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Executive Summary

This paper explores the relationship between Aboriginal individuals, Aboriginal Peoples and city
life, as well as the policy implications of that relationship.  We set this discussion in the context
of the new focus on cities as central to Canada’s economic and social well-being.

In our view, there are four key characteristics of the current policy milieu.  First, is the
jurisdictional maze that both contributes to and is an outcome of how we have defined the urban
Aboriginal problematique.  This maze is constructed both through our federal system and
through the confounding and conflicting distinctions that past policy and jurisprudence have
applied to Aboriginal Peoples and Aboriginal people.

The second element is that we are developing a more nuanced understanding of the
characteristics of Aboriginal people living in cities.  From a policy perspective, it is crucial that
we recognize that the urban Aboriginal population in Canada is not distinct from the “non-
urban.”  They are interconnected in terms of mobility, culture and politics.  As we look at
individual cities, it is important that we inform policy choices by acknowledging that, in many
cases, the population is neither ghettoized nor uniformly disadvantaged.  There is capacity in the
population as a result of increasing levels of education and the emergence of a middle class.
This means that we need to think about the urban Aboriginal policy agenda as focusing on more
than poverty and social dislocation, although those remain important.  Issues of culture and
recognition are also central.

The third element of our nascent policy understanding is the (re)emergence of a more holistic
understanding of what makes cities vital and how urban policy processes need to work.  We refer
here to the emergence of the governance paradigm and an increasing understanding that, even
from the perspective of national policy, locally-driven initiatives can be very responsive to
immediate problems.  The National Homelessness Initiative, the Interim Report of the Sgro Task
Force and the Urban Aboriginal Strategy all point to the idea that a good collaborative
relationship between the federal government and the local community can also build additional
policy understanding and capacity at both levels.

We conclude by offering some suggested approaches for federal policy development related to
Canada’s urban Aboriginal fact.  We recommend that the federal government take the lead by
dealing with some of the fundamental issues related to Aboriginal distinctions – Status and non-
Status issues and the access of Métis and non-Status Indians to federal programs.  Also
fundamental is the need for the federal government to engage actively with and provide
appropriate support to all First Nations governments as they deal more directly with their off-
reserve people.

As for the challenges of social cohesion and diversity, the demographic profile of Aboriginal
people in cities suggests that special efforts should be placed on initiatives that respond to the
circumstances of Aboriginal women, youth and children in cities.  We suggest that urban
Aboriginal service initiatives emphasize equitable access to services, rather than requiring status-
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blind approaches.  A focus on labour force preparation and support and on ameliorating pressing
housing issues for the urban Aboriginal population will enhance the economic circumstances of
the urban Aboriginal population and the economic and social prospects of Canadian cities
themselves.  The Government of Canada can also play a constructive role by fostering inter-
cultural understanding between Aboriginal people and others, and by supporting urban
Aboriginal service providers as they attempt to learn from each other and build their capacity.

Finally, we examine two institutional options the federal government might use to exercise the
policy and program leadership required – both horizontally, within the federal government, and
vertically, in the intergovernmental context.  These are:  appointment of a new Minister of
Aboriginal Relations with responsibility for overall policy leadership on Aboriginal matters,
including the urban dimension; or, alternatively expanding the mandate of the current Minister of
Indian Affairs and Northern Development specifically to include urban matters.  We conclude
that the first option, recommended originally by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, is
more appropriate to meet the goal of improving the conditions of Aboriginal people in urban
communities (and, by extension, elsewhere) and to foster healthy and prosperous cities.


