
 

 

 

 

March 6, 2019 

 

The Hon. Seamus O’Regan 

Minister of Indigenous Services 

House of Commons 
Ottawa, ON K1A 0A6 
 

Dear Minister O’Regan, 

 

Like most Canadians, the members of the Canadian Paediatric Society (CPS) were shocked and saddened 

to learn about the health and housing crisis in Cat Lake First Nation, which prompted a call for 

emergency assistance last month.  

 

The physical illnesses experienced by the children and families of Cat Lake First Nation, including 

respiratory and skin problems, are the visible consequences of poor housing. Such conditions are both 

preventable and unacceptable in our resource-rich country. They also have both immediate and long-

term health consequences, including compromising children’s mental, developmental and social health. 

Inadequate housing has been linked with an increased risk for asthma, injury, and exposure to health 

hazards. Overcrowding is associated with a wider and faster spread of communicable diseases, such as 

lower respiratory tract infections and gastroenteritis. Children and youth living in crowded housing 

conditions also experience more mental health difficulties and problems in schools. 

 

We commend your swift action and commitment to invest in housing for Cat Lake as outlined in your 

interim framework agreement with First Nations leaders, including Cat Lake Chief Matthew 

Keewaykapow. However, we believe this agreement does not go nearly far enough. Like all children in 

Canada, the children of Cat Lake have a right to healthy home environments where they can live, play, 

and grow. The consequences of failing to meet this basic need are both acute and chronic, and will 

affect their current health and future life chances. 

  

Children and youth in Cat Lake First Nation and Indigenous communities across Canada, need a 

comprehensive approach to housing that includes: 

 

 Investments in well-constructed housing, suitable for harsh Northern climates, resistant to 

moisture buildup, properly ventilated, and designed to ensure all family members have 

adequate space; 

 Sustained funding and mechanisms to ensure that new and existing houses are properly 

maintained and that repairs are done before problems become health hazards; 

 Adequate water infrastructure, so that all community members have uninterrupted access to 

potable water; 



 Education and resources to help engage residents in the regular and ongoing monitoring and 

maintenance of their homes. 

 

This latest health emergency affecting a First Nations community—while tragic—fails to come as a 

surprise. In addition to the intermittent crises that capture public attention, there are countless children 

in First Nations communities suffering from preventable health problems or delays in accessing 

necessary services.  

 

In 2018, the Canadian Paediatric Society and the Sioux Lookout First Nations Health Authority convened 
a forum on child well-being in the region that included many people from the surrounding communities. 
We heard a clear need for enhanced paediatric subspecialty services, supportive therapies, mental 
health, and parent support programs. The needs are great, but investments in children and families can 
change the future for entire communities.  
 
We know the Canadian government values its relationships with Indigenous peoples and has committed 
to addressing core housing need through the National Housing Strategy. Thus, we urge you to recognize 
this crisis in Cat Lake as symptomatic of the state of the broader region and to take stronger action to 
protect the fundamental right of children and youth to a standard of living adequate for their health and 
well-being. 
 

We welcome the opportunity to discuss the health and well-being of First Nations children, particularly 

in relation to the need for safe and secure housing, with you in more detail.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

[Original Signed By]  

 

 

Catherine Farrell, MD, FRCPC    Radha Jetty, MD, FRCPC                                           

President      Chair, First Nations, Inuit and Métis Health Committee 

 

 

CC. Mr. Sol Mamakwa, MPP for Kiiwetinoong (Ontario) 

Mr. Greg Rickford, Minister of Energy, Mines, Northern Development and Indigenous Affairs,  

Province of Ontario 

 

Reference: Canadian Paediatric Society (principal author: Sarah Waterston). Housing need in Canada: Healthy lives 

start at home. Paediatr Child Health 2015;20(7):403-07. www.cps.ca/en/documents/position/housing-need  
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