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The development of this Report has taken us on a collective journey of 
listening, learning and sharing. We have prayed together and shared 
many stories and experiences, both on a professional and personal level. 
 
We have had the opportunity to seek the wisdom of our Elders, to travel to 
First Nations and Métis communities and to other locations to learn from 
them. We brought these ideas home and adapted them to create a made 
in Saskatchewan Aboriginal approach. 
 
We are proud of this Report and trust that this will serve as an awakening 
to health care leaders and managers to partner with First Nations and 
Métis peoples in new ways that will lead to improved population health for 
Aboriginal people. 

Yours in health and well-being,  
 
Chief Peter Nippi & Tina Thomas 
President Shirley Isbister & Louise Oelke 
Shan Landry & Suzanne Mahaffey

“Vision to See, Faith to Believe, Courage to Do”
Author Unknown
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This living document is a “first” for the Aboriginal community and the 
Saskatoon Health Region.  The Strengthening the Circle project is pleased 
to present an Aboriginal Health Strategy, which sets out a plan aimed at 
improving health outcomes and care experiences for Aboriginal people 
within the Saskatoon Health Region.  

The strategy was developed in consultation with Aboriginal community 
members and by working in partnership with First Nations, Métis and the 
Saskatoon Health Region.  The Aboriginal Health Strategy is a foundation 
to build a health-care system that meets the broader goals of sustaining 
Aboriginal communities, that are culturally vibrant, inclusive and healthy. 

The Strengthening the Circle project encompasses the voices of 
Aboriginal focus group participants including Elders, Aboriginal leaders 
and communities. When asked, “What is the one thing that the Saskatoon 
Health Region can better do to meet the health needs of the Aboriginal 
community?”, the analysis identified the following key targets for priority:

1. Establish and develop capacity for an Aboriginal Health Council 
that will work collaboratively with the Saskatoon Regional Health 
Authority, Aboriginal communities and other health stakeholders. 
The goal is to implement the recommendations of the Aboriginal 
Health Strategy by designing, developing and implementing 
Aboriginal specific programs and services. This will be inclusive 
of Elders and community members to identify how to best align 
traditional healing methods within the health-care system. 

2. Enhance the Cultivating Change Workshop by redesigning the 
current program for the health-care system and health-care 
providers so that it addresses cultural competency, Aboriginal 
diversity and racism. 

3. Develop Cultural Helper positions within the Saskatoon Health 
Region to work with the Aboriginal Health Council and Aboriginal 
communities to incorporate spiritual and cultural needs within all 
Health Region owned and operated facilities.

4. Develop a Cultural Competency Framework for health managers 
and their staff that adheres to Aboriginal traditional protocol.

5. Increase employment opportunities for Aboriginal people within all 
levels of the Health Region including greater representation on 
the Saskatoon Regional Health Authority.

6. Eliminate systemic racism through the development of an Anti-
Racism Strategy. 

7. Advocate for policy changes at the local, provincial and federal 
levels that will improve health access for Aboriginal people. 

 
The Strengthening the Circle project worked with First Nation and Métis 
leaders to form the Aboriginal Health Council and the leaders signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on March 8, 2010. The MOU 
demonstrates the commitment of the Aboriginal leaders by endorsing the 
Aboriginal Health Strategy and making its recommendations a reality. A 



motion by the Saskatoon Regional Health Authority will be instrumental in 
moving the Aboriginal Health Strategy forward. 

This strategy and the Aboriginal Health Council is the underpinning for a 
process of change and inclusion that will address the disparities in health 
outcomes and health-care experiences for Aboriginal people. It aims to 
set in place transformational change in current Health Region policies 
and procedures that have an impact on Aboriginal people. This means 
developing meaningful partnerships within the Aboriginal community, 
being inclusive of Aboriginal Worldview concepts when addressing health 
issues.  

