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Abstract: 

Lethbridge is in urgent need of Indigenous-led urban land-based healing programs. This smaller 

southern Alberta city was recently home to one of the busiest safe consumption sites in all of 

Canada and has rates of opioid overdoses and deaths that far exceed the national average. 

Intertwined with fatal substance misuse rates is an overrepresentation of Indigenous people 

experiencing homelessness in Lethbridge. The suffering inflicted by the residential school 

system, racism, and the continuous removal of Indigenous children has produced trauma for 

many Niitsitapi’. Generations of Blackfoot families have felt the harmful effects of the 

separation, addictions, and violence initiated in their communities through residential school 

exposure, racism, and the continuous removal of their children. Mainstream society must view 

Indigenous knowledge as an equitable source of scientific information, and Elders deserve 

respect and opportunity to use the Niitsitapi’ ways of knowing to implement programs to heal the 

people of the Blackfoot confederacy. Through the development of Indigenous identity, 

reconnection with land, and the creation of valuable relationships, there is potential for long-term 

healing for those experiencing substance misuse, homelessness, or both. Urban land-based 

healing camps provide these outcomes through Indigenous teachings, building self-esteem, and 

reintroducing cultural experiences in their programs. 
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The Urgent Demand for Niitsitapi’-led Urban Land-based Healing Programs 

 

Lethbridge, Alberta, located in the heart of the Blackfoot confederacy’s ancestral lands, is 

witnessing a flourishing revival of Indigenous culture after a genocide. Historical colonial 

policies of the Indian Act of 1868 failed to eliminate Blackfoot culture; however, they 

traumatized and fractured the Indigenous way of life by oppressing their religion, language, 

critical relationships, and identity. The implementation of residential schools, the sixties scoop, 

and the foster care system severed the transfer of traditional knowledge by removing children 

from their families and communities during critical periods of learning and development 

(Coyhis, n.d.). In addition to this social disconnect, the relocation and removal of Indigenous 

people from their traditional lands–sacred places and region-based resources–created a spiritual 

disconnect or spiritual homelessness, for their spirituality is embedded in connection with the 

land (Bastien, 2004; Victor et al., 2019). Indigenous people have suffered significant loss, pain, 

and oppression, creating “soul wounds,” defined as “trauma that is multigenerational and 

cumulative over time; it extends beyond the life span,” commonly known as intergenerational 

trauma (Coyhis, n.d.; Weasel Head, 2011). An adverse outcome of these soul wounds is an 

overrepresented population of Indigenous people in Lethbridge managing substance misuse, 

homelessness, or both. 

 

While the focus remains on the adverse outcomes of the trauma endured by Indigenous children, 

one must acknowledge the resiliency of the Niitsitapi’ and not aim to generalize Indigenous 
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people, nor assume substance misuse and homelessness are limited to them. The goal is to 

acknowledge the harm of colonial policies, the continuation of reactive practices instead of 

preventative approaches, and the responsibility of all Treaty Seven people to create change. 

Through an analysis of historical events, current social issues, Eurocentric methods of support, 

and Indigenous-led healing methods, one can identify the importance of cultural identity, 

interconnectedness, and Indigenous-led initiatives in healing trauma. Lethbridge urgently 

requires a culturally based intervention, and Canadians have a moral and fiscal responsibility to 

support Indigenous land-based urban healing programs. Leaders and policymakers must go 

beyond indigenizing current institutional centres and embrace Indigenous Elders’ scientific 

knowledge and leadership while providing the additional resources they may require to heal 

those dealing with substance misuse and provide adequate housing for those experiencing 

homelessness (Redvers et al., 2021). 

 

The History of the Niitsitapi’ and the Removal of Indigenous Children 

The Niitsitapi’ and Indigenous Knowledge Basics 

 

The Blackfoot Confederacy is comprised of many unique Blackfoot-speaking nations. 

