FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

SURVEY SAYS:  URBAN NATIVE YOUTH CAN BE IGNORED NO MORE
Vancouver, British Columbia: January 15, 2008 – New figures from the 2006 Census confirm that more resources must be directed towards urban Aboriginal peoples, especially youth.

Statistics Canada’s report on Aboriginal Peoples in Canada in 2006: Inuit, Métis and First Nations highlights how the Aboriginal population has evolved over time, says Lynda Gray, Executive Director of the Urban Native Youth Association.  And that evolution shows that education, training and employment opportunities, health and social services, and other important public resources need to be allocated in proportion with the demographics of the Aboriginal community.
StatsCan’s 2006 Census makes it clear that Aboriginal people continue to migrate to urban settings such as Vancouver (61% in BC and 54% in Canada), that they are disproportionately younger than the non-Aboriginal population (48% under the age of 25), and that the Aboriginal community continues to grow at a higher rate that of the non-Aboriginal population.

These facts are not new; they were already brought to light in the 2001 StatsCan Census report.  That leaves no excuses for ignoring the realities of urban Aboriginal peoples.  “The purpose of the Census is to better understand the demographics of various populations in Canada so that governments can better meet their needs.  This report must be used as a blueprint for future decisions regarding resource allocation for Aboriginal people,” says Gray.  “Both the Government of Canada and the Province of BC must acknowledge and respond to the needs of urban Aboriginal peoples immediately,”
Gray adds:  “Poverty continues to be a huge barrier that leaves the Aboriginal community vulnerable to poor health, homelessness and sub-standard living conditions, and to lower levels of education, training, and employment.  These underlying factors make it very difficult for Aboriginal people – youth, in particular – to take advantage of Canada’s booming economy.  “Until these core issues are meaningfully addressed, Aboriginal people will continue to experience a much lower standard of living than the average Canadian,” says Gray.
A report released in November 2007 by the Centre for the Study of Living Standards stresses the impact of this disparity by quantifying the economic loss to Canada if Aboriginal people do not progress in the economy as much as other Canadians.  The Potential Contribution of Aboriginal Canadians to Labour Force, Employment, Productivity and Output Growth in Canada, 2001-2017 indicates that Canada’s GDP would grow by $71 billion by 2017 if Aboriginal people had the same graduation rate as other Canadians.
At the recent First Ministers’ meeting, BC Premier Gordon Campbell acknowledged that graduation rates for First Nations people – which are below 50 percent across the country – are not good enough.  “It is encouraging to see that Premier Campbell understands that low graduation rates among Aboriginal youth is a national economic issue, not just an Aboriginal issue,” says Gray.  “However, the Premiers and the Prime Minister now all have to prioritize and adequately fund urban Aboriginal issues if they want to achieve any long-term sustainable change.”
For additional information, contact:

Lynda Gray, Executive Director
Urban Native Youth Association

Telephone: 604-254-7732
For more information about UNYA, see the attached backgrounder or visit www.unya.bc.ca.
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URBAN NATIVE YOUTH ASSOCIATION

The Urban Native Youth Association has been providing programs and services to Native youth in Vancouver since 1989.  We provide a continuum of advocacy, preventative and support services that respond to their short and long-term needs while providing opportunities for youth to build upon their strengths and enhance increased self-sufficiency.
UNYA offers 20 core programs, employs over 85 full and part-time staff, has 120 community partners, works with 100+ volunteers, has over 5,000 interactions with youth each year, and consistently ensures a high level of youth involvement in all aspects of our organization.  We believe that youth are the experts in their own lives and can best advise as to their current needs and goals.  

Challenges for Native Youth
While many Native youth are doing well, many more have no meaningful opportunities to help them make more positive choices in their lives.  The lack of culturally appropriate services for Native youth contributes to the high number of high school drop outs, teen pregnancy, substance abuse, sexual exploitation, and poor health.
UNYA believes that Native youth have great potential that is being stifled by external historical issues that continue to plague our community.  Until governments and other funders are willing to do things differently, there will be no real change.  Everyone keeps asking youth what they want, but very few are really listening or responding.

Building a Native Youth Centre in Vancouver

Native youth overwhelmingly support the building of a Native Youth Centre in Vancouver to create a one-stop shop where they can have many of their needs met, be safe, interact with their peers and healthy role models, and work towards achieving their goals.  UNYA is spearheading the efforts to make their wish come true.  Petro Canada and the City of Vancouver have also conditionally donated the land for the Native Youth Centre at the corner of Commercial Drive and East Hastings Street.  
However, after five years, UNYA continues to wait for the Government of Canada to co-fund this project with the Province of BC.  BC’s Minister for Children & Family Development, Tom Christensen, is waiting for the federal government to join him in funding this important project.  UNYA looks forward to making the Native Youth Centre a reality for the 2010 Olympics when we can showcase real Aboriginal culture, rather than mascots.
For more information on this important youth-driven initiative, visit www.nativeyouthcentre.ca.
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