


"REINFORCING THE SWEETGRASS ROAD" 

A Discussion Paper Prepared for: 
Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs 

Prepared by: 
Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship 

Centres ~ ~ 

September 1986 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS Page 1 

ROLE OF FRIENDSHIP 
CENTRES Page 3~ 

EXISTING CONDITIONS Page 8 

RECOMMENDAT IONS Page 11 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Nat ive people moved t o  urban areas from i s o l a t e d  communities and 

reserves i n  search o f  employment, educati,on, housing and h e a l t h  

care. As t h e i r  numbers grew, so d i d  t h e i r  understanding t h a t  the  

improved q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  they  were seeking was n o t  immediately 

a v a i l a b l e  t o  them i n  the  towns and c i t i e s  t o  which they  journeyed. 

The i r  support  systems, f r iends ,  language and c u l t u r e  d i d  n o t  journey  

w i t h  them. They were alone, isol.ated, unequipped t o  compete i n  

t h i s  new environment. Many d i r e c t e d  t h e i r  energy towards c r e a t i n g  

a "nishnawbe gamik" - an 1ridian p lace where they cou ld  be among 

friends,, and where those who had gone before  cou ld  he lp  the  new 

a r r i v a l s .  

These Ind ian  places became known as Na t i ve  F r iendsh ip  Centres and 

are  now, as then, community based-organizat ions governed and s t a f f e d ,  

f o r . t h e  most p a r t  by  Nat ive  people. They cont inue t o  p rov ide  ser -  

v ices  and support  so t h a t  Nat ive  people can b r i dge  t h e  gap, when 

they a r r i v e  i n  urban s e t t i n g s .  

As t ime passed urban Nat ive  people.wanted t o  do more than b r i dge  

the  gap t h a t  e x i s t e d  between Na t i ve  and non-Native people i n  urban 

areas. Nat ive  Fr iendsh ip  Centres were then " t o  improve the  q u a l i t y  

o f  l i f e  f o r  Nat ive  people i n  an urban environment by suppor t ing  

s e l f  determined a c t i v i t i e s  which encourage equal access to,:and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in, Canadian s o c i e t y  and which respects Na t i ve  c u l t -  

u r a l  d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s " .  



We have the difficult job of following the sweetgrass road, an 

euphemism for Native wayswhile preparing our constituents to 

live and function in a modern urban wor1.d. 

This is a decidedly difficult function without supportive and 

intergrated-initiatives from the Provincial Government. The 

time has come for us to establish a new relationship and to 

"put our minds together to see what life we can make for our 

children". 



Eight years ago, i n  May of 1978, the Ontario Federation of 

Indian Friendship Centres (OFIFC) presented a discussion 

paper, "Strangers i n  O u r  own Land", t o  the provincial govern- 

ment through the then Minister of Culture and Re~creation, the 

Honourable Robert Welch. The general theme of the paper dea l t  

w i t h   support from the Province, i n  the past ,  has been appre- 

ciated and well u t i l i zed ,  however i t  has been stop gap, shor t  

term and poorly co-ordinated". 

The paper advanced problems affect ing "urban and migrating 

Native people" and suggested t h a t  i n  order fo r inc reased ,  

co-ordinated and , re l iab le  policies and resources t o  be brought 

to  bear some meaningful and long range development had t o  occur. 

The vehicle f o r  t h i s  was t o  be a j o in t  task force eventually 

called the Ontario Task Force on Native People in an Urban 

Setting. Generally s ta ted the Task Force was established f o r  

the purposes of: 

1. Defining the issues. 
2. Gathering relevant information. 
3 .  Mobilizing exis t ing resources. 
4. Developing resources where none present ly  ex i s t .  
5. Changing policy.and leg is la t ion  i n  order t o  

provide ongoing and permanent resources. 