This Aboriginal Health Strategy is meant to be used to secure a 
progressive and systematic health system that allows all Aboriginal 
people an opportunity to attain their full health potential, while showing a 
greater respect for the cultural needs of Aboriginal people. Its purpose is 
to have shared accountability and responsibility in meeting the needs of 
all Aboriginal people. 

“We envision a world in which all Inuit, Métis and First Nation 
people have achieved full and equitable access to the conditions 
of health including: pride in ancestry, cultural reclamation, peace, 
shelter, education, food, income, a stable environment, resources, 
and social justice. And where the gifts and wisdom of Inuit, Métis 
and First Nation cultures are recognized as valuable, distinctive 
and beautiful.”

Wabano

Executive Summary
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It has been generally understood for years that many comprehensive 
factors contribute to the poor health status of the Aboriginal population, 
among them the effects of colonization, the multi-generational impacts 
of the residential school experience and the lack of available culturally 
designed health programs.   

This document captures many ideas for change based on the lived 
experiences of Aboriginal people within the health system. In focus groups 
and discussions they were asked to tell us how health service delivery can 
be “better”. There was at the same time, recognition of the positive changes 
that have already taken place or are taking place within the system now. 
There was agreement that the themes and recommendations put forward 
are meant to be constructive and built on the existing strengths and good 
will that has been established through the partnership and through the 
new initiatives that were being introduced even as this strategy was 
developed. Changes have been slow and often not sustained or truly 
“transformational” but changes in the right direction are underway.

In 2006, findings from the Saskatoon Health Region Neighbourhood Health 
Disparity Study identified Aboriginal health as a priority. In the following 
year the Saskatoon Health Region’s 2007 – 2010 Strategic Plan identified 
Partnering for Improved Health for Aboriginal People as one of its strategic 
directions. In 2007, the Saskatoon Health Region engaged existing 
partners, Kinistin Saulteaux Nation and Central Urban Métis Federated 
Inc. (CUMFI), on the goal of improved health for Aboriginal people. The 
Strengthening the Circle partnership was formed and, as a collective, the 
three parties agreed to work together towards creating both an Aboriginal 
Health Strategy and a vision for an Aboriginal Health Council. The three 
partners agreed to initiate the process jointly, as equal partners. 

On April 24, 2008, a pipe ceremony was conducted with both a First Nations 
and Métis pipe carrier to solidify this unique partnership. The sacred pipe 
ceremony represents one of the highest forms of Aboriginal spirituality and 
set the stage for an honest, peaceful and meaningful partnership. Elder 
involvement inclusive of cultural traditions and practices were outlined as 
vital elements for moving forward in a good way.  

The Strengthening the Circle project partnership supported the following:

• Data collection processes be community-driven and in accordance 
with diverse Aboriginal community customs and protocols.

• Partners work together in a positive way while respecting Métis 
and First Nations sovereignty.

• Accountability and respect for Métis and First Nations community 
voices when making decisions about the health of Aboriginal 
peoples. 

• Taking the best from all Worldviews and concepts whether they be 
non-Aboriginal, Métis or First Nations. 

introduction
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Throughout the project, Métis and First Nations Elders provided wisdom, 
guidance and support. Their direction and insights surrounding the 
importance of traditional and holistic healing methodologies were shared 
at a unique Elders’ gathering and forum. The Elders were optimistic 
that persistent and well-planned out approaches would lead to respect 
for traditional ways, teachings and knowledge as an integral part of the 
healing journey. 

 

The Strengthening the Circle project was completed in March of 2010 
and is an example of what can be achieved when organizations work 
together with vision, commitment and diligence within fair and inclusive 
processes. First Nations and Métis communities and leadership accepted 
the preliminary directions of the Aboriginal Health Strategy and strongly 
recommended proceeding with the creation of the Aboriginal Health 
Council and implementing the recommendations of this report. A plan to 
improve Aboriginal health outcomes and care experiences now exists 
within the Saskatoon Health Region. 

We asked five broad questions:

1. Tell us about your experience in receiving services in hospitals, 
clinics, emergency, doctor’s office and the health community?

