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OTTAWA: Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on
Monday expressed Canada’s grief while pledging
“concrete action” in support of indigenous commu-
nities after remains of 215 indigenous children were
discovered at an old boarding school.

“As a dad, I can’t imagine what it would feel like
to have my kids taken away from me,” Trudeau told
a news conference. “And as prime minister, I am
appalled by the shameful policy that stole indige-
nous children from their communities.”

“Think of their communities that never saw them
again. Think of their hopes, their dreams, their
potential, of all they would have accomplished, all
they would have become,” he said. “All of that was
taken away.”

Trudeau, who has made reconciliation with
Canada’s nearly 1.7 million indigenous people a
priority of his government since coming to power
in 2015, said he would speak with his ministers to
shore up “next and further things we need to do
to support (residential school) survivors and the
community.” 

Excavating school burial sites across Canada, as
many have urged, he also said, “is an important part
of discovering the truth.”

“Canada will be there to support indigenous
communities as we discover the extent of this trau-
ma and trying to give opportunities for families and
communities to heal.”

The Tk’emlups te Secwepemc tribe said last
week it had used ground-penetrating radar to con-
firm the remains of the students who attended a
school near Kamloops, British Columbia.

The Kamloops Indian Residential School was the
largest of 139 boarding schools set up in the late
19th century to assimilate Canada’s indigenous peo-
ples, with up to 500 students registered and
attending at any one time.

It was operated by the Catholic church on behalf
of the Canadian government from 1890 to 1969,
before Ottawa took over its administration and
closed it a decade later.

Official records showed only 50 deaths at the
school, where a principal once pleaded for more
funds to properly feed students.

Children shoes tiny tributes 
As the nation mourned, flags atop government

buildings were lowered to half-mast over the week-
end.  Row upon row of children’s shoes were left in
front of parliament in Ottawa and on steps outside
government offices and churches in several cities,
forming makeshift memorials.

About 100 people, several in ceremonial attire,
also marched Sunday in the Mohawk community of
Kahnawake, near Montreal. 

National chief of the Assembly of First Nations
Perry Bellegarde was quoted by the Globe and Mail
as saying former students and families “deserve to
know the truth.”

“A thorough investigation into all former residen-
tial school sites could lead to more truths of the

genocide against our people,” he added.
The British Columbia coroner is helping the

Tk’emlups te Secwepemc tribe establish the causes
and timings of the student deaths in Kamloops.

On Monday, opposition parties asked for-and
Trudeau agreed to-an emergency debate in parlia-
ment on the “heart-breaking” discovery.

Some 150,000 Indian, Inuit and Metis young-
sters in total were forcibly enrolled in these schools,
where students were physically and sexually abused
by headmasters and teachers who stripped them of
their culture and language.

Today those experiences are blamed for a high
incidence of poverty, alcoholism and domestic vio-
lence, as well as high suicide rates, in indigenous
communities.

A truth and reconciliation commission has identi-
fied the names of, or information about, at least
4,100 children who died from abuse or neglect
while attending a residential school. It estimates the
actual toll is much higher.

The commission concluded in a 2015 report that
more than a century of abuses at the schools
amounted to “cultural genocide.”

Seven years earlier, Ottawa had formally apolo-
gized as part of a Can$1.9 billion (US$1.5 billion)
settlement with former students.

The National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation
at the University of Manitoba, meanwhile, set up an
online registry with the names of the thousands of
children who never came home from the boarding
schools, along with old class photos. — AFP

Trudeau pledges ‘action’ after graves found
Official records showed only 50 students died at the school

People bring stuffed animals and children’s shoes to a vigil in Victoria, British Columbia, on May 31, 2021, in memory of the 215 children’s bodies found on a residential
school site in Kamloops, British Columbia. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on May 31, 2021 expressed Canada’s grief while pledging “concrete action” in support of indige-
nous communities after remains of 215 indigenous children were discovered at an old boarding school.

Decade of Syria
war killed 
nearly 500,000 
BEIRUT: A decade of war in Syria has left nearly
half a million people dead, a war monitor said yes-
terday, in a new toll that includes 100,000 recently
confirmed deaths. The Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said the conflict has
claimed 494,438 lives since it erupted in 2011 with
the brutal repression of anti-government protests.