The Kainai (Blood), Siksika (Blackfoot), Piikani (Peigan), and Amskapi Piikuni (Blackfeet) refer 

to themselves as Niitsitapi’, which translates to ‘the real people, ’or Siksikaitsitapi meaning 

‘Blackfoot-speaking real people ’(Alberta Teachers Association, 2018; Bastien, 2004). For 

clarity of language, the use of the terms Niitsitapi ’ or Indigenous will apply to Blackfoot people 

in proximity to Lethbridge, whereas the term Indian will only be used for historically accurate 

names. In the southern region of Treaty Seven territory, east of the Kainai and Piikani reserves, 
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lies the city of Lethbridge, with a modest population of 98,406 (Statistics Canada, 2022; Alberta 

Teachers Association, 2017). The Blackfoot nations comprise the majority urban Indigenous 

population, accounting for 5.8% of the total city population (Victor et al., 2019). Although other 

Indigenous groups have come to call Lethbridge home, the focus will remain on the groups 

whose ancestors lived on these lands for thousands of years. 

 

Throughout history, the Niitsitapi ’have flourished living off the lands of the Alberta plains; they 

have a valuable knowledge system that is scientific, holistic, and deeply spiritual, as it is rooted 

within the relationships between all living things. Dr. Betty Bastien (2004) of the Piikani nation 

states in her book that the universe has a sacred power and influence that works together in 

reciprocity with all interdependent parts. The natural world intertwines with the spiritual world. 

This experience-based knowledge is orally transmitted through intricate kinship relations and 

passes from parents, grandparents, and elders to children. Although oral transference of 

Indigenous knowledge is dominant, many groups have a medicine wheel visually representing 

their belief and knowledge system. Dr. Richard Katz (2017), a long-time clinical psychology 

professor who focuses his research on the respectful exchange between Indigenous health 

teachings and western psychology, explains Indigenous knowledge systems as: 

 

A set of teachings that become active as one engages in them, working them into one's life to 

better understand them. The medicine wheel is typically conceived of as a circle consisting of 

four equally valued sections, each of which expresses many layers of meaning. The sacred 

number four is expressed in a variety of interconnected, equally important realms and 

experiences, such as the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. The four seasons and four 
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directions also offer guidance about the tasks of living in the four stages of life: infancy, 

adolescence, adulthood, and old age. The Creator is seen as the center of the Medicine Wheel, 

animating the entire process. 

The medicine wheel’s teachings create a 

circular path of knowledge and growth, 

unlike the Eurocentric linear model, 

allowing for issues in life that may appear 

at differing times to be re-examined and 

resolved (Katz, 2017); this foundational 

learning relieves pressure to succeed when 

one is not ready, and can remove feelings 

of shame or failure. All aspects of 

Niitsitapi ’ways of knowing are sacred 

knowledge which Blackfoot children must learn to help them find their place in the universe. 

Experiencing connections with the natural world is essential in the integration of the ways of 

their ancestors, a process based on developing Indigenous identity through knowing and living 

the Niitsitapi ’traditions (Bastien, 2004). During the nineteenth century, colonial policies were 

implemented to disrupt the development of Indigenous identity; the government condemned the 

“heathen” ways of the Niitsitapi ’and initiated many political structures which embodied the 

systemic racism still evident today (Bastien, 2004). Assimilation of Indigenous people to 

Christian cultural ideologies became essential, so officials began removing children to end the 

spread of cultural practices and spirituality to “knock [them] out of balance” (Coyhis, n.d.; 

Bastien, 2004). 

Figure 1 Medicine Wheel adapted from Marsh et al., 2015, p. 7. 
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Residential Schools in Southern Alberta 

 

With the introduction of residential schools, there was a disruption in the cultural transmission of 

knowledge, and the valued interdependence of the culture was lost to the dominant culture’s 

independent ideologies, forcing assimilation (Bastien, 2004). The Indian Act, amended in 1894, 

empowered Indian agents to forcibly remove children and relocate them to these schools to be 

kept, cared for, and receive a western education until they were eighteen (Government of Canada 

Publications, 1978). Within an 85 km radius of Lethbridge were four residential schools, three 

located close to the Kainai reserve. St. Paul’s and St. Mary’s Indian residential schools were in 

Cardston, and The Immaculate Conception Boarding school was in Stand Off. The Peigan Indian 

Residential school was in Brocket, Alberta, on the Piikani reserve (CBC News, n.d.). Under the 

authority of the Roman Catholic church and the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, 

countless Indigenous children attended these schools from approximately 1884 until 1975 (CBC 

News, n.d.; Smith Sweetgrass, 2015). 

