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CONTENT TRIGGER WARNING 
 

The content in this report relates to Indian Residential Schools. Images of 
former Residential School sites will be shown in Section 2. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The announcement of the 215 unmarked graves at the former Kamloops Indian Residential School site 
in May 2021 sent a shockwave through the world, deeply affecting many of the Survivors, families and 
community members across Eeyou Istchee, as technology confirmed what many had known and feared 
to be true. After time reflecting on the impact of this revelation, the Cree Nation of Chisasibi (CNC) 
leadership met with regional entities to coordinate a Nation-wide response intended to reassure and 
remind Eeyouch that the best efforts would be made to investigate and document the residential school 
sites on Fort George Island in a sensitive, respectful, and appropriate manner.  
 
Acknowledging the pain and trauma that communities face in the wake of these discoveries, CNC 
opened discussions on the possibility of performing a search with similar ground-penetrating radar (GPR) 
technology at the sites of the former schools where the community was situated prior to its forced 
relocation in the early 1980s. The children could then be properly commemorated, and the Nation would 
do its best to provide long-awaited answers to grieving families. 
 
Opinions on this delicate issue vary as each experience is unique, as is the impact the experience has 
had on the lives on those who lived through it. CNC values the viewpoints of each and every person, or 
family member who feels ready to speak up. It also acknowledges that some Survivors may not be 
comfortable revisiting past events. As such, it has aimed to conduct consultations with the least possible 
emotional impact and the utmost respect and dignity. 

 
A series of consultations ran through fall 2021 and spring 2022 to inform Survivors, Elders and the public 
about potential search methods and sites to be investigated. Sessions were held both in-person and 
online with the support of mental health professionals, Elders and a special family crisis line. Eeyouch 
and all those affected by the schools were also invited to submit anonymous feedback through an online 
form on the GPR-dedicated section of the CNC website. The virtual sessions aimed to maximize outreach 
to those outside of Chisasibi and to hear as many voices as possible. 
 
Guided by experts, the overall goal of the consultations was to solicit feedback from Survivors and the 
families of those who attended the residential schools in Fort George. They aimed to ascertain whether 
the community should move forward with the GPR process, and to determine a path forward in the 
collective healing journey. Should the process continue, CNC will endeavour to continue consulting and 
communicating with all those affected at each step of the way.  
 
The aim of this report is to document the general themes emerging from these discussions and to 
highlight any concerns participants and the wider community may have. The findings will then be 
presented to the community to support the decision that was taken to move forward with GPR survey. 

 

 
  

“Every Voice Matters 

Just as  

Every Child Matters”. 
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2. HISTORY AND CONTEXT 
 
Truth and Reconciliation 
 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission released its final report in 2015 documenting the deplorable 
history of the Indian Residential School system in Canada and the legacy it has left behind. Through 
Survivor accounts and government documentation, the report identified 3,200 children who died 
because of the schools; however, this number is estimated to be far higher as church records have not 
been fully accessible.  
 
The report outlines 94 calls to action to further reconciliation. Call 76 refers to: 
 
 

“76. We call upon the parties engaged in the work of documenting, maintaining, 
commemorating, and protecting residential school cemeteries to adopt strategies in 
accordance with the following principles: 
 

i. The Aboriginal community most affected shall lead the development of such 
strategies. 

 

ii. Information shall be sought from residential school Survivors and other 
Knowledge Keepers in the development of such strategies. 

 
iii. Aboriginal protocols shall be respected before any potentially invasive technical 

inspection and investigation of a cemetery site.” 1 
 
 
Following this call, many First Nations across Canada began consulting with their community members 
to determine the best course of action to bring justice to the thousands of children that never came 
home, in the hope of honouring the children and providing answers to their grieving loved ones.  

 
Discovery in Kamloops 
 
After carefully considering both Knowledge Keepers’ oral histories and a geophysical analysis of the site 
of the former Kamloops Indian Residential School, the Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc First Nation performed 
a scan of 7,000 square meters of land with ground-penetrating radar. On May 27, 2021, it revealed that 
the remains of 215 children had been detected. This discovery had a profound effect on communities 
across the country and reopened wounds for many Survivors.  
 
The Nation is now calling for federal and provincial governments to,  

 
“provide immediate and on-going funding and supports to…develop and implement 
frameworks and processes to further identify, document, maintain, commemorate, 
and protect the remains of the children found.” 2 

 
 

In a similar effort to bring closure to loved ones, the Cree Nation of Chisasibi announced on June 14, 
2021, that it would conduct consultations with Survivors of the Fort George Anglican and Catholic 
schools and their families to determine how to proceed in a sensitive and respectful manner. 

