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Chapter 1

I N T RO D U C T I O N

1.1 Case Studies of Six Toronto Aboriginal
Support Services Council (TASSC) Organizations
As part of the traditional territory of the Mississauga of the New Credit,
Toronto has a long history of being a place of Aboriginal hunting and
fishing, social gathering, and trade. More recently as part of the larger
national trend in Aboriginal urbanization, Aboriginal people have
been moving to Toronto since the early 1950s. According to the 2006
Census, the Greater Toronto Area has the largest (31,910) Aboriginal
population of any city in Ontario, comprising 13% of all Aboriginal
people in Ontario. According to Aboriginal service providers however, Toronto’s Aboriginal population is presently estimated at 70,000
residents. (Toronto’s Racial Diversity, 2013) In comparing Census data
over time, we also see that the Aboriginal population has grown by
33% since 2001 and has more than doubled its size since the 1981
population count of 13,015. This significant degree of movement and
growth has lead to the establishment of a diversity of Aboriginal organizations. These community and culturally-based organizations have
been designed to respond to the many needs of the Toronto Aboriginal
community and in the process are forming an integrated network of
Aboriginal governance in the city.
In recognition of the need for research into the nature of the
Aboriginal population of Toronto the Toronto Aboriginal Support
Services Council (TASSC) sponsored a major research project in 2008.
TASSC is a non-profit organization composed of senior representatives of Aboriginal agencies whose primary activity is the delivery of
services to Aboriginal people in the GTA.
Chapter 1: Introduction
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The Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP) is the largest and
most comprehensive study of Aboriginal people in Toronto ever conducted. The TARP is distinctive in that its approach to research is
community-based. That is, the research is overseen from start to finish
by representatives of the Toronto Aboriginal community. The study
was overseen by the TARP Research Steering Committee composed of
members of TASSC in partnership with other organizations. The TARP
Steering Committee consisted of the following members:
§§ Kenn Richard, Co-chair, Native Child and Family Services of Toronto
§§ Jean-Paul Restoule, Co-chair, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education,
University of Toronto
§§ Andrea Chrisjohn, Council Fire Native Cultural Centre
§§ Francis Sanderson, Nishnawbe Homes
§§ Larry Frost, Native Canadian Centre of Toronto
§§ Art Zoccole, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations
§§ Christa Big Canoe, Kimberly Murray and Jonathan Rudin, Aboriginal
Legal Services of Toronto
§§ Harvey Manning, Na-Me-Res
§§ Kerry Potts, ImagiNATIVE Film Festival
§§ Mae Maracle, City of Toronto
§§ Magda Smolewski, Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs
§§ Gavin Shaw, Ministry of Children and Youth Services
§§ Jeff Westlake and Jerren Corbiere, Office of the Federal Interloctor
for Métis and Non-Status Indians
§§ Barbra Macgibbon, City of Toronto Homelessness Partnership Initiative
§§ Don McCaskill, Research Director, Mukwa Associates
§§ Kevin Fitzmaurice, Research Associate, Mukwa Associates

The recently released (2011) Toronto Aboriginal Research Project Final
Report (TARP) included a ‘case study’ analysis of six TASSC organizations in Toronto. (McCaskill, FitzMaurice and Cidro, 2011)
1. Native Canadian Centre of Toronto (NCCT)
2. Toronto Council Fire Native Culture Centre
3. Nishnawbe Homes Inc
4. Native Child and Family Services Toronto (NCFST)
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5. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations
6. Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto (ALST)

Using key-informant interviews, focus groups, documentation review,
and on-site/participant observation methods, the TARP case study
research focused on the successes, challenges and overall functioning
of the organizations. The general topics of inquiry included:
§§ Overall nature of the organization
§§ History of the organization
§§ Structure/staffing of the organization
§§ Programs/activities of the organization
§§ Funding of the organization
§§ Relations internally and with other organizations
within the Toronto Aboriginal community
§§ Organizational culture
§§ Successes of the organization
§§ Important issues/challenges of the organization

Through the articulation of key themes and observations, this case
study report attempts to provide both a ‘snapshot in time’ of the
participant organizations so as to assist in strategic planning, staff orientation, and program review, as well as an overview of key themes
in urban Aboriginal organizational development and Aboriginal selfgovernment in Toronto.
A Case Study Scenario is included at the end of each case study focusing on a particular issue facing the organization. The scenario question
is designed to stimulate thinking as to how to address the issue.
Five key organizational themes relating to governance, culture, funding and reporting, employee satisfaction and volunteerism, and
complex client needs emerged as part of this work.
1

