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he Native Women’s Association 
of Canada is founded on the collective 

goal to enhance, promote, and foster the social, 
economic, cultural and political well-being of 
First Nations and Métis women within Aboriginal 
and Canadian societies. 
 
NWAC is an aggregate of thirteen native 
women’s organizations from across Canada and 
was incorporated as a non-profit organization in 
1974. Much like a "Grandmothers Lodge", we as 
Aunties, Mothers, Sisters, Brothers, and       
Relatives collectively recognize, respect,       
promote, defend and enhance 
our Native ancestral laws,      
spiritual beliefs, language and 
traditions given to us by the 
Creator. 
 
This kit provides a basic        
introduction to the  Sisters in 
Spirit (SIS) initiative and       
explains how individuals and 
communi t ies can ra ise     
awareness regarding the 
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T 
alarmingly high rates of missing and murdered 
Aboriginal women in Canada. 
 
This Tool Kit is one of several information       
packages being prepared by the Native 
Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) to   
share knowledge as well as to assist community 
capacity building and community healing. We 
have prepared this kit in response to an outpour 
of support for the families  and communities who 
have been affected by this appalling reality. 
NWAC receives calls daily on what people can            
individually and collectively do to raise      

awareness and show their 
support. 
 
If you have questions or comments 
about this Tool Kit, please contact 
us at: 
 
1292 Wellington Street, West 
Ottawa, ON   K1Y 3A9 
Phone: 613.722.3033 
Toll Free: 1.800.461.4043 
Fax: 613.722.7687 
www.nwac-hq.org           
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hat do I need to know?  
 

Sisters in Spirit is a five-year research, 
education and policy initiative that is designed to 
increase public knowledge and understanding at 
a national level of the impact of racialized,   
sexualized violence against Indigenous women 
often leading to their disappearance and death. 
 
The initiative will undertake qualitative (life     
histories) and quantitative research (statistics) 
on racialized, sexualized violence against       
Indigenous women. This is done with the         
cooperation of families who have female family 
members that are missing or murdered. This will 
enable us to gain a better understanding of    
circumstances, root causes and trends. The    
initiative will also develop community education 
tool-kits which we will share with Aboriginal 
communities and Aboriginal organizations. 
These kits will also be presented at national and 
international workshops and conferences to 
both educate the general public and raise 
awareness of our work. Throughout this entire 

nforming yourself about the Sisters 
in Spirit initiative as well as Violence Against 

Aboriginal women in Canada is your first step to 
raising awareness. What is racialized sexualized 
violence, for example? And how many women 
have been affected by this? These are some of 
the questions that will be asked of you. 
 
It’s essential that you inform yourself before you 
start to raise awareness. Trust us when we tell 
you that some people won’t like what you have 
to say and will question everything, so be       
prepared. 
 
Please also remember that when you raise 
awareness about Sisters in Spirit it’s important 
to feel connected to the messages and words 
you are sharing with others. Individuals like 
yourselves are our most valuable advocates.   
 
Once you’re ready and 
fully informed, read on 
to find an activity that 
best suits you. 

W I 



 

process, NWAC will host several Family      
Gatherings which are designed to unite families 
as well as provide a venue for families to guide 
our work by sharing their needs and              
recommendations. 
 
The main objective of Sisters in Spirit is 
to address violence against Indigenous (First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis) women, particularly   
racialized, sexualized violence, that is,       
violence perpetrated against Indigenous women 
because of their gender and Indigenous identity. 
This type of violence typically occurs in the pub-
lic sphere, where societal indifference often 
leaves Aboriginal women at greater risk.  
 
There is a need for Sisters in Spirit         
because we are in an urgent state of affairs with 
regards to the safety of Indigenous women in 
Canada. Although Indigenous women represent 
only 3% of the Canadian population, they are 
over represented as victims of racialized,    
sexualized violence. Indigenous women are   
victimized because of their gender and their    
Indigenous identity. They are not respected    
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 because they live on reserves or are part of an 
Indigenous community.  Sadly, many Indigenous 
women are seen as less than human or not as 
human beings at all. 
 