 
1 https://ehprnh2mwo3.exactdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf 
2 https://tkemlups.ca/wp-content/uploads/July15_Media-Release_Final.pdf 

https://ehprnh2mwo3.exactdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
https://tkemlups.ca/wp-content/uploads/July15_Media-Release_Final.pdf
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Chisasibi and Fort George  
 
The Cree Nation of Chisasibi – which translates to the Great River – is located at the 53rd parallel along 
the shores of La Grande Rivière. As the northernmost Cree community in Eeyou Istchee accessible by 
the Billy Diamond Highway, it is home to more than 5,000 community members and residents. 
 
The island of Fort George lies on the northern shore of the river, a short drive and ferry ride from 
Chisasibi. Prior to being relocated from the island in 1979-1980, Chisasibi Eeyouch (Crees) briefly lived 
in Fort George for 4-5 weeks each summer when they returned from spending 10-11 months of the year 
on their hunting grounds throughout northern Quebec. It is also where First Nations children – both 
local and from other Nations across Quebec and Ontario – were sent to residential schools. 
 
Due to the relocation in 1979-80, most of the original buildings in Fort George were demolished, 
including the residential school buildings. Among the few buildings that were transported and relocated 
to Chisasibi is the Catholic Church, now found at the corner of Maamuu Road and Fort George Road. 

 
Fort George Residential Schools 
 
Fort George was the location of two of the largest residential school complexes in Quebec, and two of 
the longest running schools in Canada. The institutions operated for nearly 50 years between 1933-
1981 and had a detrimental impact on families and Nations across eastern Canada. During this period, 
children were taken from their families and sent to Fort George from communities along the coast of 
James Bay, Quebec, and northern Ontario. This included Chisasibi (then Fort George), Whapmagoostui 
(Great Whale), Wemindji (Paint Hills, Old Factory River), Waskaganish (Rupert’s House), Eastmain, 
Nemaska, Lac St-Jean, Témiscaming, Mashteuiatsh (Pointe Bleue), Moosonee, Attawapiskat and Albany 
among others. There are a total of five sites where these buildings existed, due to fire, rebuilding, 
expansion and the addition of other buildings. 
 
The residential schools were run by the Anglican and the Roman Catholic churches. Figure 1 below 
outlines the regions the instiutions occupied on a 1979 map of the island. The orange circle on the left 
represents the Roman Catholic Residential Schools and residences, while the blue circle to the right 
represents the Anglican Residential Schools and residences. 
 

Figure 1: Residential School and Residences Regions in Fort George 1979 
 

 
 

Photo credit: Lydia Bobbish, LB-005 
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Figure 2 below shows an aerial view of the regions today. 
 

Figure 2: Sites of Residential Schools Today 
 

 
 
Anglican Residential Schools 
 
Fort George Church of England (also known as St. Philip’s Anglican) Residential School opened in 1933 
and operated until 1975. It lay to the east of the island and was rebuilt in 1944 following a fire in 1943. 
Figure 3 below shows the original location of the school and Figure 4 shows the location of the school 
from 1944-1963. 
 

Figure 3: Original Location of St. Philip’s Anglican Residential School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Location of St. Philip's Residential School (1944-1963) 
 

 

Courtesy of Google Maps 

Photo Credit: Dixon Collections 140, 1961-1962  

School was 
here X 

Photo Credit: Diane Neacappo, Fort George, 
1971  
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According to the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation, the residential school encountered food 
and fresh water supply issues due to its remote location3. Survivors also recount that the school was 
overcrowded and was in “deplorable shape” 4 by the mid-1950s, despite being rebuilt twice. Ten children 
are remembered on the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation website for St. Philip’s Residential 
School; however, CNC records show that many more children died at the school, far more than are  
registered. Aerial pictures of the Eastside Cemetery show a number of graves at the site. Accessing the 
remaining records would facilitate the documentation process.      

 
Roman Catholic Residential Schools 
 
Fort George Roman Catholic (also know as Ste. Thérèse de l’Enfant Jesus) School was located to the 
west of the island, shown in Figure 5 below. 
 