 

Throughout the years in school, the implementation of oppressive practices, such as hair cutting, 

foreign clothing, forbidding native languages, and conversion to Christianity, facilitated the 

assimilation of these children (Belanger, 2018). Beyond these standardized practices, many 

children experienced neglect, malnourishment, illness, physical, emotional, and sexual abuse 

(Nutton & Fast, 2015; Smith Sweetgrass, 2015). Surveys indicate that 48%–70% of residential 

school survivors, who were willing to report their experiences, were victims of physical and 

sexual abuse; the actual number of maltreated children is likely much higher due to unreported 
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incidents and childhood deaths occurring within the school (Nutton & Fast, 2015). These 

children also endured unfamiliar and severe punishments for non-compliance. The foreign forms 

of discipline included humiliation, shame, submission to authority, and regimented behaviour. 

Some residential school survivors who became parents continued this learned form of 

punishment with their children (Nutton & Fast, 2015; Weasel Head, 2011). An Indigenous 

lecturer, Don Coyhis (n.d.), shares that before children attended residential schools, Indigenous 

people did not know about domestic violence, sexual abuse, and physical abuse. Due to the 

disruption in cultural parenting education, Indigenous children became Indigenous adults 

missing cultural knowledge meant to foster positive parenting roles (Coyhis, n.d.). The 

government's goal to raise children outside the influence of their parents, extended families, and 

culture has created generations of parents simultaneously managing trauma and raising children. 

Some of these parents resort to the abuse and neglect they experienced, subsequently initiating 

the removal of their children by government officials, which continues to sever cultural ties for 

many generations (Belanger, 2018; Nutton & Fast, 2015; Weasel Head, 2011). 

 

The Sixties Scoop and Foster Care 

 

The federal government did not respond to reports of abuse during the operations of residential 

schools. Ironically, the cycle of abuse carried forward from those schools has led to an 

intervention by government agencies to remove Indigenous children and place them with non-

Indigenous caregivers (Alberta Children Services, 2022; Nutton & Fast, 2015). Mass removals 

began with the sixties scoop, where, during the 1960s to 1990s, government servants removed 

countless children from their families. The racialized ideology that non-Indigenous families were 
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considered superior caregivers guided the removal of Indigenous children who were placed in 

foster care or adopted by non-Indigenous families. An estimated 20,000 children were adopted 

without the consent of their families or tribes (Belanger et al., 2013). The Indian Act negatively 

influenced the attitudes of non-Indigenous people towards Indigenous cultural practices, creating 

a ripple effect of racism within current policies that continue to remove Indigenous children 

(Belanger et al., 2013). Several Lethbridge foster homes are run and operated by non-Indigenous 

families, and although most caregivers are compassionate, Niitsitapi ’children are placed in 

culturally unsuitable environments. Slowly, policies are changing the social service system, 

kinship placements are rising, and foster parents are encouraged to participate in Blackfoot 

cultural activities with the Niitsitapi ’children in their care (Government of Canada, 2022; 

Alberta Government, 2017). These policies respond to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

of Canada's (2012) call to action regarding child welfare and the demand to reduce the number of 

Indigenous children in care and to keep them in culturally enriched environments, no matter 

where they reside—a welcome policy change that starts the path to reconciliation. However, 

preventative measures are required to lower the number of Indigenous children in foster care. 