2. If you think a change is needed, what do you feel is needed?
3. What changes or improvements could the Saskatoon Health 

Region make to better meets the needs of the Aboriginal 
community?

4. What’s the one thing that the Saskatoon Health Region can do 
to meet your health needs?

5. Is there anything else we have missed?

The feedback from the consultations was combined and these are some 
of the messages:

• Recognize the need for traditional healing and cultural practices 
embedded in the health system

• Cultural competence and sensitivity in service delivery (respecting 
diversity within the Aboriginal population)

• Poverty and its effects on health status
• Access to services – which may mean geographic isolation, 

transportation, culturally appropriate services, childcare needs
• Language barriers that impact the quality of care
• Appropriate Prenatal care

“It is so good to have Elders included and have 
that chance to say in what we need, it is good to 
hear and see the work that is done for us so that 
we can get well (healthy).” Elder comment
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Services must be visible to the Aboriginal population and culturally 
appropriate, including: 

• Mental Health Services 
• Home Care
• Chronic Disease Management
• Addictions services 
• Program services for Aboriginal people with disabilities that 

include advocacy and assessment.
• More Aboriginal people working at all levels within the Saskatoon 

Health Region.
• Representation on Health Boards based on 10% of the Aboriginal 

population.

“Promote health services in schools, dental 
awareness, have health services staff go out to 
schools and teach students.”
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strategic directions

ABORIGINAL HEALTH STRATEGY & THE SASKATOON 
HEALTH REGION’S STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS
Three years ago, the Saskatoon Health Region unveiled its 2007-
2010 Strategic Plan. The purpose of the plan was to provide direction 
on Regional health priorities. Based on feedback from more than 1,500 
staff, physicians, communities, the public and external partners a set of 
five priorities or strategic directions emerged: Transforming the Care and 
Service Experience; Transforming the Work Experience; Partnering for 
Improved Health for Aboriginal People; Building a Sustainable Integrated 
System; and Fostering Research, Learning and Innovation. This means 
that everything the Saskatoon Health Region does must align with its 
overall strategic plan. 

Aboriginal Health Strategy and Saskatoon Health Region’s Strategic Plan: 

Partnering for Improved Health for Aboriginal People was one of five 
strategic directions highlighted in the Region’s 2007-2010 Strategic Plan. 
This strategic direction provided an opportunity to expand on existing 
partnerships with Kinistin Saulteaux Nation and Central Urban Métis 
Federation Inc., and led to the creation of Strengthening the Circle. The 
main goal of Strengthening the Circle is to develop an Aboriginal Health 
Strategy for the Saskatoon Health Region and a collaborative plan for 
implementation.    

From January to July 2009, Strengthening the Circle held extensive 
focus groups with Aboriginal people and health-service providers. During 
these consultations, Aboriginal people freely shared their knowledge, 
experiences and insights on how services could be better designed to 
meet individual needs, such as considering socio-economic circumstances 
and specific health challenges faced by Aboriginal people. The Aboriginal 
Health Strategy is the result of these consultations.

The next section provides some examples of how the Aboriginal Health 
Strategy aligns with the Saskatoon Health Region’s overall strategic plan. 

“Have a preventive program to deal with issues 
before they become out of hand. For example, 
youth and drugs. When I was looking for an 
agency to help with my teenage son, when he 
was just getting to drugs, there was nothing out 
there.” (Rural community)
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1. TRANSFORMING THE CARE AND SERVICE EXPERIENCE 
A number of factors point to a need for significant changes in the way 
health-care services are delivered. Many of these factors relate to respect 
and compassion. There is a need for a more patient-centred environment. 
Being more patient-centered means showing respect for patient values, 
preferences, and needs; providing more coordinated and integrated care; 
keeping people informed about their care and ensuring their comfort; 
providing emotional support and increased opportunities to involve families 
in the care of their loved ones; and ensuring timely access to care.  

Transforming the care experience for Aboriginal clients requires additional 
resources for eliminating racism; activities and services that support 
Aboriginal concepts of community health; and acceptance of health 
models guided by Aboriginal traditions, customs, and languages.  