Figure 5: Roman Catholic Residential School Sites 
 

 
 
The school opened in 1937 and became overcrowded by the 1960s. After transfer to the provincial 
school board in 1971, the newly established Cree School Board assumed administration in 1978 and 
moved to a second site nearby. The school then ceased operations in 1981 when the community was 
moved to its current location. The National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation website for Ste. Thérèse 
lists the names of six children who died while attending the institution, although CNC records show there 
were many more. Obtaining the school records would enable the community to commemorate the other 
children who remain at the school and the cemetery, which stands today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 https://nctr.ca/residential-schools/quebec/fort-george-church-of-england-st-philips/  
4 https://nctr.ca/residential-schools/quebec/fort-george-church-of-england-st-philips/ 

Photo Credit:  Edward Bearskin, 2021 

https://nctr.ca/residential-schools/quebec/fort-george-church-of-england-st-philips/
https://nctr.ca/residential-schools/quebec/fort-george-church-of-england-st-philips/
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Sites Today 
 
Today, the two sites show few traces of the schools; the schools and buildings were demolished during 
the community’s relocation, and the areas have become overgrown. Survivors gather annually however 
to participate in a commemorative ceremony to honour the lives of those who were lost and never 
returned home. Figure 6 below shows the regrowth in the Anglican and Roman Catholic Residential 
School areas: 
 

Figure 6: Residential School Sites in 2021 
 

 
 
Means to Find Answers 
 
While federal support is limited, funding is available from the Quebec provincial government to finance 
research into locating missing children and their burial sites. To date, First Nations have partnered with 
universities to carry out GPR and similar technology studies. CNC is currently working with the Cree 
Nation Government on some of these funding opportunities.  

Photo Credit: Edward Bearskin, 2021 

Anglican 
Area 

Roman  
Catholic 
Area 

Photo Credit: Edward Bearskin, 2021 
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3. GPR CHALLENGES IN FORT GEORGE 
 
What are the Challenges? 
 
Conducting a GPR survey of Fort George would be a complex operation owing to challenges in the 
current landscape. In addition, the geographical spread of Survivors is large. There is also difficulty 
recording intangible information such as the feelings and emotions felt by the Survivors in giving 
testimony: 

 
 
 
How Long Would It Take to Complete? 
 
Due to the local weather conditions and the Fort George terrain, it is difficult to predict how long the 
process would take to complete; however, it is recommended that the GPR survey take place over a 
two-year period, allowing adequate time for a comprehensive collection of data to locate potential sites 
for conducting a complete survey: 

 
 

 

Site Identification 

There are multiple areas to consider: 
 

- 5 school areas  
- 3 Anglican school sites 
- 2 Catholic school sites 

 

- 2 cemeteries 
- 1 Anglican cemetery 
- 1 Catholic cemetery 

 

- Residences & dormitories 
- 3 Anglican schools 

 

- Other possible sites as identified 
by Survivors. 

Consultations 

Comprehensive consultations must 
be held with Survivors who are 
spread across Eeyou Istchee and 
outside of the province.  
 

Some may be difficult to reach to 
update and notify of the plans. 
Others may not have access to 
internet or have the means to 
travel. 

It has been over 40 years since the 
community relocated and since a 
school has been on the island. As 
such, there is a lot of regrowth in the 
area. Potential search sites are now 
covered in debris, sand, alders, trees, 
and cabins, which will make the 
scanning process difficult. There is 
also a possibility of erosion with clear 
cutting. 

Landscape 

Year 1: Location of Potential Sites 
 

Photo interpretation of the 1941 and 1957 
aerial photos from Canada and Québec 
archives, combined with knowledge from 
Elders, Survivors, and their families. 

Year 2: Surveys of Potential Sites 
 

GPR surveys conducted during summer 
months. This is highly dependent on 
findings in Year 1. 
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4.COMMUNITY CONSULTATION PROCESS 
 
Who is Involved in the Process? 
 
Given the complexity and sensitivity of the issue, a GPR Committee was set up to coordinate a multi-
stakeholder approach to ensure that Survivors, their families, and Elders were consulted, and that all 
relevant guidance and support was obtained from experts, academics, and government. The key 
stakeholders are outlined below in Figure 7. 
 

Figure 7: Key Stakeholders in the GPR Process 

 

 
 
At the heart of the consultations are the Survivors and their families, who are surrounded by the Chisasibi 
GPR Committee, IRS Cultural and Emotional Support Workers, and Cree Nation Government initiatives. 
 
The GPR Committee comprises of community members working in local and regional entities, including: 

• Chief Daisy House 
• Deputy Chief Paula Napash 
• Nellie Bobbish, Director of Cultural and Social Development  
• Karen Joyner, Executive Assistant to the Chief/Deputy Chief and Liaison  
• Karen Napash, Supervisor – Library and Archives 
• Rachelle Lafond, Interim Manager at the Chisasibi Cultural and Heritage Centre 
• George E Pachanos and Marie Louise Chakapash, Residential School Gathering Committee 
• Council and Youth Council members 
• Elders Bobby Neacappo and Daisy Herodier 

 

Chisasibi GPR 
Committee 

Cree Nation 
Govt. 

Social & 
Cultural  

Dept. 