 

The number of Alberta’s Indigenous children in care is rising. In June 2013, a reported 5,625 

Indigenous children – 69% of all apprehended children – were in foster care (Alberta Children 

Services, 2013). Nine years later, 5,729 Indigenous children – accounting for 73% of children – 

were in foster homes or kinship care. These are distressing statistics in a province where 

Indigenous children account for only 10% of the total child population ages 0-17 (Alberta 

Children Services, 2022). Canada has established the need for reconciliation, but current 

practices appear reactive in nature and do not address the core problems. Officials remove 
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children from harm but ignore the concept that removing children creates future adults dealing 

with mental illness, trauma, and substance misuse disorders. These individuals may become 

parents who eventually have their children removed by social services. A preventative approach 

would be effective at healing the individual, which could lead to a reconnection with their 

children, parents, and community. Solutions might include childcare immersed in traditional 

learning experiences, Niitsitapi ’camps, attending the Sundance, or weekly traditional cultural 

immersion activities, and require foster parents to meet these requirements.  

 

The Kainai and Piikani have Indigenous-managed child and family services available, but urban 

Niitsitapi ’may not have appropriate access to these services based on geography and 

socioeconomic restrictions (Government of Canada, 2022). Although government agencies aim 

to protect children from harm, the removal process blocks the children’s path of reconnection to 

their Indigenous roots, which extinguishes Indigenous identity and pride. The overrepresentation 

of Indigenous children in care foretells a future generation of adults without the traditional 

teachings or sense of cultural identity. These foundations of self are crucial in developing strong 

self-esteem, which is a protective factor when dealing with substance misuse and racism (Nutton 

& Fast, 2015). Bastien (2004) emphasizes this point when she explains,  “each Niitsitapi ’

generation that has survived the genocidal policies has drawn from the strength derived from our 

ancestors and our connections with the natural alliances.” 

 

An Indigenous man in Lethbridge, Jared, describes his experience growing up in foster care,  “I 

never got the opportunity to learn about my culture. I was sort of against it for a while because of 

how I was raised.” However, since reconnecting with his cultural identity through Indigenous-
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managed programs, he states, “it is important… to learn and to pass [cultural knowledge] down, 

and I think it is another way for us to step towards healing” (Victor et al., 2019). For her master’s 

thesis, scholar Gabrielle Weasel Head (2011) interviewed a woman raised in a foster home. She 

recalled a good upbringing and strong bond with her adoptive mother. However, she lacked her 

Blackfoot identity and the interconnectedness of her culture. She mentions that her adult life 

contained many addictions, abusive relationships, and poor life choices. Ultimately, she did not 

have the opportunity to reconnect with cultural ways, and her circumstances caused her to 

surrender her children to the foster care system (Weasel Head, 2011). 

 

Lethbridge Social Issues 

Racism  

 

Beyond the systemic racism embedded in society and politics, numerous Indigenous people in 

Lethbridge report experiencing individualized racism. In a Facebook post, a local Blackfoot 

woman, Deloria Many Grey Horses (2021), recounts an interaction between herself, a Blackfoot 

man, and non-Indigenous individuals. This Blackfoot man was trying to get a coffee, but he was 

afraid the store would make him leave. Many Grey Horses bought him a coffee and sat with him 

because he “didn't look so good.” He told her of the recent murder of his good friend. While 

visiting, she overheard a group say, “look at these gross dirty Indians.” Many Grey Horses 

(2021) pleads with her non-Indigenous friends to hold one another accountable as she reminds 

everyone, “having people give you dirty looks and say mean things to you on the daily basis isn't 

only painful, but it's a big part of the problem.” Lethbridge’s racial issue stems from stereotypes 

applied to all Indigenous people based on the few seen panhandling or under the influence of 
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substances in the downtown core.  

 

Galt Gardens is a developed public park in the center of Lethbridge where many organizations 

held family events to unite the community (Fominoff, 2018). However, in recent years, this park 

has become the location for gatherings of people experiencing homelessness, substance misuse, 

and other illegal activities (SCS Review Committee, 2020; Fominoff, 2019). CTV reporter Sean 

Marks (2021) interviewed Mark Brave Rock, a Blackfoot leader and founder of Sage Clan, an 

Indigenous-led support group. Brave Rock shares his concerns in this interview: “it’s time for 

change at Galt Gardens… it’s an eyesore, and it reflects a lot of what the community thinks of 

the Blackfoot people, which is not true,” and he believes it is time that the park “goes back to 

children, goes back to the community. It’s not a place for illegal activity” (Marks, 2021). 