Aboriginal Health Strategy Recommendations: 

• The Saskatoon Health Region co-host Aboriginal cultural events, 
seasonal ceremonies and celebrations and encourage employee 
and physician attendance. This will help build relationships and 
bridge gaps with a concerted effort on improving race relations, 
both in and out of the work place. 

• Improved communication with care providers in a language that 
is easily understood, such as hiring an advocate/liaison to act as 
an intermediate between clients and Health Region employees. 

• Provision of a translator in cases where language is a barrier and 
can lead to misdiagnoses, medication errors or confusion around 
treatment. 

• Reduction of wait times and timely access to professionals 
(psychiatrists, specialists, counselors etc.), especially during crisis 
moments and outside normal working hours. Provision of more 
after-hour services both within facilities and within the community 
(mental health and addictions, acute care, family services, etc.) 

• Improve communication tools for Aboriginal clients on what 
is available if concerns are not being met or if treatment was 
inappropriate, such as accessing Client Representatives to 
advocate on their behalf. There should also be Aboriginal 
representation among the Client Representatives positions. Any 
follow-up or changes must be communicated back to the client. 

• Increase communication and understanding of health funding 
plans and work to resolve jurisdictional boundaries within the 
Health Region and the provincial and federal governments to 
reduce duplications or gaps in services. 

• Enhanced interdisciplinary communication, such as exploring a 
variety of options, rather than simply prescribing medications and 
developing a process to reduce prescription drug abuses. 

• Assistance with transportation and childcare options, which can 
act as barriers to treatment.

strategic directions
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2. TRANSFORMING THE WORK EXPERIENCE 
The ability to attain the Saskatoon Health Region’s vision and achieve 
goals to transform care and service depends on the collective efforts of a 
dedicated and talented workforce. 

A need to provide a more culturally sensitive care and work environment 
was identified during the consultations. It was also identified that more 
visible Aboriginal people with lived experiences “create a more inclusive 
place/space for all Aboriginal people it provides for. This can be achieved 
by increasing, Aboriginal staff and cultural competency that is reinforced.” 
In particular, it was recommended that the Region build a representative 
workforce, reflective of the diversity of the population and one that ensures 
Aboriginal people fully participate in the health-sector workforce. 

These and other factors are the basis of the goals developed under 
this strategic direction. It is clear that a focus on employees is crucial to 
enhancing the Region’s ability to retain and recruit staff and to better serve 
communities. 

Aboriginal Health Strategy Recommendations:

• Hiring more Aboriginal people at all levels throughout the Region, 
from doctors and nurses to advocates/liaisons, navigators, and 
cultural helpers. 

• Create positions for Aboriginal navigators/cultural helpers to assist 
people in understanding services provided. 

• Redesign the Cross-cultural training and protocol for all staff, 
including care providers, general practitioners, managers and 
leadership. Training should be more intensive than simply a 
workshop and should include training around protocols such as 
cultural sensitivities and working collaboratively with Elders. 

• Develop Aboriginal awareness programs to be more relevant to 
issues happening today and create an environment that fosters 
respect and dignity for all. For example, incorporating mandatory 
training for all Health Region employees such as Jane Elliott’s 
Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes (an exercise in discrimination, racism, 
overt and subtle prejudices and white privilege).

• Create programs and systems that enable health-care employees 
to act with cultural competency. 

• Develop more services and support available directly in 
communities (e.g. The Health Bus).

• Enhance recruitment efforts to attract qualified Aboriginal 
management, physicians and senior leadership to create a more 
representative workforce. 

• Development of Aboriginal role modeling/mentorship programs 
with staff.

strategic directions
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3. PARTNERING FOR IMPROVED HEALTH OF ABORIGINAL 
PEOPLE
Demographic and population health status data clearly demonstrates that 
the Aboriginal community in the Saskatoon Health Region requires more 
focused attention. 