Survivors  
& Their 

Families 

Quebec 
Government 

Dr. Brigitte 
Leblon 

Dr. Sarah 
Beaulieu 

University of 
Montreal 

Cree Nation  

Individuals 
and Families 

Specific 
Expertise 

and Funding 

IRS 
Cultural & 
Emotional 

Support 
Workers 

Dr. Adrian 
Burke 
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In addition, the Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay has provided health professionals 
to support meeting participants both during and after the sessions through the Residential School 
Resolution Health Support Program and the Community Miyupimâtisîun Centre, both of which are 
represented on the GPR Committee. The Committee’s work is also supported by Director of Social and 
Cultural Development Rodney Mark and his team at the Cree Nation Government, who will assist with 
securing funding and additional resources for the process.  
 
At the provincial government level, Michel Martin overlooks all GPR projects involving residential 
schools in Quebec and will facilitate access to funding and support from the Government of Quebec. 
 
On the technical side, the Committee is being guided by Dr. Brigitte Leblon, remote-sensing 
technologies, ground-penetrating radar and photo interpretation expert, as well as vice-president of the 
Canadian Remote Sensing Society, Dr. Adrian Burke, professor of anthropology at the University of 
Montreal, who have offered to send a team of experts to conduct the GPR, and Dr. Sarah Beaulieu, who 
has offered advice and expertise on a First Nations approach with GPR to the Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc 
First Nation. 
 
Finally, the Committee is also being supported and guided by the Residential School Gathering 
Committee who have been very active in organizing the annual gatherings on Fort George Island 
Chisasibi to commemorate those have been lost and those who have survived or been affected. 
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How Were the Consultations Conducted? 
 
The primary responsibility of the Chisasibi GPR Committee is to initiate and coordinate consultations 
with Survivors, families, and Elders. After a series of internal meetings within CNC, the committee met 
with the Elders Council and the Residential School Gathering Committee before meeting with the Cree 
Nation Government. Figure 8 below describes the timeline of events that led to the decision making: 
 

Figure 8: Timeline of Consultations 
 

 
 

Prior to beginning public consultations, CNC held a series of meetings with stakeholders locally to obtain 
a global viewpoint of the impact the GPR search may have on the community and of the resources 
available to undertake such a study. This included the Chisasibi Cultural and Heritage Centre, Survivors, 
Elders and the Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay.  
 
After obtaining expert guidance on the technical aspects of the search, CNC undertook its first 
presentation and consultation with Survivors and their families on November 15, 2021, at the Residential 
School Gathering (Regional/National) Event. 
 
 

Cree Nation of Chisasibi announce plans to 
investigate and document residential school 
sites on Fort George Island. 
 

Community approached by experts. 

June 14, 2021 

Initial meetings with various local 
stakeholders. 

October 2021 

Initial consultations with Elders and 
community on how to proceed.  
 

Briefing with Survivors and their families on 
GPR technology. 

November 4, 15, 2021 

Series of virtual consultations with 
Survivors and their families, with 

support workers at hand. 
 

Anonymous feedback form launched 
only GPR website. 

March 10, 15, 29, 2022 

In-person consultation with Survivors and 
their families.  
 

Update from Grand Chief Mandy Gull-Masty 
on meeting with Pope. 
 

Ongoing informal comments and feedback 
received. 

April 11, 2022 

Start of internal meetings with different 
departments to gather information. 

June 28, 2021 

Decision announced. 

June 14, 2022 

Presentation of overall findings from 
consultations, surveys and other 

comments received. 

June 21, 2022 
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A total of four sessions were then held in the spring 2022 between March and April: 
 

 

 
Virtual  
 

March 10, 15 & 29, 2022  
     

 
In-person and Virtual 
 

April 11, 20222 

Sessions were held both in-person and virtually, to broaden the scope beyond Chisasibi and to hear as 
many voices as possible throughout the territory, as well as across Quebec and Canada. A webpage was 
created on CNC’s website to inform and update the public on the proceedings. This included a 
registration portal for the meetings and a form to provide anonymous feedback. The consultations were 
also publicized on social media and radio to obtain a wider outreach. Similarly, the committee contacted 
Councils in the communities where students are known to have come from. The meetings were closed 
to the media to respect the privacy of the community members present.  
 
The sessions were designed to inform the participants of the potential tools available to support an 
investigation. Dr. Brigitte Leblon provided further explanation on the process and the preparation work 
involved. Deputy Chief Napash and Ms. Bobbish provided a summary and background of the area to be 
potentially searched. 
 
Participants were then able to ask further questions and were invited to sharing circles to express their 
opinions and offer their wisdom and guidance. A team of support workers consisting of Elders and health 
professionals from the Cree Health Board were available for those being triggered or needing to speak 
to someone. The consultations were followed by a sweat lodge to help participants with mental, spiritual, 
and physical healing, and a sacred fire was lit all day for the April 11, 2022, gathering at the Mitchuap. 
 
