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For More Information 
 
For more about the Centre of Excellence for 
Children and Adolescents with Special Needs, 
visit www.coespecialneeds.ca.  For more 
about the UNBC Task Force on Substance 
Abuse, contact us at: 
 
Centre of Excellence for Children and 
Adolescents with Special Needs 
UNBC Task Force on Substance Abuse 
3333 University Way, Prince George BC 
V2N 4Z9 
 
Phone: (250) 960-5806       
Fax: (250) 960-5644 
Email: special@unbc.ca 
Web: www.unbc.ca/centreca 
 
 

Feature Story: PG BIG 
 
Here are just a few of the scary facts about injuries in 
general and brain injuries in particular:  
 
• In Canada each day, 6,000 people are injured 

and 37 die from their injuries.  
• Every year around 50,000 people are 

permanently disabled due to an injury.  
• Brain injuries are the number one killer and 

disabler of people under age 45. 
• Ninety (90) per cent of brain injuries are 

preventable.  
 
The Prince George Brain Injured Group – known as 
PG BIG – was established in 1987 with the mission 
to “improve the lives of survivors of brain injury and 
their families through public education and the 
provision of local services and supports, and to 
reduce the incidence of Acquired Brain Injury 
through public education and awareness.”  Acquired 
Brain Injury (ABI) includes head injuries caused by 
motor vehicle crashes, sporting accidents, falls or 
assaults, as well as injuries caused by a stroke, 
aneurism, brain tumour or infection.  
 
We spoke with PG BIG’s Community Program 
Developer, Brenda MacDougald, about the group’s 
philosophy, services, and role in northern British 
Columbia. 
 
Q: What is PG BIG?  A: Prince George Brain Injured 
Group is the brain injury service provider for Prince 
George and area. Our mandate includes the north. 
Our resources don’t allow us to travel far, but we 
never turn anyone away. We can send you as much 
information as possible, talk on the phone, and we 
often focus on the educational aspects. 
 
Q: What services does PG BIG provide? A: 
Information and support are available the moment 
someone walks in the door. We don’t have wait lists 
and we don’t believe in making people wait for 
anything. We try really hard for same-day service, 
sometimes the next day, but never next-week 
service. Eventually you get hooked into case 
management services to help access group services, 
events, and community services.  We do a lot of 
case management and help you navigate and figure 
out who you have to talk to and help you make that 
phone call. We have phone access, internet, coffee, 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Centre of Excellence for Children and 
Adolescents with Special Needs  
 
Health Canada established the Centre of 
Excellence for Children and Adolescents with 
Special Needs to ensure that young people with 
special needs living in rural and northern 
communities receive the best services Canada 
has to offer.  
 
The centre is based at Lakehead University in 
Thunder Bay, Ontario, but works in partnership 
with five task forces across the country to address 
specific areas of children’s well-being: Memorial 
University in Newfoundland is focussing on 
nutrition, Mount St. Vincent University in Nova 
Scotia on early intervention, the University of 
Northern British Columbia on substance abuse, 
and the Government of Nunavut on mental health. 
The centre is also involved with over 300 
community, government and corporate partners 
across Canada. 
 
The UNBC Task Force on Substance Abuse 
 
The UNBC Task Force is examining how 
substance abuse is related to a variety of special 
needs, including fetal alcohol syndrome and brain 
injury, and how to design, develop and deliver 
substance abuse programs that meet the specific 
needs of young people in rural and northern 
communities. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 bathroom access and our environment is accessible. You can sit on our couch for four hours to stay away 
from drugs and alcohol if that’s what you need. 
 
Q: Do you have a philosophy, a particular way of dealing with people who have a brain injury? A: 
We have an informal philosophy to do whatever it takes to help people with brain injury. We meet people 
where they’re at and help them in an individual way. We are really client centred. We don’t have systems 
that people fit into. We have systems that are created for the people. This makes us unique and that’s why 
we work. We’ll find a way to meet your need. This way the onus is on us to meet their need and facilitate 
successes. 

 
Q: Do you think that has to do with being “northern” and “isolated”? A: Part of it does.  For example 
we can’t send clients to a speech therapist, counsellor, et cetera. We’re often isolated, backed up and 
limited in our services. We don’t counsel, but we need to fill the void, and do things in the meantime, 
because some times there are three-month waitlists. We work to negotiate crises and are creative in 
referring people to services.  
 
Q: How does someone access PG BIG services when they are dealing with substance abuse 
issues? A: PG BIG is a place where people need to feel safe, be safe. We advocate that if you’re using 
and accessing simultaneously, the issue is about behaviour. If you’re appearing unsafe due to substance 
use, you will be asked to come back another day.  Being high or stoned in a safe environment doesn’t 
support others who access the programs. People are very glad to hear that they can play a role in support 
another’s healing and needs and are compliant with this request.  We also have a closed alcohol and drug 
group, but you can apply to attend. If you do not fit in with the group dynamics, we can make another 
group. 