The current status of Aboriginal 
women can be traced back to    
several historical realities:  

• Until 1985, marrying a non-Indigenous      
person resulted in Indigenous women losing 
their status as ‘Indian’, as well as their right to 
live on reserve and their ability to access 
other programs and services. Thousands of 
women were forced off reserves and suffered 
cultural isolation. 

• The legacy of the residential school system 
resulted in a cycle of trauma and abuse that 
has impacted multiple generations of          
Indigenous women and men. 

• Government policies in the 1960s allowed the 
removal of Indigenous children from their 
communities and placed them in non-
Indigenous homes. This resulted in the 
break-up of  families, loss of cultural identity, 
and in many cases, trauma and abuse. 
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The Native Women's Association of 
Canada (NWAC) raised the issue of       
violence against Indigenous women with the 
federal government in March 2004. NWAC      
estimated that over the past 20 years,            
approximately 500 Indigenous women have 
gone missing in communities across Canada. 
Yet government, the media and Canadian      
society continue to remain silent. 
 
Amnesty International Canada confirmed our 
findings in October 2004 with the release of   
Stolen Sisters: A Human Rights Response to 
Discrimination and Violence against Indigenous 
Women in Canada. The report included stories 
about Canada’s missing and murdered           
Indigenous women and also recognized that: 
 
“In every instance, Canadian      
authorities could and should have 
done more to ensure the safety of 
these women and girls.” 
 

Urging Government to Listen 
NWAC lobbied the federal government for an entire year 
before we received funding for Sisters in Spirit.  Former 

President Terri Brown’s powerful message forced        
government to listen.  She also asked family members, 

like Sandra Gagnon from Vancouver, BC, (featured 
above at the microphone) to share their story. 



 

iming and location are two very     
important factors to consider when raising 

awareness. Time is of the essence if you want 
to rally support around a tragic event or react to 
a recent announcement or judgment.             
The public’s attention comes and goes quickly.   
You may try to sustain a certain level of         
momentum or interest in an issue by writing a 
letter to your local newspaper, calling a local    
radio station, or getting in contact with your local 
community centre or Friendship Centre to see if 
they or you can hold a meeting. 
 
Or consider associating your raising awareness 
with a well-know date, such as an international 
recognized day of action. Some important dates 
to remember are as follows: 
 

March 8th — International Women’s Day 
 

June 21st — National Aboriginal Day 
 

June 28th — Anniversary of Bill C-31 
 

October 4th — Annual Sisters in 
Spirit Vigil 
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November 25th — International Day 
for the Elimination of Violence Against 
Women 
 

December 6th — National Day of         
Remembrance and Action on Violence 
Against Women 
 

December 10th — International Human 
Rights Day 
 
 

T 

Partnerships can pay off! 
NWAC staff, for example, jumped at the opportunity to 
share information on Sisters in Spirit at a Take Back 

the Night demonstration in Ottawa, ON. 
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Timing is also dependant on whether or not you 
plan to raise awareness as part of a larger event 
such as an assembly, gathering or powwow.  
Choosing to host your own event may require 
more work on your part but will ensure that your 
cause is the sole focus. On the other hand,   
joining forces with like-minded groups or         
associations could bring more people to your 
event and be an opportunity for you to build long 
lasting partnerships. 
 
Time of day and location will also influence how 
many people will attend an event or be around 
to hear your message. It’s always best to set-up 
in a well known or well trafficked area. You 
might be able to reach more people at lunch 
hour in the lobby of your workplace. 
 
Last, don’t forget to take weather into account 
when you think about timing and location.      
Outdoor events provide an element of freedom 
to you and your participants because you can 
invite speakers, cheer loud and gather round. 
You may also attract more attention from the 
media or curious passersby. At the same time,           

remember to watch the weather report and bring 
extra umbrellas or gloves to share. The weather 
may be out of your control but that doesn't mean 
you should be unprepared.  Remember there is 
no bad weather, just bad dressing for the 
weather. 
 
 
 

Neither rain, nor sleet, nor snow! 
Heavy rain forecasts did not discourage the organizers 

of a SIS Vigil held in Ottawa, ON. More than 100       
citizens arrived in the rain with their umbrellas to show 
their support for the families of missing and murdered     

Aboriginal women.  



