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Thunderbird Partnership Foundation is a national voice advocating for First 
Nations culturally-based wellness services.
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The creator imaged the most beautiful and perfect 
place... Where life would grow



Did you know…..

• That the sound of the drum engages and 
stimulates all regions of your brain to act 
in unison, creating order to the flow of 
life
• Did you ever hear the sounds of the 

drum and cry and wonder why…

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pow_wow
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Neurons and Star Galaxy

Neuron Cells Star Galaxy



The pattern for stringing together the seeds of life is continuous as is the unfolding and expression of these 
seeds we know as our DNA 



Touches the Earth for the 
First Time
• When we are born, its important to “tether” or 

“connect” our spirt to the earth… our first mother.
• This simple act of touching the earth for the first 

time, is an act of connecting our life to our life 
path.

• This engages our connection to life.
• In a treatment program, we support engagement 

with the healing journey by facilitating some 
practice of “connection”

• From that point forward, a culture based approach 
to supporting strengths is “dressing them up with 
their strengths, gifts and identity.





Indigenous Knowledge / Culture-Based  
Evidence ... What does this mean?

One day somebody is going to call us on it – statements 
like, “our way is the way of the circle; our way is the way 
of the four directions; our way is a holistic way of life; 
we are environmentally conscious,” and so on.  
Somebody one day is going to ask us what that means. 
• We are in that time now
• Its also time for us to discuss how to balance  

Indigenous knowledge with western empirical 
evidence specific to addressing addictions/mental 
health

• Culture is not a superficial factor – it isn't just 
behavioral



Knowledge 
always has be 
to tethered to 

its origin.   

Western Knowledge
• Theoretical until it's proven
• Ownership / authorship of knowledge
• Public knowledge
• Open to testing to determine validity
• Citation

Sacred Knowledge
• Original Knowledge given by the spirit
• Carried by the student / teachers for the people
• Held in trust 
• Translated across generations to make usable in all 

contexts while maintaining the truth of the knowledge
• Citation – sacred society / teachers



Our Indigenous
knowledge
systems

Are still
in tact



Intergenerational Trauma –
The Soul Wound (Duran 2006) ACEs

http://vetoviolence.cdc.gov/apps/phl/resource_center_infographic.html


What are the OAT practices 
(protocols/standards/strategies) including use of 

medical cannabis for First Nations clients in 
community-based and residential treatment 

centres?

Research Question 



Opioid Withdrawal Symptoms
People who use 

opioids will 
experience different 

withdrawal 
symptoms 

depending on the 
time since last dose.

ACUTE 
(UP TO 72 HOURS)

LONG-TERM 
(4 TO 20 DAYS) 

POST-ACUTE 
(MONTHS TO 

YEARS)

[



First Nations 
Opioid Survey



Designed for community 
monitoring of Opioids:
• Use and Misuse Patterns
• Treatment
• Harm Reduction
• Pregnancy
• Trauma
• Impact on Family & 

Community
• Community Attitude

• Support First Nations in 
Implementing



Access and 
Availability

According to UNODC estimates
only 1 in 6 people in need of 
treatment has access to it;

It is estimated that in many 
countries, less than 10% of people 
with drug use disorders are 
receiving treatment.

Do we know how this 
information applies to First 
Nations?



Harm Reduction
What are we calling for?
• Redirect 10% of the resources currently spent on ineffective punitive 

responses to drugs and invest it in harm reduction.

What we will this achieve?
Even this small redirection of funding could achieve big results.
• A 10% redirection of funding from drug control to harm reduction 

would:
• End AIDS among people who inject drugs by 2030.
• Cover annual hepatitis C prevention need for people who inject 

drugs.  
• Pay for enough naloxone to save thousands of lives every year 

from opioid poisoning and overdose.
• Ensure we are building capacity in First Nations communities to 

address trauma
• Ensure effective advice, healthcare and emergency responses in 

the face of newly emerging challenges.
• Strengthen networks of people who use drugs to provide peer 

services and campaign for their rights.
Harm Reduction International, 2017

https://www.hri.global/harm-reduction-decade


Reducing Stigma

“Promoting non-stigmatizing 
attitudes to ensure the 
availability, access and delivery 
of health, care and social 
services for people who use 
drugs”.

For First Nations People this 
means using Indigenous 
Knowledge, culture, language 
and connection to land



Benefits of Opioid Agonist Therapy



Source: JAMA, 284:1689-1695, 2000
Relapse rates for people treated for substance use disorders are compared 
with those for people with diabetes, hypertension, or asthma. Relapse is 

common and similar across these illnesses (as is adherence/non-adherence to 
medication). Thus, drug addiction should be treated like any other chronic 

illness; relapse serves as a trigger for renewed intervention.



Thunderbird Partnership Foundation is is in collaboration with the CRISM Prairie 
node to develop Opioid-Agonist Therapy (OAT) Treatment Guidelines for Community-
Based and Residential Treatment Centers Who Serve First Nations Clients.
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Key Messages From 
Indigenous Knowledge

Key Messages From 
Indigenous Knowledge



Expect - life, to live life, work for life



Helpers need training to develop “belief”



Understand 
language as 

medicine



The circle is healing
All life moves in a circle



Don’t declare a war on 
drugs or addictions



Support the 
voice of 

people who 
use drugs



The creator imaged the most beautiful and perfect 
place... Where life would grow

Connect, support, and meet people who use drugs 
where they are



Common Culture 
Interventions

• Respects diversity of cultures
• Based on common cultural practices
• Identifies indigenous language as central 

to knowledge, sanctioning, practice
• Whether cultural intervention are practice 

within a residential treatment center or in 
a community based service – community is 
involved



Promising Models



Indigenous Wellness Framework

Youth 8-11%

Adult 17%

Community 
33%

Opioid 
misuse: 
23%

Opioid 
misuse: 
74%

Increase in 
Wellness



Draft Youth Survey with a Working Group.

Next Steps:
• Complete Design survey
• Pilot survey
• Complete revisions
• Support communities in using survey

Estimated time of Project:
• 3 years

Youth Opioid Survey – F2 North Building
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