 
Q: Do you provide services for children and youth?  A: We 
provide funded service. If a child needs direct assistance we will 
go out and do recreation, life skills, family, and assessment stuff.  
As far as children and youth accessing PG BIG services, we don’t 
mix children with adults, but if there are a number of youth that 
want to access we’ll create a new group. 
 
For more about PG BIG, visit www.pgbig.ca, call (250) 564-2447, 

or email pgbig@northernbc.com. 
 

PG BIG’s 2006 Doin’ It Right Campaign  
  
This past summer’s Doin’ It Right Injury Prevention 
Campaign – which attracted over 2500 people and 
included bike rodeos, games, special events information 
booths and highway billboards – was so successful that 
PG BIG will be doin’ it again next summer. The focus for 
next summer will be adult bike commuters. 
 
PG BIG is looking to partner with local organizations and 
community volunteers to get their Doin’ It Right 2007 
Campaign underway. Please contact Brenda MacDougald 
at (250) 564-2447 if you would like to participate or know 
of a group who would benefit from a presentation in the 
2007 campaign. 

PG BIG Facts 
 
• 681 children learned bicycle 

safety skills through PG 
BIG’s bike rodeos. 

• PG BIG volunteers gave 
over 80 hours of time and 
energy to the Doin’ It Right 
Campaign. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. Alcohol and other drugs have a more powerful 
and quicker effect on a person after a brain 
injury. 
 
5. Alcohol increases depression because it is a 
depressant drug. 
 
4. Alcohol and other drugs interact with 
medications often prescribed after a brain injury, 
especially those administered for seizure control, 
depression, anxiety or restlessness and pain. 
 
3. Use of alcohol and other drugs after an injury 
increases a person’s risk of another injury. 
 
2. Alcohol is a drug. (That means beer, too!) 
 
1. The cumulative effect of the other nine 
reasons. 

 

[From Substance Use and Abuse After Brain Injury: 
A Programmer's Guide: 
www.ohiovalley.org/abuse/prog] 
 

10 Ways to Protect Your  Brain 
 
1. Buckle up. 
2. Drive sober. 
3. Wear a helmet when you bike, ski, ride, play 
contact sports. 
4. Make sure your helmet fits. 
5. Know your sport. 
6. Don’t return to play if you think you have a 
concussion. 
7. Look before you dive. 
8. Take a friend or tell a friend when you head out. 
9. Know your limits. 
10. Look both ways before you  cross the street. 
 

Top 10 reasons why substance use after 
brain injury is a bad idea 

10. An individual who uses alcohol and other drugs 
after a brain injury will not recover as much or as 
fast as a person who does not use. 
 
9. Problems of balance, walking and talking are 
exacerbated by alcohol and other drugs. 
 
8. Problems of disinhibition are also exacerbated 
by alcohol and other drugs. 

7. Difficulty with problem solving, memory, 
concentration and other thinking skills are made 
worse with the use of alcohol and other drugs. 

Brain Injury Fact 
 
Research shows that many people who 
sustain head injuries have histories of 
substance abuse and, in many cases, 
consumed drugs, alcohol or solvents right 
before their accidents. 
 
This substance abuse may complicate their 
recovery from the brain injury, and they may 
quickly return to substance abuse if the 
reasons for using substances are not 
addressed. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How you can help ensure your children 
always wear a bike helmet 

1. Make wearing a helmet a habit from the 
beginning.  If children learn to wear helmets 
whenever they ride, it will become a habit for a 
lifetime. Remember, it’s never too late to get 
your children into helmets.  

2. Let them pick the helmet they want. If they 
make the decision they are more likely to buy 
into the idea. If the helmet they want is a little 
more expensive, it's still cheap for the 
protection they will have when they actually 
wear it. Some parents buy their child a new 
helmet every year so they are excited to wear it. 
If grandparents want to give helmets as a 
present, ask for gift certificates instead, so the 
children can choose their own.  

3. “Do as I do.”  Modeling is vital encouraging 
your children to protect their heads. Whenever 
you ride your bike, wear your helmet. Show 
them that you hold yourself and your brains in 
high esteem.  

4. Encourage their friends – and their 
friends’ parents – to wear helmets. Peer 
pressure can be used in a positive way if 
several families in the neighborhood start 
making helmet use a regular habit at the same 
time. If no other kids in your neighborhood wear 
helmets, your job will be a lot harder.  

5. Talk to them about why you want them to 
protect their heads. Let them know:  

• Their bikes are not toys. They are their 
first vehicles. 

• You love them and value them and their 
intelligence.  