Findings from consultations reinforced the need for strong partnerships to 
address these and other Aboriginal health issues, such as an increased 
emphasis on the Health Region’s Representative Workforce Strategy. 
This would ensure the workforce reflects the Region’s growing Aboriginal 
population and increases the ability to deliver health care in a more 
respectful, compassionate and culturally sensitive fashion.

These and other facts have formed the foundation for this strategic 
direction and its action. Together with its partners, the Aboriginal Health 
Strategy will focus on improving the health of First Nations and Métis 
people by providing services in a manner that respects cultural diversity. 
This is consistent with the provincial direction for northern and Aboriginal 
health.

Aboriginal Health Strategy Recommendations:

• The Aboriginal Health Council which consists of First Nations, 
Métis and Health Region stakeholders to implement the 
recommendations of the Aboriginal Health Strategy.

• Develop a reporting mechanism to the Aboriginal Health Council 
that is inclusive of all Health Region departments and based on 
the outcomes of all actions identified within the Aboriginal Health 
Strategy. 

• Advocate with the ministry for increased Aboriginal representation 
within the Saskatoon Health Region boards based on the 
Aboriginal population approximately 10%. 

• Work collaboratively with Aboriginal communities to assist them in 
training their own membership as health-care providers. 

• Adopt best practices inclusive of cultural competency and care 
provided. 

    

strategic directions

“Communication is key – Out-of-town people 
need to communicate between locations, help 
to navigate people through the hospital.”
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4. BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE INTEGRATED SYSTEM
This strategic direction is specific to the Saskatoon Health Region’s need 
to ensure integrated systems meet the needs of the Aboriginal community. 
An integrated system means health-care professionals need to focus on 
innovation and best practices. The goal is to become more effective in 
organizing, streamlining and integrating health services in a manner that 
is sustainable.

Consultations revealed that Aboriginal people are requesting the 
Saskatoon Health Region make systemic changes to address concerns 
around patient flow, transfers and discharge planning.

Surrounding First Nations and Métis  communities also expressed concern 
around lack of access to health care within their communities. This increases 
stress as people must leave their communities and support systems in order 
to receive services.

Aboriginal Health Strategy Recommendations:

• Integrate a holistic approach to care and incorporate traditional 
medicines/models of care within the current medical system such 
as access to Aboriginal Elders, healers, and cultural helpers. 

• Increased acceptance by physicians and medical teams of 
traditional/holistic models of care and respect for working 
collaboratively with Aboriginal healers and traditional practitioners. 
There needs to be a better understanding of unique approaches 
by various Aboriginal groups/communities. 

• Integrate an Aboriginal component to the Rural Health Strategy 
to improve services and working relationships between the 
Aboriginal population and rural care providers. 

• Provide appropriate spaces for Aboriginal people to practice 
ceremonial customs on site. 

• Streamlining, consistent, interdisciplinary approach to discharge 
planning and aftercare, including follow-up regarding recovery, 
medications etc.

strategic directions

“Problems happen when there is a language 
barrier, people nod and people assume they 
understand.”
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5. FOSTERING RESEARCH, LEARNING AND INNOVATION
In health care, it is important to ensure a healthy balance between meeting 
patient and community needs and planning for the future; between 
provision of care for the sick and preventing disease and promoting health; 
and in providing care according to best known practice while continuing 
to explore new and leading practices. These areas of research application 
require the promotion of the OCAP principles as it pertains to the Aboriginal 
population.  

Opportunities to develop new models of integration between academic 
and clinical service areas exist, such as working collaboratively with 
the University of Saskatchewan, the Saskatchewan Academic Health 
Sciences Network and Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and 
Technologies (SIAST). Aboriginal people have echoed a call for additional 
health training programs to increase Aboriginal representation within the 
health field. There are also opportunities to enhance partnerships with 
Gabriel Dumont Institute, University of Saskatchewan Native Access to 
Nursing program, Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Technologies (SIIT) 
and First Nations University of Canada. 

