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Family, politicians call for inquest into disappearance of young tree planter
By Maria Babbage, THE CANADIAN PRESS
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TORONTO - The disappearance of a 25-year-old tree planter in the northwestern Ontario bush must be investigated by a coroner's inquest to provide his family with answers to his fate so they can begin putting the tragedy behind them, relatives said Monday. 

But Community Safety and Correctional Services Minister Rick Bartolucci, who met with the family of Aju Iroaga, said he won't order an inquest as the coroner is already conducting a full investigation. 

"There's no guarantees, but hopefully at the end of it all, the parents (will) have more answers than they have today, and have some answers that will provide some closure," he said. 

The family is "encouraged" by what they heard from Bartolucci, but they can't rest until they know what happened to Iroaga, who vanished nearly two years ago, said his 70-year-old father Nwab. 

"(It's) the same uncertainty, the same waiting for information that never comes for two years now," said Iroaga, a father of five who came to Canada in 1968. 

"There is nothing we can do." 

The younger Iroaga, a McMaster University engineering student, was last seen waiting for a bus on the afternoon of May 15, 2006, after he quit his job following a dispute with his supervisor. 

Iroaga, who holds both Canadian and Nigerian citizenship, was told to wait by a gravel road for an evening bus that would have taken him to the company camp about eight kilometres west of White River, Ont. He has not been seen since. 

His family's search for answers has been stymied by a stalled police investigation and stonewalling from a government that had refused to meet with them until Monday, after the family and opposition parties called on the government to take action, said Progressive Conservative Frank Klees. 

"I'm frustrated by it," he said. 

"I can't imagine what the family has gone through. One of the reasons why I've remained engaged in this is because I find it unacceptable in the province of Ontario for a young man to go missing and for there to be no answers." 

The Ontario Provincial Police investigation is effectively closed, although they have promised to respond to any leads, said family lawyer Marlys Edwardh. 

Investigators found no evidence of foul play, but they also didn't find any evidence that Iroaga left on his own, she said. 

"We don't want this to be a finger-pointing exercise, but an exercise that can bring to public scrutiny questions about how an investigation was undertaken and what kind of safety children have when they go tree planting," Edwardh said. 

Opposition parties are also calling for a probe by the Labour Ministry into the matter, which they say raises serious questions about the safety of students working in remote areas of the province. 

"It's amazing that two years later, the police still haven't interviewed all of the co-workers, people who bused in with Aju every morning and people who would have bused out with him in the evening," said NDP critic Peter Kormos. 

"It's amazing that the coroner hasn't called for an inquest already." 

The Nigerian High Commission has also expressed concern that Iroaga's disappearance remains unresolved. 

Bartolucci said he sympathized with the family, but that it would be inappropriate for him to order police to reopen the case. 

Iroaga's family said they've given up on ever seeing him alive again. 

"I need closure, that's all I need," said his mother Nkechi. "I know for sure that my son is not alive. I need closure so that my mind will rest." 

Nwab Iroaga, chief of the Nigerian village of Umuokoroala, said the family is "devastated" by his youngest son's disappearance - a loss that has been compounded by the mystery surrounding it. 

"At first I was sick - I was mentally sick," he said. 

"My family had to send me from one person to the other. It took me months to recover. As for my wife, she continues to sob every day." 

His son, who was born in Canada, spent several months in his family's village in Nigeria before he vanished, his father said. 

The village didn't have running water, so Aju went out early each morning with a wheelbarrow to fetch water for poor and elderly women, he said. 

"I miss him, and the village misses him greatly," he said. 

The family is offering a $50,000 reward for any information that could lead to the discovery of the missing man's remains. 