The previous tally, issued by the Observatory
in March this year, stood at more than 388,000
dead. The war monitor has since confirmed an
additional 105,015 deaths following months of
documentation efforts supported by its network
of sources on the ground. 

“The overwhelming majority of these deaths
occurred between the end of 2012 and November
2015,” Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman told
AFP, referring to the latest additions.  Of the recent-
ly confirmed fatalities, more than 42,000 are civil-
ians, most of them killed under torture in Syrian
regime prisons, according to the monitor. 

Abdel Rahman said that a lull in the fighting
allowed his organisation to investigate reports of
deaths that had not been included in the overall tally
for lack of documentation.

“It provided us with a window to document tens
of thousands of cases for which we lacked evi-
dence,” he said. With government forces having
reconquered large swathes of Syria and a ceasefire

still holding along the main front line in Idlib region
in the northwest, violence levels are at their lowest
since the start of the conflict.

Prison deaths 
The new figures published by the Observatory

bring the total civilian death toll to 159,774, with
attacks by Syrian government forces and allied mili-
tia accounting for the majority of deaths.  The
Observatory also documented a total of at least
57,567 deaths in government prisons and detention
centres since 2011, up from the 16,000 confirmed
deaths it reported in March. 

It also reported 168,326 deaths among Syrian
soldiers and allied militia, with troops accounting
for more than half of the tally.  The conflict has
killed 68,393 jihadists, most members of the Islamic
State group or of organisations linked to Al-Qaeda,
as well as 79,844 other rebels. 

A deal brokered by Turkey and Russia in March
2020 froze a government offensive on the rebel-
controlled Idlib enclave which many feared would
have caused human suffering on a scale yet unseen
in the conflict.

The attention on both sides has since turned to
battling the Covid-19 pandemic and 2020 saw the
lowest number of conflict-related deaths since the
start of the war with 10,000, according to the
Observatory.

Today the Damascus government controls more
than two thirds of the country after a string of
Russia-backed victories since 2015. President
Bashar Al-Assad, in power since 2000, was re-
elected in May for a fourth seven-year term. The
war has forced more than half the country’s pre-
war population to flee their homes. — AFP

World leaders issue 
joint call for 
vaccine equality
WASHINGTON:  World leaders must make a
“new commitment” to a more equal distribution of
coronavirus vaccines to bring the pandemic under
control, the heads of four major global organiza-
tions said yesterday.

Their joint rallying cry comes as concerns rise
that vaccine inequality between wealthy and poor
nations is further complicating and prolonging a
pandemic that has killed more than 3.5 million people
globally. Writing in the Washington Post yesterday,
the heads of the World Health Organization, World
Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade
Organization blamed the gap in vaccination pro-
grams for the emergence of virus variants that have
fueled fresh outbreaks in the developing world.

“It has become abundantly clear that there will
be no broad-based recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic without an end to the health crisis.
Access to vaccination is key to both,” they said.

“Ending the pandemic is possible-and requires
global action now.” The joint op-ed was penned by
IMF managing director Kristalina Georgieva, WHO

director general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
World Bank president David Malpas, and WTO
director general Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala.

They called on the Group of Seven wealthy
democracies to agree on a “stepped-up coordinat-
ed strategy, backed by new financing, to vaccinate
the world” at their next meeting in the United
Kingdom later this month.

The officials recommended the G7 agrees to
fund a $50 billion plan already put forward by the
IMF to accelerate the end of the pandemic.

The WHO had already decried vaccine inequali-
ty as “grotesque” in March and its chief Tedros last
month asked vaccine-wealthy nations to refrain
from giving shots to children and adolescents and
instead donate those doses to other nations.

UN-backed program Covax is meant to share
vaccines with the poorest nations. But wealthy
countries effectively elbowed out Covax in the early
stages of procurement, striking their own deals with
drug manufacturers and taking the overwhelming
share of the more than 1.8 billion doses of vaccine
that have already been injected worldwide.

The G7 member countries, which met in central
London under tight coronavirus restrictions last
month, committed to financially support Covax. But
there was no immediate announcement on fresh
funding to improve access to vaccines, despite
repeated calls for the group to do more to help
poorer countries. — AFP