Dutifully the idea of t h i s  approach received Cabinet sanction and 

the "members" began a process of j o in t  response t o  urban Native 

social  conditions. Unfortunately time, energy.and resources gave 

out a f t e r  the par t ies  addressed issue def ini t ion and information 

gathering. Aspirations of "more co-ordinated and co-operative 

e f fo r t s "  to  respond posit ively t o  the needs of urban Native people 



were not to be realized through this  process^. 

Much time has passed; governments have changed, aboriginal organ- 

izations' mandates have been refocused and urban and migrating 

Native people continue to live in the worst social conditions of 

any group of citizens in this province. There is much more good 

will perceived, many more good intentions, since this time, but 

these alone will not improve social conditions, eradicate racism, 

create employment or develop effective responses to Native peoples' 

needs and aspirations. 

Change has not resulted from the process of aboriginal organiz- 

ations tabling the negative situation we find our communities and 

constituents in and outlining how poorly the government responds. 

In order for us to address an alternative approach, we would like 

to take an opportunity to describe the role of the Native Friend- 

ship Centre(s), some of our long range strategic plans.and prior- 

ities and their potential interface with the Province's policy 

framework on Native Affairs. 



ROLE OF FRIENDSHIP CENTRES 

Friendship Centres were created by Native people, who had personally 

experienced the  s t ruggle  innate i n  moving t o  urban environments. 

There a re  numerous socio-economic reasons which contributed t o  the  

development of an urban and migrating Native populations, the  most 

s ign i f ican t  of these i s  the des i re  f o r  a be t t e r  qual i ty  of l i f e .  

In the  ear ly  development of Friendship Centres (1950-1960) . - t h e i r  

purpose was simple: basic survival fo r  Native people in t h e i r  

communities. This meant providing o r  attempting t o  ident i fy  re- 

sources i n  response t o ~ n e e d s  f o r  food, she l t e r ,  clothing and always 

on a c r i s i s  intervention basis. There  was^ nei ther  the  time nor 

resources t o  indulge i n  planning, assessing or  policy development 

i n  t h i s  regard. The Friendship Centre was the  gathering place 

fo r  many Native people. 

As Native Friendship Centres continued t o  evolve,the broader issues 

re la ted t o  urban problems began t o  manifest themselves. The phenom- 

enon of regular and predictable migration from reserves and isolated 

o r  rural  communities in to  towns and c i t i e s  was recognized by other 

non-governmental organizations and in 1970, the  Canadian Council 

on Social Development published a paper e n t i t l e d ,  "People on the Move" 

on the  matter. 



Native people, with personal experiences and growing support from 

voluntary organizations and churches approached the  federal govern- 

ment fo r  some support. A t  t h i s  time i n  Friendship Centre his tory 

the general public believed Native people referred only t o  those 

l iv ing  on reserve and a s  such were the  responsibi l i ty  of the De- 

partment of Indian Affairs.  The Department, w i t h  an agressive policy 

of ass imila t ion,  removed those resources t r ad i t i ona l ly  avai lable  t o  

us.once we l e f t  the  reserve. Agencies i n  towns and c i t i e s  were 

e i t h e r  completely insensitive t o  our needs or  were re luctant  t o  pro- 

vide services s ince out of ignorance they f e l t  we were the respons- 

i b i l i t y  of the Department of Indian Affairs.  

In 1972, the  Federal Government began discussion and negotiations 

which eventually lead t o  the establishment of the  Migrating Native 

Peoples Programme. 7. . 

The programme recognized the  existence and problems of migration 

and tha t  Friendship Centres played a major par t  in addressing these 

problems, by providing basic funds fo r  the  core operations of the 

Centres. Of special significance was the  f a c t  t h a t  these funds 

recognized t h a t  Native people were c i t i zens  of Canada and were pro- 

vided fo r  the purpose of c i t izenship development. They were i n  no 

way intended t o  represent an extension of the  Federal Government's 

responsibi l i ty  t o  Native people under the  Bri t ish  North America Act. 