 

nclusiveness and target            
audience also needs to be taken into     

consideration when raising awareness. Try to 
reach as wide an audience as possible. The 
more people who know about Sisters in Spirit, 
the better. Even better, host several events and 
cater each one to a different audience. 
 
Men especially should be encouraged to attend 
and should be made to feel welcome. If you feel 
it’s appropriate when organizing a rally or 
march, for example, invite men to participate   
under the direction of the women in attendance.  
You may also invite a drum group or other male 
drummers to contribute traditionally and        
spiritually. 
 
Spiritual grounding should always be a part of 
any event you have when dealing with Sisters in 
Spirit, although the spiritual intensity or level of 
spiritual focus will depend on your prospective 
audience and territory. Consult a local elder for 
guidance and ask if they would be willing to do 
an opening prayer for your event. It is important 
to respect the protocol of every traditional       
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territory. 
 
Youth of all ages also need to be encouraged to   
attend and participate in your raising awareness 
activities. NWAC’s Youth Council members, for 
example, wholeheartedly support our cause and 
share information in their community, colleges, 
universities, conferences and powwows.   
 

I 

Recognize our elders and cultural    
heritage 

Invite a local or community elder to attend your event 
and provide spiritual grounding. 



 

When speaking to youth, please remember that      
discussions about missing and murdered     
Aboriginal women can be very intense and   
emotional. This knowledge can also be very      
sobering for many who are not familiar with the 
plight of Aboriginal women in Canada. Try to 
adapt your presentation and messages to your 
target audience and also anticipate what     
questions they may have or what historical      
realities need to be focused on or explained.  It 
might also be a good idea to have local       
counselors on hard as volunteers at your event, 
in addition to elders.  
 
Last, consider how the media could help you 
raise awareness. The media can be your ally.  
Local newspapers, radio stations and television 
stations are always looking for local interest   
stories. Viewers want to know what individuals 
and groups are organizing in their community.   
 
When you contact media, give them as much 
notice as possible.  Remember to keep them 
updated, especially if you confirm the               
attendance of dignitaries, local personalities or 
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are expecting a large crowd. A rally or march 
may also draw more attention for you and your 
message. You should identify good photo       
opportunities for media and also offer to do an 
interview or confirm that your speakers will be 
available for an interview before or after your 
event. Make sure your contact information is   
always included on posters, emails and in 
phone messages. Be prepared for call backs 
and media pick-up. 

Media as friend or foe? 
Keep local media informed of your event and make 

yourself available for an interview or to provide        
background information on the issues. 



 

nformation booths and formal    
presentations are tried and tested 

methods for raising awareness and reaching the 
public. All you need is a clear message, a strong 
voice and information to distribute. 
 
Try to make your booth as attractive as possible. 
—not cluttered or too busy.  Our powerful   
grandmother moon logo will draw attention, this 
we guarantee. 
 
NWAC can provide you with all the material and 
information you need to keep you and others         
educated and up-to-date. We offer our           
publications as well as magnets free of charge.  
Other materials may also be available so please 
ask. 
 
Sisters in Spirit also offers several merchandise 
items such as pins, t-shirts and coffee mugs.  
Contact our offices or website for more            
information on these products. 
 
Our Community Development Coordinators are 
an additional resource for you to consult. They 
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have developed a template for a Sisters in Spirit 
PowerPoint presentation which can easily be 
adapted for any audience. Our staff will work 
with you to prepare for any formal or informal   
information sharing you are planning.   
 

Give us a call today. 

I 

Powwows and festivals are great places 
to raise awareness.   

NWAC’s Community Development Coordinators secure 
booth space at strategic events such as the 2006     

Canada Aboriginal Festival in Toronto, ON which draws 
thousands of visitors each year. 



 

igils are gatherings where the public is 
asked to come together to honour a        

person, a specific cause, or an important date.  
Vigils are an excellent way to rally support and 
unite a community. They also provide             
opportunities for curious or interested individuals 
to freely and safely come to be informed. 
 
There are many different types of vigils. Some 
are very solemn events where loss and           
remembrance are the focus. A vigil may also be 
an event that alerts the public to a disturbing 
trend in your community that has previously 
been ignored or minimized. 
 
