there's tons of great voices on Twitter. And that I think that if people haven't had a chance to do it yet either, they can go to the website for the National Inquiry on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women. You don't have to read the whole thing. It's very long. But there are calls for justice that are for all Canadians. And if people haven't had a chance to read the calls for justice for all Canadians, then they should take the time to do that.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Thanks again to our guests Courtney Skye for that amazing conversation.

Alyssa Favreau  
It's important to remember when discussing indigenous communities and their treatment at the hands of the Canadian government, of the role European colonialism had in bringing epidemics to this continent and killing approximately 90% of the Indigenous population in North America,

Rackeb Tesfaye  
The introduction of diseases like smallpox that ran rampant through Indigenous communities were consciously used as weapons. We need to be cognizant of that.

Alyssa Favreau  
So please continue to keep yourselves aware of what's going on. Resources, as Courtney mentioned, like APTN and CBC Indigenous are doing great work.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
And the Yellowhead Institute can be found at yellowheadinstitute.org. They focus on policies related to land and governance, providing an evidence-based, nonpartisan and community-first perspective.

Alyssa Favreau  
Courtney can be found on Twitter @MOHAWKEMOTIONS, and her podcast is also on Twitter @RedRoadPodcast. We encourage you to listen to that as well.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Yes, please do. And you can find us on Twitter @science_broads, on our website broadscience.org, and anywhere podcasts can be listened to, like iTunes, SoundCloud, Spotify, and Stitcher.

Alyssa Favreau  
Like and subscribe if you can. We appreciate every single review.

Rackeb Tesfaye  
This episode was edited and mixed by the wonderful Ryan MacFarlane.

Alyssa Favreau  
In partnership, as always, with CKUT 90.3 FM. 

Rackeb Tesfaye  
Please take care of yourselves out there and we'll see you next week.
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