Although the Friendship Centres initially received the announce- 

ment of this programme with relief, we were~addled with the full 

responsibility of resolving the complex issues and problems of 

migrating Native people and incorporating this group into the 

social and cultural fabric of communities to which we were migrat- 

ing. We were expected to perform this function on minimal oper- 

ations funds and i n  some.caseswith non-existent resources from 
A- - ~ the provin~ces and municipalities. ~ 

Nevertheless, the work of Friendship Centres began in earnest. 

With inexperienced and often poorly trained Native staff, we 

began to identify and respond to the needs of migrating Native 

people in the general areas of: 

1. Counsel 1 ing and referral. 
2. Social and recreational programmes. 
3. Cultural awareness programmes. 
4. Community development and community awareness. 

Given the obviously limited resources at their disposal, the 

Centres were surprisingly effective in coping with and even in some 

cases constructively alleviating the problems. 

The success of the movement hinged on the fact that even though 

the focal point changed from a private home to a social agency, 

this agency was still operated on an informal basis providing a 

home-1 i ke atmosphere. 



As a r e su l t  of the effectiveness of the Centres i n  reaching so 

many people and coping w i t h  so many problems, pressures t o  increase 

the i r  services came from a multitude of sources. Some of these 

were the private agencies who could not themselves reach the people 

or  cope with t h e i r  problems and worked closely with the Centres. 

Others were the government departments who were attempting t o  

devise ways and means of coping with an increased migration t o  

urban centres b u t  were themselves too bureaucratized t o  o f f e r  a 

relevant service,  and f i n a l l y  the people themselves who came t o  

the c i t i e s  and faced a multitude of problems i n  so doing. 

Throughout the 1970s the Centres, while faced with pressures of 

coping with the expectancies of the society-and government-and 

continuing t o  provide a meaningful service t o  i t s  c l i en t s ,  were 

a lso pressured to  res t ructure  t h e i r  Boards to  include more Natives 

and to  place the decision-making process in the hands of the 

Natives. As these developments occurred the Friendship Centres 

continued to  expand the i r  role  and mandate. They were now a place 

where one could go f o r  basic survival support, counsel1 ing, cu l t -  

ural reinforcement, t ra ining,  and t o  a place t h a t  seemed l i k e  home 

i n  t h i s  "foreign land". 

No one could have predicted the everiincreasing numbers of Native 

people who would come to  an urban environment. Approximately 

fo r ty  percent (40%) of a l l  s t a tu s  Indians in Ontario l i v e  off  

reserve and of course, the Metis and non-status Indians, most of 

whom l i v e  off reserves. B u t w i t h  escalating migration-and 



generations of Native people now being born in urban environments 

the role of the Friendship Centre-was to be repriorized and re- 

focused once again. Training, employment development and cultural 

reinforcement programmes have become.higher priorities~. Friend- 

ship Centres continue to extend the: helping hand to those who come 

seeking the good life unequipped to compete and unable to communi- 

cate but now have a much greater role to play as community animators 

and cultural preservors. 

As Friendship Centres continue on the next part of our journey, 

we have established some "long range strategic plansu. These in- 

cliide: 

" Development of Diversified Funding Base (through the 
expansion of existing services and programmes; private 
sector support; increased and expanded federal/provincial 
support; capital acquisition; Task Force response and 
development of a federal/provincial - Friendship Centre 
co-ordinating mechanism). 

O Forecasting and Controlled Growth of Friendship Centres 
(through the identification of short and long term 
community need; support for the development of specific 
urban Native services and programmes other than Friend- 
ship Centres and development of district or regional 
services). 

Technical Development (through increased training, tele- 
communications; computers ; employment development) . 

