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OTTAWA -- A Manitoba woman took her crusade against a cancer-causing insulation to the national stage yesterday by delivering a blunt message on Parliament Hill about the "poison" put in her home.

 Appearing before the House of Commons aboriginal affairs committee, Raven Thundersky told MPs how the asbestos-contaminated Zonolite insulation Indian Affairs put in her childhood home in Poplar River led to a rare form of cancer that killed two of her sisters and is now threatening the lives of her mother and another sister.

 "They built us this death house in 1964," Thundersky said in testimony that moved MPs and left Bev Desjarlais (Churchill) close to tears.

 "We have watched our family die."

 The lethal consequences of living in that "death house" -- one of almost 600 that Indian Affairs' tracking shows were built on First Nations across Canada -- is driving Thundersky's eight-year campaign to finally force the government to provide funding to clean up the mess, which also affects an estimated 200,000 homes not on reserves.

 The soft-spoken Thundersky, who was flanked by her husband Allan Aitken, talked of the "heartbreak and agony" of the deaths of her two sisters and the fate now awaiting her mother and other sister.

 "They will probably do a report and it will sit on a desk, and more people will die," Thundersky said after her 90 minutes of testimony.

 "Whether they will do anything more is up to them."

 Federal documents obtained by the Free Press reveal that Thundersky's plight has led to the development of a federal strategy involving not only Indian Affairs and Health Canada but also Canada Mortgage and Housing Corp., Natural Resources Canada and the Privy Council Office, which supports Prime Minister Paul Martin's cabinet.

 However, those same documents, which also outline a communications strategy to deal with Thundersky's crusade, suggest much of Ottawa's response is aimed at containing the potential exposure from the insulation it approved for a federal subsidy provided to homeowners.

 "A government of Canada strategy was recommended which, at the onset, will focus on the family in question and their concerns regarding other family members and the concerns of Poplar River First Nation who may be at risk of developing this rare form of cancer," says a March 3, 2004, memo released under the Access to Information Act.

 The same memo reveals that Ottawa realizes the need to develop a national strategy to focus on "the broad ramifications of asbestos and Zonolite insulation on the Canadian population as a whole."

 In addition, the documents released to Ottawa-based researcher Ken Rubin show that senior federal officials developed a script complete with sympathy lines when they met Thundersky last spring.

 Thundersky's story of how Zonolite has not only left her lungs scarred from asbestosis but also affected the health of eight of her 10 family members -- first revealed in the Free Press last year -- had opposition MPs demanding action.

 "Why isn't the government proceeding quickly? I don't see what is so complicated," Conservative native affairs critic Jim Prentice told a senior Indian Affairs official who appeared before the committee following Thundersky's testimony.

 "Why don't you just go fix the problem?"

 Bloc Québécois MP Bernard Cleary said he was shocked by Thundersky's "horror story."

 "I can't imagine why the department wants to conduct studies instead of solving the problem," Clearly said.

 NDP MP Pat Martin said Indian Affairs is guilty of stonewalling, and he put Indian Affairs Minister Andy Scott on the hot seat in question period.

 "The government is spending millions of dollars on military bases to make sure that armed forces personnel are not exposed to Zonolite, yet on Indian reserves it only sends a letter to the band council saying that they have homes which are toxic," Martin (Winnipeg Centre) said in the Commons.

 "How can this glaring contradiction be allowed to exist? Will the minister tell us today that he will help Indian reserve communities test for and pay for the removal of Zonolite wherever it is found?"

 Scott told Martin action is being taken.

 "Mr. Speaker, I do appreciate the question, because it gives me the opportunity to reassure the member that in fact we identified every house that we defined in our records that might contain Zonolite," Scott said.

 "We advised the First Nations chiefs and councils. Health Canada has made inspections in those communities and on a case-by-case basis we are paying for the remedy."

 However, Gilles Rochon, Indian Affairs' director-general of infrastructure and housing, told the committee that no additional money is being spent beyond the $138 million allocated annually to First Nations for housing.

 The Assembly of First Nations calculates that ridding First Nations homes of Zonolite could be accomplished for just $9 million.

 Last April, Health Canada issued a warning to Canadians that they shouldn't disturb Zonolite, a vermiculite insulation contaminated with asbestos.

 Discovered during the 1920s in a Montana mine, vermiculite was later sold as Zonolite attic insulation from the 1950s through the late 1980s by a company called W. R. Grace, which briefly had a plant in Winnipeg.

 Vermiculite is a pebble-like product that was poured in as insulation. It is usually light brown or grey in colour, and about two to 10 millimetres in size.

 On Tuesday, seven of W.R. Grace's current and former executives were charged in the United States with knowingly exposing mine workers and residents of Libby, Mont., to asbestos. In a statement, Grace officials denied any criminal wrongdoing.
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