• They can hurt their heads permanently or 
even die from a head injury. 

6. Give your children a short course in bike 
safety, using a guide like Teaching Your Child 
to Ride A Bicycle 
(www.helmets.org/kidteach.htm). A safety 
program shows that wearing a helmet is not just 
an arbitrary rule and helps underscore why you 
are requiring it. It is not enough to put helmets 
on your children and send them off.  

7. Point out how many professional athletes 
use helmets. Football and hockey players, 
baseball batters and race car drivers all wear them.  

8. Take your children to a bicycle race. Bicycle 
racers are required to use helmets in the Tour de 
France and almost all other bike races. Your 
children will see - usually close up - really cool 
riders, competing in a hotly contested event, all of 
them using helmets.  

9. Reward your kids for wearing helmets. Praise 
them; give them a special treat or privilege when 
they wear them without having to be told to.  

10. Don't let them ride their bikes unless they 
wear their helmets. Be consistent. If you allow 
your children to ride occasionally without their 
helmets, they will not believe your messages about 
the importance of wearing them. Tell them they 
have to find another way to play, or must walk or 
take a bus to get somewhere if they don't want to 
use them.  

11. Plan bicycle outings together when all family 
members wear their helmets. Ride with a local bike 
club if you can, where all riders will be wearing 
helmets.  

[Adapted from the Bicycle Safety Institute’s 
website, www.helmets.org/kidswear]  

How to fit a helmet: online resources  
 
The four-minute fitting guide: 
www.helmets.org/fitpam.doc  
 
Snow Shack helmet sizing chart:  
www.snowshack.com/helmet-chart.html  
 
“Professor Helmut on Helmets” helmet videos:  
www.phma.org/videos.html  
 



 
 
 
 

What happens to your brain when you 
have a brain injury? 
 
Physical effects: 

• fatigue and lack of stamina 
• changes in smell or taste 
• problems with balance 
• problems with co-ordination 
• paralysis 
• seizures 
• headaches. 
 

Cognitive effects: 
• problems with short-term memory 
• able to do only one thing at a time 
• perseveration: you get stuck on one thing and 

can’t move on 
• difficulty concentrating 
• rigidity: black and white thinking 
• difficulties with problem solving, organizing and 

planning, motivation, decision making, starting 
and following through on tasks, and 
understanding cause and effect. 

 
Psychosocial (emotional & social) effects: 

• emotions are very intense 
• depression and stress 
• hard to “keep up” in a conversation 
• anger outbursts 
• emotions don’t fit the situation – you laugh or 

cry at the wrong times, for example 
• change in personality, likes and dislikes 
• emotions change rapidly up and down 
• disinhibited sexual behaviour or lack of sexual 

interest 
• poor coping strategies – for example turning to 

alcohol, avoiding issues or becoming  
aggressive 

• difficult to return to work 
• get things wrong socially, miss subtle clues, 

mistake non-verbal language. 
 

Brain Injury Resources 
 
In the North 
 
Funded by the Rick Hansen Foundation, the Northern Brain 
Injury Community (NBIC) is dedicated to improving 
community supports for people with brain injuries in the north.  
 
Community support groups are already up and running in 
Prince George, Peace River, Quesnel and the Bulkley Valley. 
Communities in the north east have facilitators in place and are 
in the process of starting support groups. To access services or 
get involved, call 1-877-564-2447   
 
On the Net 
 
• Substance Use and Injury: The ABCs: 

corp.aadac.com/alcohol/the_basics_about_alcohol/alcohol_
use_and_injury.asp  

 
• Tips from Safe Kids Canada to Encourage Children to 

Wear Helmets: 
www.hotelfun4kids.com/parenttravel/helmettips.htm  

 
• Links to Community Brain Injury Associations in BC: 

www.biasvi.org/links/local.htm  
 
• Traumatic Brain Injury Survival Guide: 

www.tbiguide.com 
 

• The Secret Life of the Brain: 3-D Brain Anatomy: 
www.pbs.org/wnet/brain/3d/index.html  

 
• Brain-Train’s articles for survivors and families: 

www.brain-train.com/articles/articles.htm  
 
Safe Cycling 
 
ICBC’s Motor Vehicle Branch has a Safe Cycling Program to 
reduce the frequency and seriousness of cycling-related 
incidents.  Motor Vehicle Branch representatives are available 
to make safe cycling presentations to schools and community 
organizations.  Call (604) 387-1065. 
 

Remember:  

Crashes causing head injuries can occur on 
sidewalks, driveways, bike paths and parks 
as well as streets.  

You and your children cannot predict when 
a situation will occur that will end in a fall 
from a bike. It is important to wear a helmet 
whenever riding, even if it's just down the 
street or on a bike trail.  

 