Inorder to address these priorities the Friendship Centres have 

adopted the following principles: 



O t ha t  there be provincial recognition of "Native Friendship 
Centres as  legit imate Urban Native ins t i tu t ions  responding 
t o  the needs of Native people"; 

O t ha t  included i n k h i s  recognition should be p r ~ v , ~ n c d a l  
recognition of "the cul tural  environment of Friendship 
Centres"; 

O t ha t  local control and direct ion of Friendship Centres 
must be respected and manifested by funding mechanism; 

O t ha t  support to  Friendship Centres from community and 
:%.funding agencies should be adequate t o  ensure an accept- 

able qual i ty  of service t o  each community; 

O t ha t  the. nature and level of exis t ing federal and provincial 
funding should not decrease; 

O t ha t  there be more of a recognition and focus on develop- 
ment of human resources within the cfimunities served by 
Friendship Centres; 

O t h a t  the Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres 
should be provided w i t h  greater  core support without dim- 
inishing monies available t o  the Friendship Centres; 

O t ha t  Friendship Centres be involved in urban/off reserve 
self-government discussions5including negotiation of 
service  agreements and resource p r i o r i t i e s ;  

O that-Friendship Centres be involved in the design, imple-- 
;imentation, delivery and review of human services to  ensure 

cultural  appropriateness; 

O t ha t  a federal/provincial conference on urban Native people 
occur. 

EXISTING CONDITIONS 

In reviewing the f i v e  point Native Affairs policy framework there  

i s  no doubt t ha t  there i s  c lear ly  the a b i l i t y  f o r  Native Friendship 

Centres t o  achieve t h e i r  goals_within t h i s  framework. However, 

f o r  the Friendship Centres and the Provincial Government to  jo in t ly  

achieve what we have respectively s e t  out for  ourselves requires 

planning, co-ordination and-of course, Pes6urces. 



I t  i s  f o r  these reasons tha t  we have prepared t h i s  discussion paper 

and have outlined the need for  us t o  meet. In identifying our 

plans and understanding the framework, i n  which we can expect you 

t o  reac t ,  we have established a  foundation from which planning can 

occur. 

There is much to  be done, many areas require a t ten t ion ,  however i t  

i s  those areas where few o r  no resources ex i s t , t ha t  we would urge 

you t o  address f i r s t .  We must rea l ize  t h a t  while the po l i t i c s  of 

organizational mandates, self-government, e tc . ,  are  important, 

every day needs around education, health and-.employment must be 

simul taneoujl y  addressed. 

We have been encouraged, in the past ,  to  contact individual min- 

i s t r i e s  w i t h  spec i f ic  requests and concerns t ha t  f a l l  within t h e i r  

purview. We are  making a  concerted: e f f o r t  t o  do so ,  however, often 

find tha t  they a re  unable t o  meet our needs. Individual minis t r ies  

s t i l l  tend to  view Native issues in  the context of t h e i r  pol ic ies  

f o r  a l l  people. This incongruity with the Native a f f a i r s  policy 

framework makes the process most f rus t ra t ing ;  par t icular ly  when 

coupled with a  matter t h a t  has impact in more than one area.of  the 

Ministry. Pr ior i ty  i n i t i a t i v e s  for  Native women, Native youth, 

Native alcohol,  drug and solvent issues don't  lend themselves t o  

approaching one Ministry or  even one division w i t h i n  a  s ingle  m i n -  

i s t r y .  Rather than belabour the issue,  the Ontario Federation of 

Indian Friendship Centres will propose a  recommendation, i n  response 

t o  t h i s  concern, l a t e r  i n  t h i s  paper. 



Another major concern, i n  regards t o  the exist ing s i t ua t ion ,  is 

tha t  of co-ordination. In the past year o r  so, no improvements 

in:intergovernmental co-ordination have been perceived by 

Native Friendship Centres. We have not been "consulted" i n  

regards to  roles ,  respons ib i l i t i es ,  p r i o r i t i e s  of any such 

co-ordination bodies l i k e  the Office of Native Affairs Policy. 