Organizational role in urban Aboriginal governance

Through their leadership in their individual sectors and through their
efforts to coordinate their services and collaborate politically through
their membership on TASSC, all six organizations reviewed play a role in
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the movement to urban Aboriginal community governance in Toronto.
Moreover, in the delivery of culturally-based, Aboriginal controlled programs and services these organizations are accountable to the Toronto
Aboriginal community in a diversity of ways including: their respective
Board of Directors, Elders Councils, close client-staff community relations, Annual Meetings and overall ‘open door’ policies.
2

Cultural-based organizational structure and service delivery

All organizations have a meaningful presence of Aboriginal culture(s)
through the inclusion of Elders, teachings, and medicines as part of the
daily work practice. Culture is also at the heart of program and service
delivery through the holistic manner in which services are provided.
3

Funding and reporting challenges

All organizations reported a diversity of multiple, short-term, and often
unstable funding partners (mostly governments), which results in a
heavy burden of reporting, evaluations, annually re-applying, searching for new funding sources in case existing programs are cancelled, and
ultimately in underfunded programs and unmet community needs.
4

Employee satisfaction and high participation of volunteers

Overall, organizational employees reported a high degree of professional satisfaction relating to culturally-based, non-hierarchical human
resource management practices and a sense of purpose in their work.
The case studies revealed a common organizational ethos of care,
helpfulness, and collaboration, which contributed to a high degree of
employee commitment and dedication to clients. Moreover, all organizations accessed a large number of community volunteers who are equally
committed to helping clients and contributing to the community.
5

Complex client challenges

This work pointed to the prevalence of complex client cases where
community members suffered from a combination of interconnected
challenges relating to intergenerational trauma such as: mental health
problems, addictions, substance abuse, cultural loss, and identity
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confusion. These challenges were exasperated by the stresses of poverty that clients commonly experience.

1.2 Summary of Case Studies
The Native Canadian Centre of Toronto (NCCT) is considered a
Friendship Centre, and is a member of the National Association of
Friendship Centre. It is oldest Aboriginal organization in Toronto and
has played an integral role in not only the development of the Aboriginal
community in general, but also in the development of many of the
Aboriginal organizations as that exist today. The NCCT has existed in
several buildings in Toronto, and is currently housed on Spadina Road.
It began in the 1950s as the Toronto Indian Club, which served primarily as a social and cultural club. It evolved to become a formal center
and in 1960 as the Canadian Indian Centre. From there, it began offering social services to the Aboriginal population such as hospital visits,
court worker services, housing services and addictions counselling.
The evolution of the organization continued as it began to increase
their community role in providing housing, employment, child welfare
and legal services, much of which grew out of the NCCT and began
operating as independent services. In the 1980s, the NCCT restructured
and renewed their focus by looking at making better use of the centre
for cultural, social and drop in activities, developing a referral service,
promoting positive images of Aboriginal people to the City of Toronto,
and focusing on leadership development. More recently, the center has
developed a gift shop as an independent revenue source.
With a staff of 55 employees, the NCCT is currently restructuring to
reduce the amount of direct social service provision to the community
in order to focus on the enhancement of its cultural program delivery.
The NCCT is guided by a vision towards building a healthy, selfdetermining, and empowered urban Aboriginal community by living,
learning and celebrating Aboriginal culture. As an organization it seeks
to ‘honor Aboriginal knowledge and traditions, integrating the spirit of
youth and Elders, and fostering the development of healthy families’.
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NCCT cultural programming includes hand drumming, storytelling,
regalia making, dance styles, Cree and Anishnawbe language lessons,
beading classes and Thursday night socials. As well, there are a number
of related programs including:
§§ The Visiting Schools program which delivers educational and cultural
presentations to classrooms 20-30 times per month across the GTA
§§ The Dodem Kanonhsa program which provides Aboriginal and nonAboriginal (AAND) employees the opportunity to seek guidance and
teachings from Native Elders and Teachers
§§ The Aboriginal Circle of Life program which provides services to traditional
and non-traditional Elders and people with disabilities in the community
§§ The Youth program which seeks to engage Aboriginal youth in Toronto
through oral story-telling, literacy, dance, performance, multi-media
and visual art so as to promote positive identities through cultural
knowledge building

