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While Canada may rank among the top five countries in the world in terms of the quality of life of its citizens, the situation is drastically different for many Aboriginal people living in Canada.  In 2003, Canada ranked 8th on the United Nations Human Development Index – a standardized index of the quality of life for a country’s citizens – this ranking would drop to 48th if it were recalculated solely for Canada’s Status Indian population. 

According to the 2001 Census, almost half (494,095) of the 976,305 people identifying themselves as members of at least one of Canada’s Aboriginal groups, that is, North American Indian, Métis or Inuit, resided in urban areas.  There is a rapid change occurring in the urban/rural Aboriginal dynamic, where 70% of all Aboriginal people in Canada now living off-reserve.  Almost 20% (175,760) live in five cities: Winnipeg, Edmonton, Vancouver, Calgary and Toronto.

Over the last 20 years, the urban Aboriginal population in Canada has been growing steadily.  In some cases, particularly in the larger cities, the Aboriginal population has more than doubled.  Population forecasts suggest that the urban Aboriginal population will continue to grow.  Although opportunities are often plentiful in Canadian cities, urban life can present difficult challenges, particularly for Aboriginal people.  Studies conducted throughout the past decade reveal that urban Aboriginal people are much more likely to experience chronic levels of poverty, unemployment, homelessness and health complications.

Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD) Urban Aboriginal Population 
The Aboriginal population in the GVRD (which includes Vancouver and surrounding municipalities) is large, growing, and relatively young. Over 36,000 Aboriginal people lived in the GVRD in 2001, accounting for over 20% of all Aboriginal people in British Columbia. This represents an 18% increase in the Aboriginal population in the GVRD since 1996, compared to a 5% increase in the non-Aboriginal population over the same time.  It is likely that a portion of this reported increase in population growth can be attributed to a growing awareness of Aboriginal identity or what is referred to as “ethnic mobility”, in addition to an increase in actual growth rates (Statistics Canada 2005).  However, even after accounting for this factor, the Aboriginal population in Vancouver is likely increasing at twice the rate of the non-Aboriginal population.
The Urban Aboriginal Strategy: A Community-Based Approach

To address these growing and serious concerns, in 1998, the Government of Canada launched the Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS). The UAS uses a collaborative approach, bringing together various federal, provincial and municipal partners, along with Aboriginal organizations to develop and implement projects to address the socio-economic needs of the urban Aboriginal population. 

Community engagement is a driving principle of the UAS, and the delivery of the strategy was designed using a community-based approach. For instance, each UAS city have the ability to structure and define the composition of their own steering committee, and also the autonomy to design and implement their own strategic plans. 

It was recognized that no single actor – government, voluntary or private sector – can effectively address urban Aboriginal issues alone. With well-developed programs and activities already in place in several of the UAS cities, communities were recognized as the best "location" for different stakeholders to join forces, build partnerships, attract investments and ensure coordination of efforts among service-providers. Moreover, as the nature of issues affecting urban Aboriginal people vary widely and are complex, not only among regions but also within communities, a flexible approach was needed. 

Community-based local solutions reflect local realities and needs and can form the basis of an appropriate and effective response. Central to this community-based approach is the involvement of urban Aboriginal organizations, particularly those organizations providing front-line services, and individuals who are working in partnership with all levels of government and indeed the broader community to address complex broad issues.  Indeed, building capacity within urban Aboriginal organizations at the local level, and developing partnerships within the urban Aboriginal community and with others, are among the objectives of the UAS.
Launching the Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS)

There is not a ”one-size-fits-all” approach; instead the UAS is designed to be a flexible, ”bottom-up,” community-based process that supports projects and priorities identified by local community members. The UAS approach embodies innovation in government, given that community members participate in the decision making process along side government members. 

The UAS was structured to help communities build on their successes and focus on broadening and strengthening partnerships across the federal government, as well as increasing the participation of all levels of government and the private and voluntary sectors. 

Pilot projects have been initiated in twelve urban centres: Vancouver and Prince George, British Columbia;  Calgary, Edmonton, and Lethbridge, Alberta; Saskatoon, Regina, and Prince Albert, Saskatchewan; Winnipeg and Thompson, Manitoba; and Toronto and Thunder Bay, Ontario. The pilot projects were intended to test new ideas on how to better respond, through partnership, to the local needs of urban Aboriginal people. 

Collaboration continues to be the driving force behind the UAS. With partnerships now solidified, each of the UAS cities are in the process of launching innovative strategic plans that will provide long-term solutions to address the needs of urban Aboriginals across Canada. 