 

The Lethbridge Police Service has initiated a safe walk program to patrol Galt Gardens and 

downtown Lethbridge, offering safety for citizens frequenting the area (Downtown Lethbridge, 

2022). Some have claimed this program is racist, and accusations of racism plague the 

Lethbridge Police Service. According to CBC journalist Bryan Labby (2017), Indigenous people 

are five times more likely to be carded than non-Indigenous people. He interviewed Cherilynn 

Blood of the Kainai nation, who recalls being a passenger in a Caucasian driver’s car, when she 

was asked for identification, but the driver was not (Labby 2017). Individual racism is not 

limited to those dealing with substance misuse and homelessness; it is experienced by many 

Indigenous individuals in Lethbridge, causing unnecessary humiliation and pain. Unfortunately, 

racist comments and the agony they cause can lead to substance misuse as individuals attempt to 

self-medicate and bury the pain (Brave Heart, 2003).  
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Substance Misuse  

 

Dr. Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart (2003), who focuses her research on Lakota historical 

trauma, describes substance misuse risk factors as trauma exposure, ineffective parental 

disciplinary practices, absence of family rituals, alcohol-related violence, parental mental health 

issues, and verbal, physical and sexual abuse. Lethbridge has a disproportionate number of 

Indigenous people managing substance misuse – especially opioids (Government of Alberta, 

2021). In early 2018, within a one-week period, over fifty community members had overdosed. 

Fatal overdoses in Lethbridge produce a significant death rate of 83.9 per 100,000, compared to 

the national average of 32.4 per 100,000 (Mahoney, 2018; Dryden, 2021). Considering a 

population of under 100,000 people, Lethbridge's Indigenous deaths from opioid overdose is 3.5 

times higher than Calgary's (Government of Alberta, 2021). ARCHES, a non-profit organization 

that aims to reduce the harm associated with HIV and Hepatitis C in southwestern Alberta, 

attempted to lower overdose deaths by opening a Safe Consumption Site (SCS) (ARCHES, 

2020). However, the site increased harm to vulnerable individuals, likely due to the perceived 

sense of safety and accessible naloxone administration should they accidentally overdose 

(Hanson et al., 2020). A review of the SCS documented a 400% increase in overdose deaths 

within a 500m radius of the site and a 200% increase within a 2000m radius; the number of 

clients accessing the site almost doubled in one year, from 64,000 in a six-month period to 

almost 120,000 the following year for the same time frame (SCS Review Committee, 2020). 

Many clients were without stable homes, and approximately 70% were Indigenous (Dryden, 

2021).  
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In 2020, the Indigenous death rate was seven times that of non-Indigenous people in Lethbridge. 

During an investigation of the site, ARCHES could not provide the reviewers with satisfactory 

referral documentation for treatment services. They provided harm reduction but nothing 

substantial to aid long-term care or recovery (Dryden, 2021; SCS Review Committee, 2020). 

These statistics aim to educate, not discriminate against those struggling with substance misuse; 

Lethbridge’s vulnerable population deserves non-stigmatized equitable physical and mental 

health opportunities (Winters & Harris, 2019). The Niitsitapi’ should have access and 

opportunity to engage in meaningful and culturally engaging healing or rehabilitation. Change 

needs to occur, and soon, for the safe consumption site’s Eurocentric four-pillar method of harm 

reduction (without the coinciding methods of prevention, enforcement, and treatment) may have 

expedited increasing trauma in the Niitsitapi' community through the loss of loved ones to 

overdose, and orphaned children placed in care (SCS Review Committee, 2020; Pijl, 2020). 

 

Homelessness  

 

Substance misuse often coincides with homelessness (Victor et al., 2019; Weasel Head, 2013). 