The case study further revealed a number of key organizational
themes including, the enhancement of organizational independence
through deficit reduction and independent revenue generation, which
has occurred as part of a reduction in the delivery of social services
through a re-focusing on cultural programming. Moreover, this case
study revealed high degrees of employee satisfaction and the fostering
of a sense of family within the organization as part of a culturally-based
organizational ethos.
Some challenges nonetheless emerged relating to the changing client
base from those experiencing poverty and related social challenges to
the experiencing economic success and looking to participate in cultural activities, with some community members expressing a sense of
being left behind. This was particularly evident in the declining participation of Aboriginal youth at the center.
Toronto Council Fire Native Culture Centre plays an important role
for Aboriginal people in Toronto and can be considered a model for
the delivery of cultural based programming, evident both in the
types of programs offered as well in the way in which it functions
as an organization.

14

TORONTO ABORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT

In 1978, Council Fire was established in response to the unmet needs
of Aboriginal people who were struggling in the downtown core area.
The first location of Council Fire was the All Saints Anglican Church at
Dundas and Sherbourne. This location was in a strategic location and
was already housing a drop in centre and clothing depot. It was also
a location where many Native clients were frequenting to access services. In 1997, Council Fire moved into their current space at Dundas
and Parliament and over the years Council Fire has grown to include
over a hundred community volunteers, forty staff, and a diversity of
social service programs.
Council Fire is organized around a traditional, non-hierarchical lodge
approach that includes several sectors such as health, counseling,
child and family, youth, education, and gathering. At the centre of the
sectors is a core management team. With a mandate to ‘provide counseling, material assistance and other direct services to First Nations
people as well as to encourage and enhance spiritual growth’, each of
the organizational sectors provides a number of programs:
§§ The Health Sector delivers the Aboriginal Healing and Wellness Strategy
program (AHWS) and the Life Long Care program (LLCP)
§§ The Counseling Sector delivers child and family services as well as
individual support services for those experiencing incarceration,
probation and parole
§§ The Child and Family Sector is comprised of two main programs, the
prenatal nutrition program (PNP) and the family nurturing program (FNP)
§§ The Youth Sector has three programs, the Little Embers, Akwe:go, and
Wasa-Nabin. All three of these programs provide culturally-based activities
to Aboriginal youth and children aged 7-18 years old
§§ The Education Sector offers the First Nations Skills Development and
Training Program (FNSDTP), the Literacy Basic Skills program (LBS),
Academic Upgrading, and Special Projects Training, and lastly
§§ The Gathering Place provides a drop-in space that seeks to meet basic
community members including daily meals, life skills training, laundry and
shower facilities, clothing, employment and training, resume development,
counseling support, specialized counseling workshops, information
referrals, identification, health, bus services, and case management
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Two overarching themes, which emerged from this case study are the
importance of traditional culture embedded in the organization and
the critical role played by community volunteers. Culture is expressed
in all aspects of the organization from visual depictions of artwork, to
the use of ceremony during meetings to the behavior of the management and staff. Many of the staff began in Council Fire as clients, then
became volunteers and then moved into staff positions. Often clients
feel compelled to volunteer for the organization because they see it as
returning the service they have received. This type of ‘giving back’ and
‘adoption’ is a part of the Aboriginal culture at Council Fire. Staff and
management believe that providing a loving and nurturing environment has been an important part of Council Fire’s success and loyal
clients and volunteers. Council Fire takes a ‘womb to tomb’ approach
in working with community members by providing important services
from the prenatal stage to the elderly stages of life. They rely heavily
on volunteers, and in many cases, volunteers are mentored to become
Council Fire staff. Much of the programming relates to building capacity amongst community members through education, training and
development, cultural identity building, and advocacy.
The lack of adequate government funding combined with a heavy
administrative burden of reporting and evaluation was also identified
as an important stress on organizational capacity. This theme was further discussed in relation to government program funding instability,
the need for annual renewal applications and regular program cancellations that create significant challenges to service delivery.
And lastly, the importance of collaboration and partnerships
was identified as a key to organizational success. Council Fire has over
150 partnerships with various organizations, which enables them
to effectively make use of limited funding and to limit the duplication
of services.
Nishnawbe Homes is a non-profit housing organization that has
a strong reputation for providing safe, secure, and affordable housing for Aboriginal people in Toronto. The origins of Nishnawbe
Homes Inc. can be understood as part of the larger public housing
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movement to provide housing opportunities for specific populations
under a ‘geared to income’ or GI model. Today most social housing
programs are run through individual community, non-profit agencies like Nishnawbe Homes Inc.
Nishnawbe Homes was formed in 1984 by a group of concerned citizens who felt that the City of Toronto was not meeting the specific
housing needs of Aboriginal people. In 1986 Nishnawbe Homes was
allocated 49 units from the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
under the Urban Native Housing Program. Over the years, the number
of units has grown in response to increases in demand for affordable
Aboriginal housing. With input from prospective tenants, Elders and
community members, Nishnawbe Homes has developed forty-nine
units spread across ten properties in the City of Toronto.
In 2007, Nishnawbe Homes purchased and renovated a 62 unit building called Zhaawnong Gamik, or the Church Street South House. This
building houses the main administration. In recent years, Nishnawbe
Homes has formed partnerships with other organizations such as
Miziwe Biik Development Corporation for the establishment of additional units; however the demand for affordable Aboriginal housing
still far outweighs the supply.
In terms of guiding principles, Nishnawbe Homes considers affordable
housing to be essential to the quality of life for Aboriginal community members. Tenancy is inclusive of all Native people and tenants are
encouraged to participate in an open governance model. As well tenants are treated equally despite different levels of income. In many ways
as possible the same rules apply to rent-geared-to-income households
as to market-rent households and the same opportunities are available.
The case study revealed a number of key organizational themes including:
§§ The importance of Aboriginal cultures in the delivery of housing services
to community members
§§ The high value placed on inter-agency cooperation and social service referrals
§§ The challenges associated with funding shortages and attempting to meet
the high demand for Aboriginal housing as a small organization with
limited capacity
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§§ The move to more self-sustainable revenue generation through the provision
of housing to Aboriginal students
§§ The difficulty in accessing and retaining qualified Aboriginal staff