After completing consultations, CNC has confirmed that excavation will not take place, as the 
community has made it clear that the remains found should not be disturbed. However, once the study 
has been conducted, the data has been gathered and analyzed, and pros and cons have been weighed, a 
decision will be made regarding the next steps. 
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5.WHO PARTICIPATED IN THE CONSULTATIONS? 
 
In-Person Consultations 
 
The in-person consultations were attended by Residential School Survivors and Intergenerational 
Survivors, predominately from Chisasibi and neighbouring communities. Participants were supported by 
health professionals and Elders, as well as Chief House, Deputy Chief Napash and members of the 
Council, Youth Council and GPR Committee. The community was honoured to be supported by Grand 
Chief Mandy Gull-Masty, who attended the in-person meeting at the Mitchuap in Chisasibi on April 11, 
2022. Grand Chief Gull-Masty also took the opportunity to update the Nation on the recent meeting 
held with the Pope in the Vatican.  
 
Virtual Consultations 
 
While initial consultations were held in-person, three sessions were taken online in spring 2022 to widen 
outreach and enable those living outside Chisasibi to participate. Similarly, the update session on April 
11, 2022, was made accessible virtually for the same purposes. The GPR Committee were happy to 
welcome Deputy Grand Chief Norman A. Wapachee to one of the consultation sessions in March 2022. 
 
Participants were able to register on the CNC GPR web page to receive a Zoom link via email. This 
process also enabled the collection of data on the registrant’s location, community of origin and 
relationship with the residential schools and the sites in question. Equally, participants were able to leave 
comments and suggestions on how best to proceed with the GPR. The data below represents the total 
number of individuals at the combined sessions. It is important to note that some individuals attended 
multiple sessions, and others were accompanied by family members or fellow Survivors who did not 
register separately. The analysis therefore provides a partial view of the participants present. While 
attendance was higher overall, it provides us with a clear indication of the outreach the sessions had. 
 

 
 
Individuals registered for the virtual consultations from fifteen locations in Ontario and Quebec. Most 
participants (86%) were Cree beneficiaries from Eeyou Istchee; however, two participants identified as 
Omushkegowuk from western James Bay and one participant identified as Algonquin from Quebec. 
Figure 9 on page 15 shows the communities where participants come from and reside. 
 

86% 
 

were Cree beneficiaries 
from Eeyou Istchee 

54% 
 

were Fort George 
Residential School Survivors 

62% 
 

Of remaining participants were 
family members of a Survivor 

15 
 

Locations across 
Canada 
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Figure 9: Community of Origin of Participants from Eeyou Istchee and Current Place of Residence 
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Fifty-four percent of participants were Fort George Residential School Survivors, while sixty-two 
percent of the remaining participants were family members of Survivors. As Figure 10 below shows, 
participants joining virtually attended St. Philip’s Anglican Residential School, Ste. Thérèse Residential 
School, day school and the Roman Catholic Residential School. 
 

Figure 10: Residential Schools Attended 
 
 

 
 
 
Other Comments and Feedback 
 
Comments and feedback were also collected from conversations with community members through 
phone calls and informal meetings in and around the events. While some individuals did not attend the 
consultations, they expressed their support or shared any concerns in an anonymous or confidential 
manner. The feedback was carefully considered and incorporated into the decision making and into this 
report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

St. Philips' Anglican

Residential School

Ste. Thérèse

(Mission St. Joseph)

Residential School

Day School Roman Catholic

Residential School

Which Residential School Did You Attend?
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6.SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY VIEWPOINTS 
 
A wide variety of viewpoints were shared during the consultation sessions. While most expressed their 
support moving forward with the GPR study, some were more apprehensive about bringing up the past, 
being at different stages of the healing process. Other Survivors were reluctant or were not ready to 
share.  
 
This section provides a summary of the perspectives garnered from those that participated in the in-
person and virtual consultations, and who provided comments either anonymously online or 
confidentially in person. The GPR Committee welcome ongoing feedback and will create further 
opportunities to contribute as the search goes ahead.  
 
Support For GPR Search 
 
The views in favour of moving forward with the search primarily related to honouring the children, 
bringing them home and uncovering the truth. Contributors wished to lift the burden to find the closure 
required to heal together and understand the trauma caused by the schools: 
 

 
 

 

Honouring 
the Children 

First and foremost, all those consulted emphasized the duty to honour and 
respect the children that did not come back from the schools. They discussed 
the importance of commemorating and remembering them, and enabling them 
the chance to go home, no matter how many years it had been since they were 
taken. 
 

