
‘It’s our culture that’s 
going to get us out of 
this’
Jami Tonasket and Michael Ochoa shares what inspires their
work with the community at the Public Safety Department
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“ntytyix in Action“ 
 

Chief ntytyix has taken action, entering a new phase of their journey. As he enters his path, the medicine of Chief spitlem 
(Bitterroot), kinship, healing, and connection, are nurtured and fed as they deepen their roots to take hold of the land, 

claiming the space it needs to grow. It was snk’lip who brought the dreams of the people to Chief ntytyix leaving only four 
footprints in honour of the Four Food Chiefs, hearing all voices so that the people would be heard in whatever phase they 

were in their life ceremonies. 



Written by Kelsie Kilawna (Marchand)

“We've been in a 500 year winter under the 
thumb of colonialism, and where has it gotten 
us?”

“They have not saved us,” Michael Ochoa, the 
Youth Justice Worker for the Public Safety 
Department (PSD), says as he motions towards 
the hills and the invisible lines meant to 
separate the community of the Okanagan 
Indian Band (OKIB) and the City of Vernon. 

Mike had just returned to the community after 
he took a trip to the Yukon for the Indigenous 
Community Safety Summit hosted by House of 
Wolf & Associates Inc. 

“Everything that they [in the Yukon] promote,
in terms of community safety, is exactly the 
approach that we've taken. And that's 
grounding us in our culture, in our identity, and 
where we come from,” adds Jami Tonasket, 
the Community Safety Coordinator at the 
PSD.

Mike and Jami share that what they’ve learned 
in the past two years since the inception of 
the Public Safety Department is that 
community safety must be community-led.

Jami Tonasket (left) and Michael Ochoa (right), share what they have been inspired by and what outcomes they hope 
to achieve within their home community of the Okanagan Indian Band. Photo by Kelsie Kilawna



So what we want to see is 
everybody pulling together, so 
we're ready [...] for when we 
have people on a healing 
path, or on a journey. So that
we're getting to know who we
are, where we come from, or 
actively practicing. We're 
inviting our community to 
come together in that [walk.]

- Jami Tonasket



Community support is 
vital for community 
safety

“One of the biggest differences is that they [in the 
Yukon] have the total support of everybody in their 
community, the leaders, the mayors, the chiefs, 
everybody.”

“They're totally immersed in what they're doing up there 
as far as public safety, and they're very interested in a 
lot of things that we're doing [...] I came out of there
just feeling so invigorated and re-energized, knowing 
we were doing things in a good way. It was just an 
amazing feeling,” says Mike. 

The House of Wolf shares that unless your community is 
actively engaged in public safety, many other 
community initiatives won’t take hold.

“Increasing economic opportunities within [...] 
Indigenous communities, to positively impact markers 
of community wellness, is a priority; however, 
attempting to accomplish this before addressing the 
social and cultural context of the community is 
premature, and akin to building a home without a 
foundation,” says the firms website.

This means that the socio-cultural well-being of the 
people must be addressed first by the people 
themselves. 

“[What we’ve been hearing over and over in community 
is that we must start] getting back to [being] families, 
to engaging in community connections. Knowing who 
we are, knowing where we come from, and as families 
we also must be ready for the people in our lives that 
are struggling, ready when they need help, ready to 
provide wrap-around supports.”

“It’s important we are ready for them,” expresses Jami.

Mike and Jami both share how important it is for the 
community to continue bringing their voices forward to 
share what the needs are regarding community safety. 
They are open to hearing what will make the community 
safe right now and for the ‘People to Be,’ our future 
generations. 

Public Safety is not just policing. It’s cultural safety,
food security, and family well-being and honouring 
mental health as a sacred act. 

“So, Mike and I have often talked about bringing in 
training and support for mental health first aid for First 
Nations,” says Jami.

“And we’ve found one that’s based on an Eagle model, 
created for Indigenous people, all of these things we 
will work to make available to our people because we 
are hearing the need,” says Mike. 



‘We need our community’

Mural created by sqilx’w Youth at the n’kmaplqs Wellness Centre, Head of the Lake, Public Safety Department. Photo by Kelsie Kilawna 
(Marchand)

Community engagement with the PSD has increased; the office is seeing 3-15 engagements from community 
members everyday. This means people are actively seeking support for the safety of their community. 
The PSD supported finding missing community members, one of which was in another province. Once they 
were located, they contacted the community to share that they were grateful to hear their community cared 
about them and their wellbeing. Since then, that member has taken a healing journey and had their children 
returned to them, and they are now a family that has reunited. 

“So what we want to see is everybody pulling together, so we're ready [...] for when we have people on a 
healing path, or on a journey. So that we're getting to know who we are, where we come from, or actively 
practicing. We're inviting our community to come together in that [walk,]” says Jami.

“Together, with our knowledge to support each other, we can create something that can be strong,” says Jami.

Since the PSD was first established two years ago, they have celebrated some small and large victories 
everyday. With a small but mighty team, the PSD has accomplished the following: 



Youth Leadership Council is moving steadily to inspire, motivate and empower youth.  The first couple of years 
focused on training, culture, and balance.  Please stay tuned for amazing things coming to the community 
from the Youth Leadership Council.  
Youth engaged in creating a mural for the n’kmaplqs Wellness Centre at the PSD of the Four Food Chiefs
Over 50 Youth showed up to the skateboarding event hosted by the PSD, and the Youth initiated a group 
smudging of their new skateboards. Showing understanding that their culture is essential to them and can be 
used in many ways to keep them safe.
The new Mending Broken Hearts Healing Circles, a program to deal with unresolved grief and 
intergenerational trauma, has had over 80 participants take part.
Hosted Elders meetings to hear about old ways of community care that can be revitalized and upheld in 
these times.
Wellbriety Healing circles have been conducted both on and off reserve to ensure community has access to 
the program.
Hosting Cultural Safety Education to Youth Leadership Council, community members, staff and partners. 
The PSD and Indigenous Policing collaborated to host a Crimes, Guns and Gangs presentation that shared 
information about how crime impacts community
Partnered with Anti-Racism Network to support Community Resources information or where to find support.
https://www.socialplanning.ca/contactus.html 
Mike and Justin Peters, from the Youth Leadership Council, attended the Community Safety Summit in the 
Yukon, where he learned about Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design, which is preventing crime 
through community planning and layout. Removing old brush that might block vision, putting street lights into 
dark areas, etc.

For more information on Public Safety: reports, self-management resources, Youth Leadership Council etc., 
please go to https://okib.ca/departments/public-safety 



Proud of home

“It’s a success to me to know our community is starting to feel safe in this space. They do feel welcome. 
They do feel respected. They do feel honoured. Then they come away feeling a little better about 
themselves,” says Mike.

Jami and Mike are inviting community members to join them on September 12th during the OKIB community 
forum meeting to hear more about what’s on folks minds and hearts around community safety. They will 
also be offering more information about what their department is doing with what they’ve heard. 

They will be releasing the ‘ntytyix: A Time for Action Phase II- 2022 Final Report,’ where you will see how 
each department of OKIB has committed to supporting community safety through actionable outcomes.

Jami and Mike continue to share that as long as sqilx’w people continue to support each other in bringing 
together their strengths. The community can once again know what it’s like to be valued and belong, but it 
will take the collective to do that, to bring the people back themselves. 

“[...] and nothing's going to be the way it used to be, or be perfect, but that's not what we’re striving for. 
What we’re striving for, is that connection and sense of belonging and coming together- that’s what makes 
a safe community,” says Jami. 