As one of Toronto’s largest Aboriginal organizations and as a member
of the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC), Native
Child and Family Services of Toronto (NCFST) plays a key role in
urban Aboriginal community governance in Toronto. With a vision to
‘provide a life of quality, well-being, caring and healing for our children
and families in the Toronto Native Community’ which is ‘culturallybased and which respects the supreme values of Native people, the
extended family, and the right to self-determination’, NCFST was one
of the first Aboriginal organizations in Ontario to take control of child
and family support services to Aboriginal people in 1988 and is now
one, among only a handful of other Aboriginal organizations across
Ontario, that provides child welfare protection services in addition to a
diverse array of supportive programs.
In 2004, after almost 20 years of negotiating a mandate under the
Ontario Child and Family Services Act, NCFST became a full Children’s
Aid Society in addition to its existing Support Services. Over this time
it has gone from an $80,000 budget with two staff to an Agency of 180
staff and a service budget of over $20 million. Integrating services in
this way allows NCFST to offer a full range of child and family services to the Aboriginal community in a way that is respectful, culturally
appropriate, and which applies the intimate community and client
knowledge of NCFST workers to all aspects of Child Welfare. In taking full control of Aboriginal Child Welfare in this way, NCFST has
endeavored to provide the best possible care to Aboriginal children and
families in Toronto, while also taking an important step towards urban
Aboriginal self-determination and governance within this sector.
In the area of Support Services, NCFST offers a diverse array of culturally-based, supportive, and integrative services designed to help
Aboriginal families stay healthy and strong and to prevent the need for
alternative care away from a child’s immediate family.
Through the delivery of programs and services such as integrative counseling, Head Start, family enrichment, youth camps, drop-in centers,
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outreach, traditional cultural education and training, and parent and
youth councils, NCFST promotes positive Aboriginal cultural identities
and strengthens Aboriginal families with the end goal of eliminating
the need for child protection services.
Child Welfare is the provincially licensed or mandated portion of
NCFST’s program dedicated to the investigation and assessment of
the risk of abuse and/or neglect to Aboriginal children in the City of
Toronto. This area of responsibility monitors and provides services to
families where there is substantiated risk of harm or neglect of children.
In those cases, where the risk is too great to support children in the care
of their parents, the Child Welfare program provides alternative care
for these children and provides workers to support the needs of these
children while in care. The specific programs provided under the Child
Welfare Program include:
§§ Intake Services
§§ Family Services
§§ Children’s Services
§§ In Care Resources and Adoptions