Indigenous homelessness is isolation from relationships to land, water, place, family, kin, 

animals, culture, language, and identity (Thistle, 2017). All these facets are linked to the spiritual 

aspect of Indigenous ways of life, and a deficiency of such relationships throws individuals out 

of balance; the absence of cultural connections creates the experience of spiritual homelessness 

(Victor et al., 2019). Some Elders believe that people are staying in survival mode because they 

have lost the ability to dream of a better way of life, and dreams are how Indigenous people 
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connect with the spiritual world (Bastien, 2004; Hojjati et al., 2017). Spiritual homelessness 

often leads to physical homelessness–a lack of structural habitation (Belanger et al., 2013; Victor 

et al., 2019; Thistle, 2017). This paper will address the most critical form of homelessness: those 

who are unsheltered or in emergency shelters, those who are seen around the city panhandling, 

escaping abusive relationships, or just trying to find a safe place to sleep the night (Belanger et 

al., 2013). The biggest hurdle for policymakers and financial managers within the government is 

the lack of empirical data. Canadian society utilizes quantitative and qualitative data to make 

decisions; however, enumeration of individuals experiencing homelessness is scarce (Katz, 2017; 

Belanger et al., 2013). Officials could come to Lethbridge and visit Galt Gardens, the emergency 

shelter, Harbour House, and the Civic Centre outdoor fields to witness the vast population of 

those in need of safe housing but denying the value of anecdotal evidence restricts the 

implementation of change.  

 

In 2006, 47% of those experiencing homelessness in Lethbridge were Indigenous. Again, in a 

city where the Niitsitapi ’account for roughly 6% of the total population, this data indicates the 

substantial proportion of Indigenous people experiencing homelessness (Belanger et al., 2013). If 

there were to be a census, one might predict these numbers are on the low end of the scale 

compared to the current situation in Lethbridge; this speculation is based on the rapid growth of 

the SCS alone and the clientele seeking their services. Indigenous individuals ’obstacles to 

securing safe housing often include landlord racism, low income, incarceration, substance 

misuse, lack of family support, and the desire for social connection (Belanger et al., 2013; 

Weasel Head, 2011). Those who find housing sometimes choose to return to shelter life to 
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reconnect with their shelter community, looking for their missing relationship–their family 

(Weasel Head, 2011).  

 

In Lethbridge, the emergence of encampments represents the desire for family and community, 

and instead of expediting the creation of safe housing to eliminate the need for encampments, the 

city’s response is to dismantle structures and send away those with no place to go (Goulet, 2022; 

Marczuk, 2022). Mike Fox, director of community services for the city of Lethbridge, states in 

an interview,  “[we] need to focus efforts, [on] how best to advocate to the provincial government 

for permanent housing solutions for those residents who are experiencing homelessness,” and 

although he acknowledges the need for change, his timeline is lengthy, and the break-up of the 

encampment continues. Although empathetic to those experiencing homelessness, the 

community is frustrated over the significant rise in violence, crime, and overdoses (Goulet, 2022; 

Pijl, 2020). The growing community resentment creates friction and a sense of anger or blame 

instead of rallying together to create change. The Lethbridge SCS had a six-month operating 

budget of $2.9 million dollars, which should be allocated to creating and managing Indigenous-

led rehabilitation programs and safe housing (SCS Review Committee, 2020). Instead, the 

provincial government withdrew funding because of ARCHES’s gross criminal mismanagement 

of public funds and did not relocate the funding elsewhere to help Lethbridge’s vulnerable urban 

population (Kilpatrick, 2020). On a positive note, the provincial government promised $6.5 

million dollars over three years to the Blood tribe to expand existing addiction treatment services 

on the reserve (CBC Calgary News, 2020). Although this is welcome support for the Kainai 

nation, it does not provide easily accessible support for the urban population.  
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Another underfunded program with the potential for change is the Harbour House, an emergency 

shelter for women, witnessing an enormous need for safe housing for women and children 

fleeing domestic violence. From April 1, 2021, to March 31, 2022, emergency calls or visits, 

1,491 women sought shelter. The organization was able to support 171 women and their 

children, approximately 11% of the women in need. Of the 171, Indigenous women represented 

109 of those receiving support (Tizzard, 2022).  89% of women seeking safety and shelter had to 

find another option, which may have resulted in homelessness or returning to abusive 

relationships. Many factors contribute to Indigenous homelessness, but if more culturally 

immersed programs are available and led with care and compassion, there is potential for 

immense change through referrals, rehabilitation, and policy change.  