Some felt this could be achieved by directing efforts to find the children so we 
can recognize what happened in the schools and learn to cope with the 
damaging legacy they have left behind. 

Uncovering 
the Truth 

Survivors and families, especially the parents of the missing children, 
stressed a strong need to know to what happened to their loved ones. 
Many seek answers for closure to be free from the burden and the pain 
they carry. As every child matters, they felt it right to move forward with 
the GPR search to find the truth, and to let Canadians and the world know 
what happened in the residential schools.  
 

Survivors explained that the truth had been hidden for too long; history had  
been falsified. Human rights were violated, and community members were dehumanized. 
They felt it was time for people to know the truth and it was time to educate people on the 
real history They also wanted governments and institutions held accountable so that it 
does not happen again. 
 

Survivors and participants equally noted the importance of knowing how many children 
remain on Fort George Island to determine how they will move forward. They did not want 
future generations to have to continue looking for answers or wonder what could have 
happened if the search is not carried out. They will remember what happened, but they will 
not have to carry the same burden. 
 

Finally, many children were also taken from families and placed with new ones. Survivors 
felt it important that they learn what really happened to them and where they came from. 
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Bringing 
the 

Children 
Home 

Participants discussed the importance of knowing where the children lay and 
providing answers to parents and families. Survivors said they felt it their role 
and responsibility as Survivors to bring their brothers and sisters home, and to 
have a formal burial or passing over ceremony for their spirits, as their spirits 
needed to be free. 
 

Similarly, they mentioned that visiting the burial site of a loved one may also 
bring peace to grieving family and friends. 

Lifting the 
Burden 

The trauma of the residential school experience and the memories of what 
transpired weighs on the minds of the Survivors. This has greatly impacted 
their lives and the lives of their families.  
 

Many Survivors do not to talk about their experiences. Others find it too 
painful. At the same time, they described that trying to keep everything to 
themselves builds up in their systems and could potentially make them sick. 
Some felt deep shame but could not express their feelings. For others, it  
affected their behaviour towards their loved ones and their fellow community members. 
 

While not all are ready to discuss their personal experiences, having the truth more widely 
known of their suffering and of the fate of the family members and the classmates that 
never came home, would help to lift, or begin to ease, the heavy burden they have been 
carrying all these years. This would hopefully help them feel lighter and give way to a 
healing journey to find some peace. 

Finding 
Closure 

While full closure is a long way for many Survivors and their families, the 
answers the GPR study may bring could be in a step towards finding it. It was 
often noted that people deserve answers to help them move forward and 
commemorate the children.  

Healing 
Together 

Survivors felt that to heal as a community and as individuals, it would be 
important to know where their brothers and sisters lay. 
 

One Survivor noted the importance of forgiveness in their healing journey. 
They did not wish the anger to keep holding them a prisoner their whole life. 
 

Many acknowledged the intergenerational trauma that hurts communities to  
this day. They felt that the youth should hear the stories of what happened in  
the schools, as they are the descendants of a generation that were grieving. By 
learning the truth, they can understand the behaviours and struggles of their elders,  
as well as see the impact this had had on them and on their community. 
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Concerns Surrounding GPR 
 
Participants and contributors had concerns surrounding the GPR which centered around having 
adequate time to consult Survivors and include more Survivors and their families in other communities. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Understanding 
Our Trauma 

Some stated that it is important to know the cause of trauma to begin to heal it. 
They felt that the GPR search would reveal the truth behind the schools and 
give way to an understanding of why the community and the people are the 
way they are, and the systems they live within are the way they are. They 
mentioned that “to know our past is knowing we can start to heal”. 
 

Healing is seen as a continuous journey. It was felt that if the children and 
grandchildren see the Survivors and Intergenerational Survivors healing, they 
will be able to begin healing themselves. 
 

As one Survivor eloquently put it, 
 

“Our people need to gain back the strength and resilience that was instilled in us by 
our grandfathers, grandmothers, and many generations before us”. 

Take More 
Time to 
Consult 

Some participants expressed concern that the consultation period was too short. 
They felt that the timeline was rushed, and that people required more time to 
digest the information and reflect, as many were dealing with the trauma that 
resurfaced when the findings were revealed in Kamloops. Others felt that the 
community should observe how other Nations proceed before moving forward 
with the GPR study in Fort George. 
 

It was also noted that Survivors and families in other communities had varying 
levels of access to internet. In their opinion, this, combined with the recent travel 
restrictions during the Covid-19 pandemic limited the potential outreach for 
consultations. Some suggested sending a group from Chisasibi to communities 
such as Moose Factory to garner more feedback and viewpoints on how to 
proceed. 
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Suggestions for Moving Forward 
 
Participants outlined several suggestions to widen consultations, to conduct further research, continue 
to include cultural practices into the process and to commemorate the children. These include: 
 
 

 
 
  

Pre-Search During Search After Search 

• Continue to press for 
transparency and cooperation 
from the churches and 
government to access the 
records. 
 