Several themes relating to the importance of culture in the NCFST
organizational structure and delivery of programs and services, urban
Aboriginal governance, and funding challenges emerged throughout
this case study. As found in the other TASSC organizations highlighted
in this work, the meaningful presence of Aboriginal culture(s) within the organization through the inclusion of Elders, teachings, and
medicines are part of the daily organizational practice. Culture was
found to be at the heart of NCFST programming through the holistic
manner in which services are provided to meet the needs of those
at different stages of life and to include the care of a person’s body,
mind, and spirit. The prioritization of extended families within the
Aboriginal community for child placement was also understood as an
important expression of Aboriginal culture within the organization
As one of Toronto’s largest Aboriginal organizations, NCFST plays an
important role in the movement to Aboriginal community governance in Toronto through its control of Aboriginal child and family
support and child welfare services in Toronto, and its advocacy work
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with partner organizations and through its membership with the
Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC).
In addition to the core provincial funding which is provided to all
mandated Children’s Aid Societies in Ontario, NCFST also accesses 60
separate funding envelopes, which support a vast array of child and
family programs and services. This ability to access this many funding envelopes point to both the extensive organizational capacity of
NCFST as well as to the many challenges associated with this type of
funding complexity, including the heavy burden of reporting to multiple funders, the continuous need to re-apply annually for multiple
programs, extensive program evaluations, as well as the need to search
for new funding sources when existing programs are cancelled.
The organizational challenges relating to clients with multiple, interrelated problems emerged as an important theme in this case study.
Client mental health challenges, addictions, substance abuse, cultural
loss, and identity confusion function to create complex and difficult
cases with high incidences of child neglect and family violence.
This case study did also highlight the resiliency of NCFST clients and
the dedication that they have to live a better life and build healthy
families as an important theme.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is a leader in providing essential
anti-discrimination advocacy and social services for the two-spirited
community in Toronto.
It was envisioned in 1989 as an organization that would ‘create a place
where Aboriginal two-spirited people can grow and learn together as
a community, fostering a positive self-sufficient image’. Today it has
developed into an organization which provides HIV/AIDS services to
two-spirited people affected by HIV/AIDS. As well, 2-Spirited People
of the 1st Nations works with both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
agencies to address homophobia and related forms of discrimination.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is a relatively small organization
with only 4 full-time staff. There are also two part-time staff, and
one project-based research worker. The organization’s programs and
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services include: HIV/AIDS education; outreach; prevention; support
and counseling for two-spirited people and others living and affected
by HIV/AIDS.
§§ The Client Care (End of Life) Coordinator helps out clients in the final stages
of HIV/AIDS, and the partners and family of those affected by HIV/AIDS.
This position is challenging because clients require almost daily support,
and have a high number of needs
§§ The Volunteer Coordinator oversees 81 volunteers who are organized into a
number of supportive activities including working with clients, fund raising,
event planning, and information sharing
§§ The Support Services Worker duties include providing counseling and a
diversity of social supports including administering the APHA Fund. The
Support Services Worker responds to issues such as the homelessness of
clients and other ‘frequent crises’ where clients require significant advocacy
from the organization
§§ The Education Coordinator is a 2 day per week position. This coordinator
does workshops and presentations on two-spirit issues and HIV/AIDS and
responds to educational requests from the community, schools, etc.