 

Niitsitapi’ Solutions 

Lethbridge’s Indigenous-led Programs 

 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2012) appeals to the federal government 

“to provide sustainable funding for existing and new Aboriginal healing centres to address the 

physical, mental, 

emotional, and 

spiritual harms caused 

by residential 

schools.” Out of the 

many calls to action 

for reconciliation, 
Figure 2 I’taamohkanoohsin Process of coming together, adapted from Victor et al., 2015, p.48. 
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twenty-one is a crucial request that requires immediate undertaking. Lethbridge Niitsitapi ’

leaders are taking the initiative and creating Indigenous-led programs to begin the process of 

reconnection. Mark Brave Rock founded the SAGE clan, which stands for secure, assist, guard, 

and engage; they are a non-profit organization that patrols Lethbridge providing food, drinks, 

and friendship with the vulnerable population year-round (Sage Clan, 2019). They also 

participate in community events and aim to connect people suffering from addiction with 

treatment facilities. Their relationship-based outreach is more alluring to those who may feel 

alienated (Sage clan, 2019). Sheldon Day Chief founded another non-profit organization that 

focuses on at-risk youth. The Sweetgrass Youth Alliance “exists to make positive changes in the 

lives of all youth no matter where they come from or where they are going. We assist in the 

transition to adulthood and provide programs and activities to improve quality of life, especially 

for our most vulnerable youth.” (Day Chief & Jensen, n.d). They offer low-cost youth camps, 

opioid crisis support, charity work, and community services (Day Chief & Jensen, n.d). Both 

programs are relatively new; however, they have been part of successful diverse and inclusive 

outreach programs within Lethbridge. Day Chief sends the message, “it doesn't matter who you 

are, if you're struggling in the street, Sage program and Sweetgrass are there for you” (Marks, 

2021). Day Chief, Brave Rock, and Clarence Black Water, Blackfoot community leaders, set up 

a tipi in Galt Gardens to share their message of assistance and plan to continue with it. Black 

Water wants his nation's population to know there is support for those who need it, and the tipi is 

a symbol and beacon for those experiencing homelessness (Marks, 2021). The invitation to 

engage with the community and receive help is inclusive, and their message of unity brings 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals together to create relationships and eliminate racism. 
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The Indigenous-led program I’taamohkanoohsin, which means everyone comes together, 

“targets an extremely marginalized and vulnerable population, primarily Indigenous people who 

are homeless, and nearly all of whom engage in substance misuse” (Victor et al., 2019). The 

program founders utilize Niitsitapi ’ways of knowing by providing food, drinks, and a judgment-

free environment. Even under the influence of drugs or alcohol, individuals can come together as 

a community and eat, socialize, and participate in traditional Blackfoot activities (Victor et al., 

2019). The program offers drumming, singing, storytelling, hand games, face painting, and most 

importantly, a safe space to be reintroduced to the cultural ways of the Blackfoot nations (Victor 

et al., 2019). An attendee of the program describes the program as a place to come and find 

peace, talk, and share your heart, spirit, and soul (Victor et al., 2019). These positive interactions 

lay the groundwork for coming together and reconnecting Niitsitapi ’people with Blackfoot 

culture, allowing them to establish their cultural identity, relationships, and positive self-esteem. 

The I’taamohkanoohsin program is a beginning step to healing and connection within the 

Indigenous population experiencing homelessness and substance misuse. These organizations 

and programs are similar in methodology, which creates a welcoming environment for those who 

feel alone, judged, scared, and hopeless. 