As Friendship Centres we experienced l i t t l e  success when we turned 

t o  t h i s  body and the Minister Responsible f o r  Native Affairs to  

a id  the t ransfer  of the Native Community Development Worker Prog- 

ramme and the problems in regards t o  the Child and Family Services 

Act and i t s  lack of recognition of an urban Native population. 

We will propose a recommendation(s) i n  regards to  the lack of an 

e f fec t ive  co-ordination body l a t e r  i n  the paper. 

As we outlined e a r l i e r ,  good intention alone, will  not r e su l t  in 

necessary po l ic ies ,  programmes and resources so v i ta l  fo r  urban 

and migrating Native people. While there are  numerous spec i f ic  

concerns, the needs of urban Native people a r e  well documented i n  

the f inal  Task Force on Native People in an Urban Sett ing report ,  

"Native People i n  Urban Sett ings" and we will recommend tha t  t h i s  

be i n i t i a l l y  used t o  plan and pr ior ize  our response t o  these unmet 

needs. 



RECOMMENDATIONS 

We have identified several areas thus far, where recommendations 

from.our perspective, are necessary. There are additional'areas 

which will also be raised in this section as well. Many specific 

concerns have a1 ready been raised with individual ministries, or 

will be at some future point. 

1. That the CabinetLCommi ttee on Native Affairs (CCNA) ,  through 
Cabinet, adopt a policy which requires each Ministry of the 

Prov3ncial Government, and Management Board, to prepare a 

plan of action outlining their internal priorities and pro- 

cesses for resolution of Native issues. Specifically, the 

plan of action should be developed;ih..concert with Native 

: . organizations and should include short and long'-Eange prior- 

ities and a clearly defined process for communication and 

issue resolution. 

Further, these plans of action should be public and progress 

should be monitored by CCNA through a regular reporting pro- 

cess. 

2. That, in concert with the above, the Cabinet Committee on 

Native Affairs direct the Office of Native Affairs Policy 

to develop a conflict resolution process so that issues 

which require inter-ministerial co-operation can be success- 

fully facilitated and further that this process be supported 

by individual ministries. 



3. That Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs meet at least once 

every twelve months with the Ontario Federation of Indian 

Friendship Centres (OFIFC) to address substantive issues of 

concern to urban and migrating Native people and that a more 

frequent involvement with the Minister Responsible for 

Native Affairs and relevant policy bodies occur. 

4. That the final report of the Ontario Task Force on Native 

People in an Urban Setting, "Native People in Urban Settings", 

be used to begin to develop positive responses to ameliorate 

urban Native social conditions. 

5. That Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs institute a require- 

ment for individual ministriesrto present annual financial 

estimates in regards to specific Native initiatives so that 

requests for enrichment, expansion or new programmes can be 

supported collectively. 

6. That an aboriginal people's employment programme be implemented 

including throughout the public service. 

7. That Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs support the-core 

funding programme for provincial Native organizations being 

developed jointly by the Ministry of Citizenship and Culture 

and those core funded organizations and more particularly the 

provision of new monies for these groups. 



8. That Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs direct that re- 

sources be provided to the OFIFC and individual Native 

Friendship Centres to implement,alcohol, drug and substance 

abuse programming for urban and migrating Native people. 

9. That Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs undertake a federal- 

provincial conference on urban Native people to clarify the 

jurisdictional roles and responsibilities for Native people 

in the urban and non-reserve settings and to examine the 

fiscal arrangements involving-the Established Programmes 

Financing Act, Canada Assistance Plan and such social prog- 

rammes as are relevant to determine whether spesific portions 

can be provided directly to the individual Native Friendship 

Centres for their services. 

10.. That the Cabinet Committee on Native Affairs encourage the 

Ontario Government to support institutional self-government 

arrangements for Native Friendship Centres and further that 

this negotiation process invo1Se:all relevant parties. 