A number of key themes emerged from this organizational case study
relating the essential role of culture, the challenges of funding and
reporting, the need to expand services to meet unmet needs. Much
like the other Aboriginal organizations, the role of traditional culture is an important part of the services they provide. Specifically,
they recognize the importance of reclaiming the traditional roles of
two-spirited people by creating a space that honors their special role
throughout the community. This type of education and promotion
faces considerable challenges in many organizations where homophobia and misunderstandings prevail, however this organization remains
committed to working on the development of safe space.
In terms of funding, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations receives
considerably less funding than other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
organizations engaged in the field of HIV/AIDS work. In addition,
raising funds beyond the support provided by government is very difficult for 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations compared to other HIV/
AIDS organizations because the lack of organizational capacity and
lack of financial resources in the Aboriginal community.
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The case study revealed that the two-spirited Aboriginal people in
Toronto face compounded issues such as HIV/AIDs, addictions to
drugs and alcohol, identity and self esteem issues, mental health as
well as physical health issues. As a result, this organization must work
within a broader social system to effectively address the issues facing their community members using limited resources, physical space
and staff. Despite these tremendous challenges, the organization is
highly regarded in the community and their staff is extremely committed to the work they do.
Staff spoke of the generalized stress that is felt in the workplace as
well as the need to work harder and for longer hours to make up
for funding shortages. Respondents spoke of the heavy burden of
reporting to funders for all positions. Respondents further spoke of
the difficulty of continuously needing to re-apply for programs, submit regular program evaluations, as well as search for new funding
sources in case existing programs are cancelled. Clients are mostly gay
Aboriginal men who are affected by HIV/AIDS. Expansions in services
are required to address the issues of diverse two-spirited constituencies, such as women, youth, transgendered people, people affected by
Hepatitis C, and the Aboriginal middle class.
And lastly, this case study highlighted the valuing of urban Aboriginal
governance and inter-agency cooperation and collaboration and the
importance of the 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations’ membership
with the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC), and
the Toronto Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN).
Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto (ALST) began as a legal advocacy
program within the Native Canadian Centre of Toronto. In response to
community demand, the program was developed into an independent,
Aboriginal agency and was formally established on February 21, 1990.
In keeping with the organizational mission to ‘strengthen the capacity of the Aboriginal community and its citizens to deal with justice
issues and to provide Aboriginal controlled and culturally-based justice
alternatives’ ALST has over the last twenty years been able to develop a
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number of interrelated programs that have successfully provided critical legal support to its clients while engaging in a significant number
of national and international legal advocacy activities, including: case
litigation, law reform, and inquest representation.
§§ The Aboriginal Court Worker Program provides a full range of legal
support to Aboriginal people involved with the court system
§§ The Community Council Program consists of two main areas of responsibility: the Adult and Youth Diversion Community Council and the Family
Community Council (Giiwedin Anang)
§§ In response to the 1999 ‘Gladue’ decision regarding the sentencing of
Aboriginal offenders, the Gladue (Aboriginal Persons) Court Assistance
Program consists of five Gladue Caseworkers who write reports for the
three Gladue courts in Toronto and for courts in Hamilton/Brantford,
Kitchener/Waterloo, and Sarnia upon request
§§ The Legal Advocacy Program provides legal advice and representation
on a diversity of topics relevant to its clients
§§ The Victim Rights Advocacy Program seeks to provide culturally
appropriate services to Aboriginal people who have been harmed
by acts of violence
§§ The Youth Program at ALST encourages youth involvement in the
Aboriginal community though access to essential services including
the opportunity to participate in a diversity of recreational, cultural,
and counseling activities

Some important themes emerged from this case study including the
important role that ALST has played in the area of law and Aboriginal
governance. Through their diverse programming ALST has made
great strides in creating Aboriginal spaces of restorative justice where
the community is empowered to determine the justice needs of its
members. Moreover, the importance of cross-sector interagency cooperation and collaboration through the ALST’s membership with the
Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC), and the Toronto
Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN) emerged as an important theme.
This case study also revealed the meaningful presence of Aboriginal
culture(s) within the organization through the inclusion of the
Community, Family, and Elder’s Councils as well as the practice of
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smudging, kindness, and generosity as a regular ‘way things were done’
at ALST. As well, there is a high level of employee satisfaction and community volunteer support guided by an organizational ethic of hard
work and dedication to the clients and towards an overall sense of
justice for Aboriginal people. It was stressed throughout the case study
that this has been achieved in spite of regular shortages in funding and
heavy administrative burdens relating to reporting, evaluations, and
annual program proposal writing.
ALST is experiencing a diversity of interrelated organizational stressors.
Stress relating to insufficient and unstable funding levels relate closely
to high rates of staff turnover and inadequate office space. However,
staff concerns over workplace safety and the appropriate response to
intoxicated and/or abusive clients relates more to competing perceptions of the organizational culture of respect and inclusiveness rather
than funding levels.
The need to expand the capacity of all ALST programs in order to better meet the needs of clients was also identified as an important theme;
with unmet client needs stemming from their challenges with poverty,
addictions and racism with in the criminal justice system.