Once you’ve decided on the message or      
messages you would like to convey, take a    
moment to consider how this event will unfold.  
Will it begin with a march or rally?  Or will it     
begin with an opening speaker or prayer?  
These type of decisions will set the tone for your 
event.  Make sure to include as much detail 
about the agenda in a poster or email so your 
audience will be prepared with dates, times and 
locations. 
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Any invited speakers will also need to be        
informally briefed on the agenda. Let them know 
what issues they should focus on and what the 
other speakers will be discussing.  You may also 
need to formally help presenters prepare a 
speech or talking points. Youth or grieving family 
members should always be provided with    
guidance and support by you, a local or family 
elder and a counselor. 

V 

A Night of        
Remembrance 

NWAC co-sponsored a 
candlelight vigil to   
celebrate the life of 

Kelly Morrisseau, an 
Aboriginal wife and 

mother whose life was 
abruptly and horrifically 
taken away just outside 
of Ottawa in December 

2006. Nearly 200     
people gathered to lend 

their support to the   
family. Photo courtesy of 

the Ottawa Citizen.  



 

he Sisters in Spirit Annual 
Vigil is a fantastic opportunity to raise 

awareness at both the local and national level. 
2006 marked the first ever SIS Vigil in our      
nation’s capital AND 10 other Canadian cities 
hosted their own simultaneous event. The      
Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) 
remind everyone that the best way to show your 
support is to HOST YOUR OWN SIS 
VIGIL on October 4th.   
 
Our goal is to have a nationwide day of           
remembrance for our missing and murdered 
Aboriginal sisters every October 4th.            
Start planning now for 2007 and beyond. 
 
Please read our “HOW TO” guide on page 12 
and consider holding your own SIS Vigil in your   
community, your workplace, your city. Let NWAC 
know if you need any help! 
 
Together our voices will be heard 
for we are stronger in numbers! 
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T The 2006 SIS Vigil Poster  
— Ottawa, ON. 



 

ow To Organize a Sisters in 
Spirit Vigil 

 

1) Start Now 
 

2) Call your City Hall or local police department 
and find out if you need a permit to host your 
event. 
 

3) Make a poster and publicize your event.  
Email it to all your contacts. Post it in busy      
locations and near where your event will take 
place. 
 

4) Contact community members, local press 
and schools.  Try to reach as broad an audience 
as possible. 
 

5) Call NWAC. Tell us about your event so we 
can help spread-the-word. Make sure you take 
pictures and send them to us after the event. 
 

6) Educate those that come to your vigil.  Ask 
NWAC for relevant reading material.  NWAC’s 
Community Development Coordinators also 
have Sisters in Spirit PowerPoint presentations 
that can be adapted to any audience. 
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Don’t forget to make your vigil 
your own event. NWAC, for example, 
worked collaboratively with Amnesty                
International Canada and KAIROS Canada 
throughout the creation of the Ottawa, ON vigil. 
The idea for the entire event was actually the   
vision of an Aboriginal woman who wished to 
honour the life of her mother. We worked with 

H 

The Power of visual imagery 
The SIS Vigil in Ottawa asked volunteers to silently hold 
pictures of our missing and murdered Aboriginal sisters.  
The images truly reflected that these women are being 

targeted regardless of age. 



 

her and her close family friend to make sure the 
event always held true to her   vision. In the end, 
more than 100 people     gathered in the pouring 
rain in Ottawa on       October 4th 2006 to sup-
port her cause. 
 

Ottawa Event Outline 
(for your reference) 

 

10:00 a.m. Rally at Parliament Hill* 
 - Opening Prayer 
 - Welcoming Remarks, President of Quebec Native  
 Women’s Association of Canada 
 - Hand drumming & drum group 
 

10:30 a.m. Silent Vigil (choreographed) 
 - Volunteers form line in center of pathway 
 - Water drum begins and progresses into a STOMP 
 - Participants are invited to join our volunteers and 
 follow the STOMP 
 

10:45 a.m. National Speakers 
 - NWAC President 
 - Amnesty International President 
 - Miss Alqonquin 2006  
 

11:15 a.m. Unity march to Victoria Island                     
 - Closing prayer 
 
* A press conference was held before hand with media. 
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Other cities were encouraged to also seek 
local inspiration and guidance for their own    
vigils. Amnesty International Edmonton and the       
Advancement of Aboriginal Women in            
Edmonton decided to mark October 4th with a 
symbolic balloon launch. Each balloon was    
imprinted with the name of a missing or        
murdered Aboriginal woman and released into 
the air. It was a very touching tribute for all      
involved. 