• Have proxies available to 
speak for those who have 
problems speaking out or 
expressing their opinions. 
 

• Send a delegation from 
Chisasibi to other communities 
to gather their viewpoints. 

 

• Continue to communicate with 
other Nations conducting 
similar studies and research 
best practices and lessons 
learned. 

 

 

• Continue to press for 
transparency and cooperation 
from the churches and 
government to access the 
records. 
 

• Have an opening service and 
tobacco offering before the 
search begins, along with a 
drum song to open and close 
the study. 
 

• Follow traditional ceremonies 
and protocols as guided by 
Elders. 

 

• Provide ongoing updates to 
the public and provide 
information as requested. 

 

• Continue providing support 
workers during the process. 

• Continue to press for 
transparency and cooperation 
from the churches and 
government to access the 
records. 
 

• Mark the identified graves 
without disturbing or 
excavating the site. 
 

• Hold a ceremony for families 
grieving their loved ones. 

 

• Have ancestral feasts to help 
guide the children towards 
their resting place. 

 

• Hold a passing over ceremony 
to set the children’s spirits 
free. 

 

• Create a monument and 
interpretive panels at the sites 
where both schools were to 
remember those that never 
made it home. 

 

• Rejuvenate the grounds by 
providing a place to sit and 
shelters. 

 

• Conduct a survey with 
Survivors to collect their 
stories in a confidential or 
anonymous manner, while 
respecting their privacy and 
need to heal. 

 

• Compile a report and statistics 
of the overall GPR search 
process. 
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7. CONCLUSION 
 
The announcement on May 21, 2021, brought deeply upsetting news to communities across Canada and 
triggered many unresolved emotions and trauma for Fort George Residential School Survivors, their 
families, and Elders. While the revelation shook individuals, it brought Eeyouch of Eeyou Istchee 
together and shone a light on important questions that have remained unanswered for decades.  
 
Over the past thirteen months following this, the Cree Nation of Chisasibi have endeavoured to gather 
key stakeholders and consult with those affected by the Residential Schools. They have equally sought 
to coordinate concerted efforts to gather data, seek expertise and assess the possibility of conducting a 
GPR search on Fort George Island. The majority of those consulted supported moving forward with the 
scanning of the former school grounds. Survivors, Intergenerational Survivors, Elders, and community 
members recognized the pain the process could bring but felt that it would be better to know than not 
to know. They felt this knowledge would help to provide answers to families, as well as honour and 
respect the children, allowing them to finally set their spirits free.  
 
Many participants disagreed with disturbing or excavating the sites, as they felt they should be left in 
peace. They enquired about what would be done to identify those found and how it could be handled in 
a respectful manner. They agreed this should be determined before beginning any investigation.  
 
The Cree Nation of Chisasibi has therefore taken the decision to move forward with the investigation. 
The CNC will continue to update the community, Survivors and Elders on any new development that 
arises and ensure that consultations are conducted prior to moving to any new step. It would also like to 
reassure community members that no excavation or disturbance will take place on the sites. With new 
resources and expertise, the GPR Committee, together with its local, regional, and provincial partners, 
will strive to find answers for the children that never came home. They will aim to help individuals, 
families and communities lift the burden they have carried for so many years and continue forward on 
their healing journey together.  
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APPENDIX 
 

What is Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR)? 
       Figure 11: GPR System5 

Ground-Penetrating Radar, also known as GPR, is a survey technique 
that is used to scan, map and record information about the earth without 
disturbing the ground. It is a non-destructive and non-invasive method, 
where a sensor is typically (see Figure 11) used like a lawn mower to run 
over the land without drilling, probing, or digging. It is widely used to 
detect objects below the surface such as cables, pipes, foundations, and 
in some cases, unmarked burials. Its application in the latter requires 
specialist knowledge and experience to collect and interpret the data. 
 
How Does it Work? 
 
According to the Canadian Archaeological Association, a GPR system, 
 
“…works by sending electromagnetic (EM) waves into the ground at different frequencies. Soil layers and 
objects below the surface can reflect these waves, returning them to the GPR to be recorded. The time it takes 
returning waves to reach the GPR allows us to estimate their depth. Different soils and objects will reflect the 
waves differently back to the antennae, allowing for visualization of the subsurface.” 6 
 
Figure 12: How a GPR Systems Works 
 

Objects made from different materials reflect, or bounce, waves back 
to the GPR system antenna differently (see Figure 3). For example, if 
there were only soil present below the surface, the waves would be 
reflected in the same way; however, if the wave pattern were different, 
it would indicate an object made from another material. This 
information is captured by the control unit and used to map out an 
image of the land below the surface. In the school sites, the GPR system 
would be looking to detect such anomalies to determine the possibility 
of a burial. It is important to note that the EM waves do not disturb the 
ground or change the composition of any object below the surface.  
 