Offering expanded specialized training programs in areas, such as MRI, 
X-ray technology, speech and language pathology, expanded community 
diabetes prevention and medical language interpretation are required. The 
Region can work collaboratively with local organizations and educational 
institutions, such as the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre and the 
Gabriel Dumont Institute to develop a model for translation services.      

Aboriginal Health Strategy Recommendations:

• Enhanced partnerships with the U of  S, Gabriel Dumont Technical 
Institute, SIIT, the First Nations University of Canada, SIAST and 
other universities to train and recruit skilled Aboriginal health 
professionals, allied health professionals and health inspectors 
for public health institutes. 

• Work in partnership with the Saskatoon Health Region’s 
Representative Workforce to adopt best practices around cultural 
competency. Embed this into all models of care as expectations 
of exceptional service. 

• Enhanced education around Aboriginal spirituality and practices 
for physicians, staff, students and volunteers. 

• Cultural sensitivity training for future care providers, including 
physicians to enhance understanding of Aboriginal people, health 
issues, myths and misperceptions. 

• Additional training requirements and available seats for Aboriginal 
health-care professionals (physicians, nurses, licensed practical 
nurses, therapists, home-care, public health, inspectors, dental 
health providers, dieticians epidemiologists etc.). 

strategic directions
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• Experiential learning for students, such as working on-reserve to 
learn cross-cultural sensitivity first-hand. 

• Experiential learning for managers and leaders in health-care 
professions working in Aboriginal agencies and vice versa (i.e. job 
shadowing with health care services).

strategic directions

“We have our own traditional people with the 
expertise, knowledge and education; use them 
to provide the best services for our people.” 
Elder comment
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF ABORIGINAL HEALTH FOR 
SASKATOON
The Aboriginal Health Strategy aims to honour the spirit and intent of the 
original Treaties and will not affect the Treaty funding services. The guiding 
principles of Aboriginal services follow:  

1. Cognizant of the holistic approach regarding all developmental 
stages of life. 

2. Respectful of the diverse cultural needs and the appropriate 
services for the diverse needs of the Aboriginal community.

3. Meaningful engagement of our Elders to provide guidance and 
input into the design, delivery, implementation and evaluation of 
programs and services. 

4. Meaningful and inclusive collaboration between the Aboriginal 
community, the Saskatoon Health Region and various government 
stakeholders. 

5. Aboriginal people must have an equal voice pertaining to 
management processes, policies, programs and services that 
affect their health. 

6. Improve the health status of Aboriginal people by working together 
for the betterment of Aboriginal health. 

7. Increased access and effectiveness of programs and services 
delivered to Aboriginal people.

8. Equitable care and access to all Aboriginal people, regardless of 
rural or urban residency. 

9. Patient-centred care in regards to alternative healing methods is 
respected. 

10. Working in partnership, Aboriginal people will define the level of 
commitment towards the governance of health initiatives. 

11. A transparent process to provide on-going program evaluation 
mechanisms back to the communities to measure the effectiveness 
of all developed and adapted programs. 

12. Respect for the inter-relatedness of all things in life (environment).
13. Aboriginal people; (First Nation, Métis, Inuit) are all very distinct 

and have their own culture and ways of being.
14. Through cultural ceremony and meaningful process, the 

Aboriginal Health Council will review and assess the Aboriginal 
Health Strategy to ensure commitment and progression in moving 
it forward.

In order to have a positive impact on health outcomes, Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people need to jointly commit to actions ensuring Aboriginal 
health programs meet the needs of Aboriginal communities. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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Health SERVICES

PROPOSED ABORIGINAL HEALTH SERVICES
We propose the following services to improve the health of Aboriginal 
people within the Saskatoon Health Region. Allocation of these resources 
would be determined in partnership with the Aboriginal Health Council and 
the Saskatoon Health Region. In the final development of the Aboriginal 
Health Strategy, the Saskatoon Health Region can begin to implement the 
recommended services and take the lead on providing new and innovative 
Aboriginal health services for the province with and for Aboriginal people. 
The Aboriginal Health Council will guide services, in order to maintain 
the cultural aspect and direction of cultural protocols. In other regions, 
the benefits of offering these services have shown an improvement in 
removing barriers, increasing access to services and addressing the 
needs of the Aboriginal population. 