Make your vigil your own! 
Amnesty International Edmonton and the Advancement 

of Aboriginal Women in Edmonton decided to mark    
October 4th with a symbolic balloon launch.                
Photo courtesy of Amnesty International Edmonton. 
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The 2006 Nationwide Support Poster 

 

Ottawa, ON 
by the Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, 
Amnesty International 
and KAIROS 
 

Thunder Bay, ON 
by the Ontario Native 
Women’s Association 
(ONWA) 
 

Thompson, MB 
by the Thompson Crisis Centre 
 

The Pas, MB 
by the Opaskawyak Cree Nation 
 

Winnipeg, MB 
by the Mother of Red Nations Women’s 
Council of Manitoba (MORN) 
 

Yorkton, SK  
by the Saskatchewan Aboriginal Women’s 
Circle Corporation (SAWCC) 

 

 

Fort Qu'Appelle, SK 
by the family and 
friends of Amber 

Redman of Standing  
Buffalo First Nation 

 

Regina, SK 
by the family and 
friends of Delores      

Whiteman also from  
Standing Buffalo First Nation 

 

Edmonton, AB 
by Amnesty International Edmonton  

and the Institute for the Advancement 
 of Aboriginal Women 

 

Bow Island, AB 
by St. Andrew’s United Church 

 

Victoria, BC 
by the University of Victoria  

Amnesty International Group 

 
 
 
 

11 cities  
and counting! 

 
 

SIS Vigils  

   on October 

4th 



 

on’t forget to be creative! Use 
your talents and skills to express yourself 

and your message. Below are a few examples 
of how others have decided to raise awareness. 
 
NWAC’s Youth Council has rallied around the 
Sisters in Spirit cause from the beginning. As a 
group, the ladies created the Sisters in 
Spirit Ribbon Campaign which was a 
huge success and had volunteers working   
overtime to keep up with the orders. The ribbons 
are a very powerful image for Sisters in Spirit 
and also raise funds for council members to 
continue traveling and raising awareness.  
 
As individuals, our council members are just as 
creative. Tori-Lynn Wanotch from the            
Saskatchewan Aboriginal Women’s Circle 
(SAAWC), for example, created a beautifully 
embroidered Sisters in Spirit Shawl 
which was displayed and then auctioned off at 
NWAC’s 32nd Annual General Assembly. Other 
members have written songs and poetry        
capturing the message of Sisters in Spirit. These 
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young minds and spirits are truly an inspiration. 
 
One of NWAC’s earliest   advocates for Sisters 
in Spirit was Alice Olsen Williams, an              
Anishinaabe woman from Curve Lake First     
Nation, ON. A quilter by trade, Alice combines       
traditional teachings and designs with           

D 

Embellishing the Cause 
Saskatchewan Youth Council member Tori-Lynn 

Wanotch designed a shawl as part of her work to raise 
awareness of Sisters in Spirit. 



 

conventional north American quilting blocks. In 
her own words Alice wanted to “provide an    
avenue” for Indigenous peoples to express their 
reaction and emotional response to the “unfair 
treatment and abuses suffered by our People” 
and, as a result, launched a Call for Quilt 
Squares. Since that time, Alice has            
encouraged others to learn about Sisters in 
Spirit, design their own square and share its 
story. All the squares she collects will be joined 
together to form a larger quilt. Alice’s project is a 
testament to how raising awareness can fulfill 
both our creative and humanitarian desires. 
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One stitch at a time! 
Quilter and advocate Alice Olsen uses her creative     
talents to spread-the-word about Sisters in Spirit.  

What a Ribbon! 
The Youth Council’s Sisters in Spirit Ribbon Campaign 

has gained nationwide popularity.  



 

Notes...  
__________________________________________________________________________________
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1292 Wellington Street, West 
Ottawa, ON   K1Y 3A9 
Phone: 613.722.3033 

Toll Free: 1.800.461.4043 
Fax: 613.722.7687 

www.nwac-hq.org           
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