Figure 13: Sample GPR Image7 
 

The GPR system then maps an image of the terrain, 
with the depths of the objects underground indicated 
as in Figure 13. The system can detect up to 100 feet 
(30 meters) deep in dry sand or granite and up to 3 feet 
(1 meter) in highly conductive materials such as moist 
clay or shale. While it is possible to estimate the land 
within 90% accuracy, factors such as soil conditions, 
moisture, background noise, weather conditions and 
technological limitations can similarly affect accuracy. 
It is therefore recommended to conduct the GPR 
survey in the summer months to mitigate these 
external variables and better calibrate the system. 

 

 

 
5 Image downloaded from https://www.geophysical.com/whatisgpr  
6Ground-Penetrating Radar, https://canadianarchaeology.com/caa/sites/default/files/page/gpr_data_collection_v2_aug_5.pdf  
7 Image downloaded from Cree Nation of Chisasibi GPR Consultation presentation, March 15, 2022. 

https://www.geophysical.com/whatisgpr
https://canadianarchaeology.com/caa/sites/default/files/page/gpr_data_collection_v2_aug_5.pdf
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How Could the Survey Be Conducted? 
 

The Canadian Archaeological Association outline several elements to consider once planning and 
consultation is complete: 
 

 

Training 
Staff 

It is recommended that the teams of experts conducting the study receive training on cultural 
practices, customs, and norms prior to working with potential burial sites. This will ensure that 
all staff participating in the project work in a respectful and culturally sensitive manner.  
 

Similarly, it is recommended that local staff, volunteers, and Knowledge Keepers receive 
training on the technical aspects of the study to provide a deeper understanding of the project, 
to ensure that the plan remains in line with community and cultural values. 

Location & 
Preparation 

of Sites 

The GPR Committee could begin with discussions with Survivors and Knowledge Keepers to 
flag areas of interest. This could include historical and aerial photos of the sites, school 
archives, and oral accounts of Survivors to determine how many children attended the school 
and identify the location of potential burial sites. 
 

The Committee could then work with Dr. Leblon, Dr. Burke and the GPR team to conduct a 
photo interpretation of the area, assessing the geology, landscape features, survey grids, 
archived maps, and potential obstacles. The data may then be combined into a GIS (spatial 
data management system) to analyze and visualize a more complete picture of the area to be 
investigated. Once the area has been marked out, it may require clearing of some trees, plants, 
and debris to garner a more accurate reading. 
 

As the historic aerial photo analysis proceeds, a UAV LIDAR survey of the two general areas 
occupied by the Roman Catholic and Anglican churches will also be undertaken. A UAV LIDAR 
survey is a non-invasive, non-destructive survey method that allows for a model of the surface 
of the ground to be made – as if the vegetation had been stripped away. The data will be 
incorporated into the GIS alongside the results of the photo interpretation, as well as any other 
mapping data that may be gathered from historic maps and site visits. Being able to visualize 
the earth’s surface in this way will allow archaeologists to look for the kinds of disturbances 
that might be associated with burial sites. It is hoped that the use of the LIDAR can help 
minimize the need for clearance and brush cutting. 

Calibration  

The GPR expert team may then conduct a preliminary assessment by scanning undisturbed 
areas (with no known burials or underground objects). The radar waves travel through 
different materials at different speeds. Scanning the area would effectively calibrate the 
sensor to convert the readings into depths in the ground. This information is key for the study, 
to be able to detect any unusual readings in the prospection stage. 

Prospection 
Investigation 

The prospection stage entails running the GPR sensor over the target area to look for signals 
in the GPR display indicating anomalies under the ground. Once confirmed, these anomalies 
are then flagged and mapped by the operator to identify areas for further investigation. 
 

When the area to be investigated is demarcated, it is divided into grid lines for thorough and 
methodical scanning over a period of approximately four weeks. Rectangular survey grids are 
used to avoid confusing their orientation during processing. The data is then used to visualize 
the terrain in a matter of seconds. All measurements taken are confidential and only the GPR 
Committee would have access to the data. It is important to note that no sites would be 
disturbed in the process. The Committee would also ensure ongoing consultations to update 
Survivors and their families. A blessing of the land would take place prior to prospection, 
followed by traditional ceremonies and protocols, as guided by Elders. 