Recommendations for the Saskatoon Health Region to include creation of 
the following positions:

Aboriginal Hospital/Health Liaison - Assists Aboriginal in-patients, 
clients and their families in accessing programs and services offered 
within the health centre and facilitates discharge planning. The Liaison 
assists with patient registration and discharge, travel arrangements, 
accommodations and medical histories. The Liaison also helps Aboriginal 
clients understand health centre procedures.

Aboriginal Hospital Navigator - The Aboriginal Patient Navigator is part 
of the interdisciplinary care team, and is a resource for both health care 
providers and Aboriginal patients to ensure care is culturally specific and 
ethno sensitive. This Navigator participates in the discharge planning 
process to facilitate the timely discharge of patients while supporting 
patient self care and independence as well as necessary home support 
and follow up as required.

Aboriginal Patient Navigator - Promotes patient access to community 
services that enhance continuity of care and efficient use of resources. 
This position maintains the community resource contact list for client health 
services. The position develops and presents culturally safe educational 
sessions for health providers about Aboriginal traditional health practices 
and approaches in the hospital setting.

Aboriginal Cultural Helper - Help meet the cultural and spiritual needs 
of patients and help build bridges between Aboriginal people and hospital 
staff, act to facilitate spiritual ceremonies when requested by patients 
and their families and including sweetgrass, smudge, and welcome baby 
ceremonies.
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Health SERVICES
Aboriginal Mental Health Community Liaison - This position provides 
support to on and off reserve Aboriginals living within the Saskatoon 
Health Region area and rural communities by ensuring linkages between 
clients, hospitals, community mental health and addictions treatment 
services and health and social service providers, and that cases are 
handled in a aboriginal culturally sensitive manner. He/She will provide 
consultation, advocacy, assessment; crisis counseling and follow up as 
required providing more accessible and effective care.

Aboriginal Patient Advocate/Aboriginal Ombudsman Office - The 
advocate receives and resolves health and human service complaints 
affecting patients. 

Further recommendations are:

Aboriginal Interpretation/Translation Services
• Medical terminology interpreted into Aboriginal languages.
• Ability to communicate without language barriers.
• Member of the Health Care Team.
• Facilitates communication between health providers and patients.

Aboriginal Transportation Services 
• Assist clients to access needed medical professionals, tests and 

other treatment and services when these are not available where 
the client lives. 

• Arranging for transportation to be available for clients to travel, 
providing financial assistance to clients to transport themselves, 
or arranging for these medical services in the community. 

• Transportation to the nearest appropriate doctor, clinic, hospital or 
other health facility. 

Discharge Planning
• Coordinate services for aboriginal patients from rural and remote 

communities
• Coordinated approach to discharge planning within Saskatoon 

and rural areas
• Coordinates work for interpreters and resources workers to plan 

complex discharges
• Ensure patients are fully aware of services available

Mandatory Cross-Cultural Training
• For the Saskatoon Health Region including staff, physicians and 

owned and operated facilities.
• Training to include: cultural competency, Aboriginal diversity and 

racism.
• Include Elder participation. 



Strengthening the Circle: Partnering for Improved Health for Aboriginal People18

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN
The community consultation process clearly identified a need for major 
change within the Saskatoon Health Region with respect to Aboriginal 
health. Some of this change can happen immediately, some will take 
significant planning and consultation between the Aboriginal Health 
Council and the Saskatoon Health Region; all changes can build on the 
new partnerships, relationships and the successes of current initiatives.

Key Recommendations

• An action plan with goals, objectives and related activities is 
required to make this strategy a reality. 

• The implementation plan will be guided by the Aboriginal health 
guiding principles for Saskatoon. 

• A five-year plan for implementation, foundational work, capacity 
building and responsibility of governance, management and 
service delivery. 

