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The disappearance of a 25-year-old tree planter in the northwestern Ontario bush must be investigated by a coroner's inquest to provide the long-sought answers his anguished family needs to help put the tragedy behind them, relatives said Monday.

The case also warrants a probe by the Labour Ministry because it raises serious questions about the safety of students who work in remote areas of the province, opposition parties said as they urged the government to take action.

Engineering student Aju Iroaga, who holds both Canadian and Nigerian citizenship, 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 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 has refused to meet with them, said Progressive Conservative Frank Klees.

"When I put the issue to (OPP Commissioner Julian) Fantino, it was, `If this was my son, if this was your son, what would the response be?"' Klees said.

"Would we be willing to simply allow a file to be closed?"

Ontario Provincial Police seem to have given up on finding Iroaga alive, and a request for an inquest is still under review, said family lawyer Marlys Edwardh. The police investigation is effectively closed, although they have promised to respond to any leads.

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

The Nigerian High Commission has also expressed concern that Iroaga's disappearance has not been resolved.

Community Safety and Correctional Services Minister Rick Bartolucci said he sympathized with the family, but noted the coroner is already conducting a full investigation into the matter.

"I'm confident that the investigation – it's a full investigation – by the chief coroner's office which is underway ... will provide the information necessary for the coroner's office then to determine if an inquest into the disappearance should be called," he said.

Iroaga's 70-year-old father Nwab said the family has been 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, had spent several months in his family's village in Nigeria before he vanished, his father said.

"In the village, we don't have running water," Iroaga said.

"My son would go out very early in the morning with a wheelbarrow and go to the stream and fetch water, not only for our own use, but fetch water for poor people, for old women."

NDP critic Peter Kormos said he can't understand why the government has shown little concern for the case, given that so many Ontario students find summer jobs planting trees in isolated parts 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," he said.

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