1.3 Conclusion
Overall, this case study report has highlighted some key organizational developments in the Toronto Aboriginal community. In doing so
it has endeavored to contribute to our understanding of the unique
nature of urban Aboriginal social service agencies and to address an
existing gap in the organizational behavioral literature.
In response to significant Aboriginal population growth rates and
corresponding high levels of Aboriginal poverty in Toronto, urban
Aboriginal organizations have emerged in response to the need for
community and culturally-based social services in a diversity of areas.
In each of their service areas, the organizations highlighted in this
report have assumed a leadership role in service delivery and through
their association with the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services
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Council (TASSC) have come together as a larger, more integrated
urban Aboriginal governing body.
Aboriginal culture(s) play an integral role in both the organizational
structure and management practices as well as in the delivery of programs and services. In spite of complex and challenging client cases
which require long hours and significant long-term care commitments, employees reported a high degree of professional satisfaction
relating to culturally-based, flexible, non-hierarchical human resource
management practices, a sense of purpose in their work and a unique
Aboriginal ‘cultural ethos’ that exist in the agencies.
And lastly, all organizations within this study share a number of common challenges relating to insecure funding relationships with the
government. In order to respond to the needs of their clients, they are
required to access a diversity of multiple, short-term, and often unstable
funding partners, which overburden administrative capacity and ultimately result in underfunded programs and unmet community needs.
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Chapter 2

N AT I V E C A N A D I A N
CEN T R E O F TO RO N TO
2.1 Introduction
As part of the Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP), six urban
Aboriginal case studies were included in order to provide a unique organizational perspective to the Aboriginal community in Toronto. As an
analysis of key issues and themes unique to the agency, this case study
highlights the successes as well as the operational challenges of Native
Canadian Centre of Toronto (NCCT). The NCCT is one of the oldest
Aboriginal organizations in Toronto and recently celebrated its fiftieth
year of operation with a major social event.
Through the articulation of key themes and observations, this case study
endeavors to provide a ‘snapshot in time’ of the organization as a way of
assisting in its long-term strategic planning, staff orientation and training, and as a general program and service review.
Over the course of three consecutive days in June 2010, 14 interviews
were conducted with a diversity of respondents representing all departments within the organization as well as the Board of Directors. The
interviews were conducted in July when there was a significant number of staff away on holidays; however the Executive Director arranged
interviews with staff from across all departments. The interviews were
both semi-structured using interview guides as well as informal and
open-ended using the topics below as a general guide. The general topics
of inquiry included:
§§

Overall nature of the organization

§§ History of the organization
§§ Structure/staffing of the organization
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§§ Programs/activities of the organization
§§ Funding of the organization
§§ Relations internally and with other organizations within the Toronto
Aboriginal community
§§ Organizational culture
§§ Successes of the organization
§§ Important issues/challenges of the organization

As well, the research methodology included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation as well as secondary
research material.
This case study of the NCCT has led to the emergence of four key themes
unique to the organization:
1. Focus on cultural programs and services and reduction in social
service provision
2. Fiscal management and self-determination
3. Disconnection with youth
4. Streamlining of the Board of Directors

