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John Claccia swayed Quebec Premier Bourassa to open negotiations during the Oka Crisis

instead of sending In the army right away.
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JOHN CIACCIA

by e JULLA MASTROIANNI

The passing of provincial cabinet minister
John Ciaccia on August 7 came as sad news for
many Montrealers, who will remember him as a
fierce Indigenous affairs negotiator driven by his
experiences as an Italian-Canadian in Quebec.

Cinccia moved to Canada from Jelsi, Ttuly when he was four. He
become Involved in politics in 1971 after 12 vears of pracucing  Law
Ciaccin, who dealt with discrimination as an lmban growing up in
Quebec, was able 1o use hus experiences to mlorm his negotiatons later on
in s pobtcal career Fe progressed from assistant deputy minister of
what was then called Indian Affairs and Northern Development under
Jean Chrétien, to Liberal member of the National Assembly (MNA] in e
eveniually becomung cabimet minister

Rita e Santis, former Quebec cabinet minister and Clacca's friend,
remembers im as 8 “man of integrity " but stubborn When he was first
elected MNA, a bill was up for debate about making French the official
lunguage of Quebec = Bill 22, “He voted against his party, which was the
government ot the nme, so he was thrown out of coucus,” De Santis
expluins, He continued to do so throughout his career, she adds, “never
giving up hin principles” for the will of lis party

Cilacela was recruitted by lormer Quebec Premier Raobert Bourassa
to be the mun negotiator in the Jumes Bay Agreement and Okn Crisis
because of his PIRY IS CXPUlICTive with ]lf.l-l'l_l.:l-."-l-"'-'-'l L OTIMAATITICs ]]\'
felt that the Indigenous community was put in a very dithicult position,
and that the lands in question should simply have been handed over,”
De Santis says

ahe recalls Cincoias Tamous move (o use his personal dock in Dorval
to transport food and other essentials by ferry to the Kuahnownke reserve

La morte del ministro di gabinetto provinciale john Ciaccia
il 7 agosto e stata una triste notizia per molti montrealesi
che lo ricorderanno come uno strenuo negoziatore per
gli Affari indigeni motivato dalle esperienze personali di
italo-canadese in Quebec.
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hecause police had blocked the provincial highway connected to it “He
felt the situation [Oka Crisis] could have been avoided and should have
been avoided,” De Santis says. She believes his empathy for the Indigenous
communities he worked with was due in part to the discrimination he
fuced as a child. “His name, his baptismal name, is Giambattista Nicola.
Bur because he woas a young
boy during the Second World
War in Quebec, the English
community there at the time was
very aggressive toward people of
Italinn origin because we were
at war."”

She says Cisccla  changed
his pame to John in order to
avoid discrimination and became

“He voted against his party, which
was the government at the time, so
he was thrown out of caucus.”

ben esserazial alla reerva Kahnawake in traghetto perchd la polizia aveva bloc-
cato |a strada provinciale collegata alla rserva “Tale situazione (la o di Oia),
secondo lul, si sarebbe potuta & dovuta svitare.” dice De Sants. Questultma
crede che 1 sua intesa con e comunita autoctons con cul lavord avesse a
che fare con la discriminanone subita da bambino il wo nome. 4
battessmio, & Guambattista Nicola Ma
SCCOMe era un ragazano durante &
Seconda guerra mondale in Quebec,
a comunitd nglese locale dellfepoca
era Mmoo aggressiva ne confront &
persane i ongne dilana perché
erdvamo N guerra.

De Santis dice che Ciacoa
adotio J nome [ohn per evilare o
esare decnmenalo &d entrd sempie

involved in other commumnes, “He
became very much identified with
the English-spenking community.
Until the "70s, he was attached to
the Jewish community as a lewyer
and he didn’t have very much
knowledge of the Ttalian commu-
nity,” she says.

It wusn't until 1979, during
the first referendum, that Ciaccia
sturted to reconnect with his own roots, Die Santis saye, "That’s when he started
to rediscover that part of who he was which had somehow been eradicared
becuuse of the crrcumstances of life.”

As o friend and father, she remembers Ciuccia as being someone you
could always count on, She shares that one of his greatest regrets about
lus wvolvement in politics was how much ume it ook away from his
private life, "Polincs sucks you up. You have very little time for the things
that are important, like vour family.”

“Votd contro il suo partito, che
allepoca rappresentava Il governo,
e fu cosi escluso dal caucus” -

pial in coniatio con altre comunitd

“WVerwva dentificato previentements

con la comunita di Ingua inglese. Fino

agh anm 70, era molio legato afla

comuntd ebraica come awocato

fonosieva poco . comunita
iahana,” dice.

Solo nel 1979, durante il pnmo
referendum, Ciaccia ind a nallac-
care | legami con e propre raghce

riferisce De Santis. “E a questo punto che ha cominciato a riscoprire quella
parte ch sé che |¢ arcostanze deila wita avevand in gualche modo sradicato”

De Santis ricorda Ciaccia in veste di amico ¢ padre, comée qualcund su cu
poter sempre contare, Conficda tuttavia che uno del suoi pid grands nimorsi e
il tempo che il suo impegno politico aveva sotiratto alla vita privata.“La poliica
U assorbe completaments & b rimane pochsumo 2mpo per & cose importantl
come fa famigian”



