
 

First Nations Education Steering Committee 
Suite 113-100 Park Royal South, West Vancouver, BC V7T 1A2 
T 604-925-6087 1-877-422-3672 www.fnesc.ca 

Indigenous Adult and Higher Learning Association 
Suite 113-100 Park Royal South, West Vancouver, BC V7T 1A2 

T 604-925-6087 1-877-422-3672 www.iahla.ca 
 

 

 
 
 
 
August 19, 2020  
 
 
Shannon Baskerville 
Deputy Minister  
Ministry of Advanced Education, Skills and Training   
PO Box 9884 STN PROV GOV 
Victoria, BC, V8W 9T6 
AEST.DeputyMinister@gov.bc.ca 
 
 
Re:   FNESC and IAHLA’s Involvement in AEST’s Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
 
Dear Shannon: 
 
I am writing to express concern that the Ministry of Advanced Education, Skills and Training (AEST) 
has not adequately involved First Nations and Indigenous-controlled institutes in its response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In spite our staff having communicated this concern from the outset and at 
multiple points throughout the pandemic, AEST has still not taken steps to ensure that our 
organizations are meaningfully participating in all Ministry discussions and decisions related to 
COVID-19.  
 
We understand that AEST has formed three working groups focused on Continuity of Learning, 
Trades Training and Information Technology to address the current and emerging needs of post-
secondary institutes and students during the Pandemic. We have only been contacted very recently 
to partake in one of these working groups, even though they were formed in April 2020.  
 
Though we appreciate having been involved in the Indigenous Reference Group for the 
development of guidelines related to continuity of learning in post-secondary institutions, this 
Group was convened very late during the Pandemic and has not met since June 8, 2020. We were 
also concerned to learn that the guidelines were released on July 31, 2020 even though the 
Reference Group had not seen subsequent drafts or been involved in any further discussions since 
the last meeting.  
 
Apart from our invitation to the last meeting of the Continuity of Learning Working Group, the 
Ministry has not involved FNESC and IAHLA fulsomely on indigenous matters. This approach is 
contrary to our bilateral protocol with the Ministry and the Declaration on Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples Act (DRIPA), which creates the impetus to change internal government processes to 
support First Nations, as rights-holders, making joint decisions on all matters impacting First 
Nations learners. This includes the Ministry’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Starting with the very early signs of an outbreak, the Ministry of Education (MOE) has worked 
closely with FNESC in order to ensure that First Nations learners and communities are 
appropriately considered and supported through the pandemic. FNESC has participated in a large 
number of MOE working groups and committees including those related to continuity of learning, 
health and safety, equity and inclusion, educational programs, and resources and professional 
development. We have also had regular engagement at the staff, Assistant Deputy Minister, Deputy 
Minister and Minister levels.  
 
While we appreciate that the context is different in the K-12 system, it is critical that FNESC and 
IAHLA, having been identified formally by the First Nations Leadership Council as the relevant 
advocacy bodies on First Nations post-secondary education and Indigenous-controlled institutes 
respectively, be fully involved at all stages of the Ministry’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Failure to do so will continue to undermine our collective ability to respond effectively to the 
unique needs of First Nations students, institutes and communities.  
 
When making decisions on the inclusion of First Nations, it is important that AEST consider how 
Indigenous people are disproportionately impacted in times of emergencies. As stated in 
Emergencies, Indigenous Governance, and Jurisdiction, “Irrespective of formal legal steps that may be 
taken, in times of emergency vulnerable populations will suffer impacts on their human rights that 
others will not. The reality of these disproportional impacts is something which must be front and 
centre in all current and future planning.” 
 
We once again request that the Ministry fully involve IAHLA and FNESC, in all Ministry discussions 
and decisions related to COVID-19 going forward. We further request that the Ministry work with 
FNESC and IAHLA to conduct an analysis of the post-secondary system’s response to the pandemic 
in order to assess the degree to which First Nations and Indigenous-controlled institutes were 
involved and how the needs of First Nations learners were met. This will serve to develop more 
appropriate shared decision-making processes and procedures in the likely event of a second wave 
in the fall. 
 
We thank you for your attention this matter and are available to meet with you should you wish to 
discuss it further.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Tyrone McNeil           Dr. Verna Billy-Minnabarriet 
President           Chair 
First Nations Education Steering Committee       Indigenous Adult and Higher Learning Association 
 
 
Cc: First Nations Leadership Council  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