 

Successful Land-based Healing and Reconnection with Indigenous Identity 

 

In 2018, the first Canadian Indigenous-led urban land-based healing camp began in Yellowknife, 

NWT. Elder leadership and knowledge are at the core of the philosophy meant to bring healing 

to Indigenous groups (Redvers et al., 2021). Lethbridge could benefit from a similarly run 

program. Unlike biomedical-focused institutions that focus on the physical aspect of substance 
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misuse and trauma, this 

camp implements 

traditional practices to 

aid in identity growth, 

connection, and healing 

to address the 

psychological and 

spiritual aspects of 

trauma. The site is 

located within the urban 

limits, allowing easy 

access for the urban population, and was built using traditional structures and materials to allow 

for a complete sensory immersion in traditional smells, tastes, sounds, sights and textures 

(Redvers et al., 2021). Traditional Indigenous foods, such as caribou, fish, whale blubber, and 

moose, are supplied whenever possible, alongside the integration of ceremonies, traditional food 

preparation, language revitalization, tool creation, medicine teachings, sweat lodges, and cultural 

gatherings. A key to the success of the program is the willingness of the leaders to meet the 

person where they are in their healing journey and work at that individual's pace (Redvers et al., 

2021). Although the empirical data to support the camp's success is limited, the organization is 

unwilling to sacrifice the people's needs for data collection, and there is a surplus of positive 

feedback (Redvers et al. 2021). Similar programs in Canada and Alaska have reported an 84% or 

higher improvement rate among participants and a 58% decrease in child intervention cases 

(Allen et al., 2020). These decolonizing programs foster many of the cultural strategies Nutton & 

Figure 3 Adapted from Nutton & Fast, 2015, p.840. 
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Fast (2015) outline in figure three. The city of Lethbridge would benefit from allocating 

uninhabited land for such a place, potentially along the Oldman River, where Niitsitapi ’can 

come together and learn their ways of knowing through living off the land and introducing 

traditions. There will likely be strong objections among non-Indigenous citizens; however, 

something must change. The cycle of blame, shame, and ignorance from some must be ignored 

for the greater good of the Niitsitapi ’experiencing substance misuse and homelessness. Tipis 

could be erected, creating safe and potentially semi-permanent homes for those in need. 

Constructing a culturally enriched encampment could bring a sense of community and safety. 

There is potential, but an assessment and probable alteration of city bylaws and funding is 

necessary to facilitate this solution.  

 

Through the cultural immersion of Indigenous programs that aim to aid those recovering from 

homelessness, substance misuse, or surviving the foster care system, there is hope for a better 

understanding and respect of Blackfoot culture among Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. 

The first step in healing is for all people to understand and respect the differences and values of 

Indigenous knowledge. Blackfoot knowledge understands the spirit as a separate entity 

connected to all creation, fostering wellness and resilience (Bastien, 2004; Victor et al., 2019). 

This connection is strengthened through ceremony, drumming, singing, smudging, face painting, 

and traditional dancing; these activities improve self-esteem and academic achievement among 

Indigenous youth (Nutton & Fast, 2015; Redvers et al., 2021). Children who grow up with a 

solid cultural identity show decreased behavioural difficulties or substance misuse, and greater 

resilience to historical trauma and racism (Nutton & Fast, 2015; Winters, 2019; Marsh, 2019). 
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Conclusion 

 

Although non-Indigenous agencies and groups aim to create programs to help vulnerable people 

who experience substance misuse and homelessness, these programs often embrace an 

independent societal view on healing instead of an interdependent one (Katz, 2017; Bastien, 

2004, Allen et al., 2020). Elders are integral in transmitting knowledge and cultural healing 

processes and must be supported to achieve what they know is needed for their people. Although 

the trauma cannot be undone or cured, a shift in perspective is needed when implementing a 

permanent solution, for the victimization of the Niistiapi' is unhelpful and irrelevant in the 

healing process. The Elders have the knowledge of their ancestors that is needed to bring 

balance, reciprocity, and connection to those who wish to reclaim their Indigeneity—teachings 

that encompass trust, sharing, respect, honour, and acceptance (Marsh et al., 2015). The support 

and advocacy of non-Indigenous citizens can create a future of friendship, trust, and mutual 

respect if everyone works together to change policy, attitudes, and healing methods. It is time for 

Lethbridge to take a proactive approach to support its Indigenous neighbours, friends, and 

families by embracing the Niitsitapi’ knowledge on an equitable scale and advocating for the 

creation of a land-based healing centre.  
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