• A yearly review of the status of objectives and recommendations.

ABORIGINAL HEALTH COUNCIL FOR SASKATOON & AREA 
The Aboriginal Health Council’s primary role is to be the “health voice” 
for all Aboriginal people within the Saskatoon Health Region. This will be 
achieved by advocating for the community and supporting workers within 
appropriate Aboriginal health programs.

The Council’s health voice for Aboriginal peoples will reflect the expertise, 
needs and aspirations of Aboriginal communities based on a holistic 
perspective of health. The Council is a collective term that includes 
both the membership and the Secretariat. The role of the Secretariat is 
to undertake the work the council directs them to do via its governance 
structure, on which all member organizations are represented.

Implementation Plan

“I do not believe Aboriginal people always fully 
understand what is medically going to happen 
to them or that families are fully informed 
about health situations, choices and options. 
Likewise, with discharge of Aboriginal patients, 
there needs to be a more collaborative or team 
effort with Aboriginal communities about the 
discharge plans and communications.”
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PROPOSED LONG TERM GOALS
1. Reduce the disparities in health conditions that exist between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations.
2. Ensure that Aboriginal clients have equal access to health 

services in the Saskatoon Health Region, recognizing service 
barriers such as language and others. Embrace the “Equal 
access for equal need” principles that are relevant to poverty, 
marginalization, racism, transportation issues etc.

3. Eliminate instances of systemic and institutional racism and 
discrimination in the Saskatoon Health Region. 

4. Increase the involvement and control by Aboriginal people in 
the planning, administration and delivery of health services in 
the Region.

5. Together with the Saskatoon Health Region, Aboriginal partners 
will be involved in the development and implementation of 
policies and procedures relating to all areas of Aboriginal health 
and health care.

6. Improve the dissemination of health services information, health 
programs and education available to Aboriginal clients in the 
Region. 

7. Identify positive Aboriginal roles models in the health profession 
and in the community and develop a campaign to encourage 
positive healthy lifestyles. 

8. Identify existing gaps in health services, develop and implement 
programs and/or services to bridge these gaps (e.g. flexible 
programming for those with mental health issues). 

9. Develop and implement cross-cultural programming designed 
specifically for health care professionals including holistic 
approaches and traditional medicines. 

10. Deliver health services to Aboriginal people in a competent and 
culturally sensitive manner allowing traditional practices to be 
utilized where available and appropriate. 

11. Develop respectful long-standing partnerships with stakeholders 
for the purpose of maintaining Aboriginal staffing levels, training 
and recruitment of Aboriginal staff for mainstream and Aboriginal 
specific positions. 

12. Meet and exceed the targets set by the Saskatoon Health 
Region with respect to a representative workforce.

Long Term Goals

“Spiritual beliefs are not recognized and 
therefore not permitted, understood. Respect 
our Aboriginal religious affiliations.”



CONCLUSION
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This Aboriginal Health Strategy for the Saskatoon area and Region is 
a living document, which was developed in consultation with Aboriginal 
people residing within the Saskatoon Health Region. It is recommended 
the plan continue to be collaboratively monitored and evaluated throughout 
each stage of development. The Aboriginal Health Strategy is a foundation 
for programs and services that will help close the gap in existing health 
disparities among Aboriginal people. A strong communication plan and a 
“call to action and change” will be needed for this plan to be successful. It 
is equally important that the Aboriginal Health Strategy be widely circulated 
in Aboriginal communities and groups for input and reflection through the 
evaluation and monitoring process. 

Annual reporting to the Saskatoon Regional Health Authority and the 
Aboriginal communities will display current results and successes but will 
also assist in identifying gaps in services. The opportunity for progress, 
collaboration, partnership and improved health for Aboriginal people lies 
before us. Through the development of this strategy, Aboriginal people 
have given direction, encouragement and wisdom. We must continue our 
transforming of the health system together. Good work has been started 
and successes are shining through. It is our responsibility to act together 
to Strengthen the Circle.






