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Many Nipawin residents may ask, why is nothing being done about the crystal meth problem in our town?

Fortunately, this perception is false. There are several programs in place to prevent youth from trying all drugs, including crystal meth, and a new attitude in the schools towards users of drugs.

"When someone showed up at school stoned on cocaine, we used to be able to get away with saying, 'Get out of here!'" said Gordon Benton, School Plus consultant for the Nipawin School Division. 

"We can no longer do that. We want users to know that we are not out to get them. We're there to help them and work with them to stop using."

School Plus, and other social agencies, will now have more resources to combat substance abuse. 

Last week Premier Lorne Calvert introduced Project Hope, a $10 million addiction strategy. The money will be spent to expand treatment centres, hire more addiction counselors and increase the number of detox beds in the province 

However, the strategy does not focus simply on the minority that abuse cocaine, alcohol or crystal meth. Two million dollars will be spent to educate youth and prevent them from becoming addicts. 

"If this means further support to expand our services, that's excellent," Benton said. "This is very good news to me."

One such service is the Nipawin Youth Centre; a one-year pilot project started in December 2004 and a place for teens to go in the evening. The centre has pool tables, foosball, air hockey and TV. It got started after Benton pitched the proposal to town council.

"If 30 to 40 kids are hanging around on streets and back alleys, whose responsibility are they? I said, 'let's get together and do something about it'."

The town now helps pay the rent for the building on 1st Avenue West and last winter 10 to 20 kids used the centre each night.

As well, School Plus employs a community outreach worker who supervises after school sports programs. The kids are scheduled according to age and they play games, sports and do art on weekday evenings. 

On Wednesday nights at Wagner School the Nipawin First Nations supervise sports activities and Benton explained opening up schools for the community is one of the primary goals of School Plus.

"Schools become hub of the community from which human services can be offered. If a group of parents want to use the school on Thursday nights to teach native spirituality, that's what the school is there for."

In the classroom, drug education is part of the curriculum and it begins at an early age. Students in kindergarten to grade three are taught what to do if they find a needle in the playground and what to do if a stranger offers you drugs.

For students at L.P. Miller, there is a unit on drugs in the Health & Wellness classes where students learn what drugs look like and the damage they inflict on your body. As well, representatives from the RCMP and the Kelsey Trail Health Region are brought in to the school to further educate students on the hazards of drug use.

In every school in Nipawin, there is a School Plus outreach worker who advocates for students and families that need help.

"They take them by the hand and take them to the agency (social worker, counselor, detox centre) that deals with that need," said Benton, who explained that School Plus is not working alone. In the last two years they have cooperated with Kids First, the Oasis Centre and the local Metis society to implement these prevention and intervention programs.

Benton also emphasized they want to help users, but dealers must be punished.

"The dealers, who are deliberately harming the community, we need to hit hard. They need to be removed from community, if that means incarceration, so be it."

