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Reflections on the importance

of a name

Renaming the Powell River Division of Family Practice and

opportunities for further action.

David May, MD, CCFP

hat power does a name hold?
Is it just an abstract construct,
or is the process of naming an
object or place important? Does a name hold
power beyond the printed or spoken word?
I live, work, and play in qathet, on the
traditional lands of the Tla'amin people.
The name “qathet” was gifted to the then
Powell River Regional District by Tla'amin
Elders in 2017.The name translates loosely
as “coming together” or “working together”
in ?ay?ajubom (Ayajuthem), the language of
the Tla'amin Nation. The area is beautiful
and diverse, and there is an oral record of
thousands of names describing the local
environment and landscape since time im-
memorial. Many of those names have also
been recorded in print.!
qathet Regional District surrounds the
city of Powell River, which was named after
Israel Powell in 1955, and therein lies the
problem. Powell (who never set foot in the
area named after him) served as superin-
tendent of the newly formed Department
of Indian Affairs for the Province of British
Columbia from 1872 to 1879.%* He was
instrumental in both banning the potlatch
and setting up Indian residential schools.
In his words, “Patlatches’ [sic], no doubt,
not only retard civilizing influences, but
encourage idleness among the less worthy
members of a tribe, and will, I trust, by wise
administration become obsolete in time.”
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In June 2021, Tla'amin Nation He-
gus (Chief) John Hackett wrote a letter
to the mayor and council of the City of
Powell River requesting the city commit
to change its name as part of its commit-
ment to reconciliation.* A member of the
Tla'amin Nation wrote about place names
before colonization and how they illustrate
a “deep connection to land and [reflect] the
area’s cultural significance. It is important
to consider the histories of place names, ap-
preciating where they come from, what they
mean, and what they can teach us about
our environment. . . . [R]enaming holds
the potential to acknowledge Indigenous
history, celebrate Indigenous resilience
and move forward together in a spirit of
reconciliation.™

'This request stirred up strong emotions
in the city, but the municipality has not yet
granted the request.

Among the 94 Calls to Action of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission are
clear calls to action for leaders in health
care.® On 1 June 2019, Doctors of BC an-
nounced it had signed a declaration of com-
mitment on cultural safety and humility in
health services.”

The then named Powell River Division
of Family Practice faced a problem. It was
clear we needed to change our name, but as
a not-for-profit society, any name change
had to be voted on by members. In the ini-
tial request for a name change, the Tla'amin
Nation had stated, “A referendum has no
place in this process. Having the dominant
culture decide whether the harms done to
Tla'amin people and our rights outweigh

their attachment to colonialism is a classic
strategy to maintain the status quo.” The
danger then was that any vote that did not
show a strong majority for a name change
could be both hurtful and regressive.

"The Division, therefore, embarked on an
extensive period of education for its mem-
bers. Among other activities, we discussed
the In Plain Sight report,® which details
evidence of systemic racism in health care.’
After this education period, the member-
ship voted 97% in favor of the name change,
and on 28 June 2022 we ofhicially became
the gathet Division of Family Practice.

My own journey of cultural safety and
humility is sometimes clumsy, awkward, and
difficult, but I consider this name change to
be one of the high points so far. My chal-
lenge to other divisions of family practice
and health organizations is this: look at
your name and how it originated, contact
the local First Nation(s) on whose land you
work and ask them what they think about
the name, and reflect on your declaration
of cultural safety and humility and how
your name might be part of that. Names are
important, but our actions are even more
important. W
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