2.2 Organizational History
As one of Toronto’s largest and oldest Aboriginal organizations
(recently celebrating its fiftieth anniversary) and as a member of the
Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC), the NCCT plays
an important role in urban Aboriginal community governance in
Toronto. Many of the GTA’s current Aboriginal organizations evolved
from a NCCT program.
For many people, the NCCT is known as ‘the Centre’ and it has in many
ways been the centre of Aboriginal community development in Toronto.
The NCCT has been located in several buildings, and is currently located
at 16 Spadina Road. The roots of the NCCT can be traced back to the
early 1950’s when the Toronto Indian Club was formed, a group who
planned and hosted social events and cultural activities for Native people in Toronto. In 1960, the Indian Club began discussions with other
groups in the city to establish a formal centre. The first location of the
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then ‘Canadian Indian Centre’ was 603 Church Street near Charles
Street. Volunteers also worked alongside the staff to keep the space open
during evenings and weekends to support Aboriginal people in the city
looking to connect. The centre evolved to begin offering social services
for the increasing Aboriginal population including hospital visits, court
work services, housing and alcohol counseling (Sanderson & HowardBobiwash, 1997). The centre outgrew their space on Church Street, and
through some fundraising efforts and donations, the NCCT purchased
a building at 210 Beverley Street. This also provided the centre with
opportunities to receive other funds to enhance programs and services, such as through the United Way. Programs enhanced to include a
library, craft sales room, and a monthly newspaper called the Toronto
Native Times. Due to the lack fo Aboriginal specific services in the city,
the NCCT began taking on the role of service providers in offering assistance in housing, employment, child welfare and legal services; many
of which outgrew the NCCT and formed as independent organizations.
The growth of the NCCT coincided with the increasing establishment of
urban centre for Aboriginal people across Canada along with the larger
consciousness raising taking place due to events like the AIM occupation of Alcatraz, as well as many other social activism that focused on
Aboriginal rights. In 1975, in response to the ever-increasing population of Aboriginal people in Toronto, the NCCT once again relocated
to 10-16 Spadina Road, previously the Ontario Bible College along with
Wigwamen Housing Corporation.
The 1980s were a period of rapid growth for the NCCT. During this time,
the NCCT withdrew their membership from the OFIFC because of conflicting mandates and direction, and they continue to be independent
members of the National Association of Friendship Centres. As well, the
centre successfully retired their mortgage at Spadina Road and began
to offer a broad variety of social, cultural, recreational and educational
services. The NCCT also established counseling services, many of which
branched out to become their own service organizations. The craft shop
was also established during this time as a revenue generating business,
and continues today. In 1984, significant restructuring of the NCCT
took place which resulted in a renewed focused on:
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§§ Encouraging the Native community to make better use of the Centre for
cultural, social and drop-in activities
§§ Developing a strong information referral service focusing on advocacy
§§ Focusing on reflecting positive images of Native people within the Native
community, but also to the broader Toronto community
§§ Focusing on Native leadership development
§§ Ensuring the Centre maintains professionalism in planning and delivering
programs and services (Obonsawin & Howard-Bobiwash, 1997)

During this time of renewal, the NCCT established the Elders and
Traditional Teachers Advisory Council. An important component of the
NCCT is the Cedar Basket Gift Shoppe, which is a source of revenue
generation, and also a draw for tourists and other visitors, which helps
to increase the visibility of the NCCT in general.
Today, the 55 member staff of NCCT is currently under the leadership of
Larry Frost. In the time he has been the Executive Director of the NCCT,
there have been many shifts, including the restructuring of the management. The focus of NCCT remains on promoting Aboriginal culture,
and there has been a movement away from social service provision. The
Aboriginal population in Toronto is considered to be one of the highest
in the country at 65,000-70,000 people. The NCCT serves 180 clients a
day, some of them through the daily lunch program and some through
the cultural programming. The NCCT has a historical footprint on the
City of Toronto and remains one of the most important cultural gathering spaces for Aboriginal people.

2.3 NCCT Vision Statement
The NCCT envisions building a healthy, urban Aboriginal community by living, learning and celebrating Aboriginal culture. We do
this by honoring Aboriginal knowledge and traditions, integrating the
spirit of youth and Elders, and fostering the development of healthy
families. With our commitment to self-determination, we will move
toward the empowerment of our community by expanding our facilities to provide better services.
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2.4 NCCT Statement of Philosophy
The NCCT is a community-based non-profit organization which provides a gathering place to deliver programs and services for Native people
while striving to reflect the traditional Native cultural perspective.

2.5 NCCT Organizational Structure
The NCCT is divided into seven main areas of responsibility: Cultural
Program, Visiting Schools Program, Communications and Referral Office,
Dodem Kanonha, Aboriginal Circle of Life Services, Youth Program and
Membership, Volunteer and Fundraising, with the Executive Director
overseeing all aspects of the operation.
CULTURAL PROGRAM
The NCCT began as an organization dedicated to providing a cultural
outlet for Aboriginal people in the city. Over the years, the NCCT began
to establish and implement a range of social services in response to
the rapidly increasing Aboriginal population in the city. Many of these
services developed so significantly that they branched off to become
their own social service agencies. In order to remain focused on the
cultural provision mandate, there has been concerted effort to reduce
the number of ‘clients’ and instead become an organization that has a
large referral network across the city with both the Aboriginal and nonAboriginal agencies. Workshops and events are held during the regular
working day, in the evenings and on the weekends, which provides
opportunities for increased participation from Aboriginal community members. Cultural programming includes, but is not limited to:
hand drumming, storytelling, regalia making, dance styles, Cree and
Anishnawbe language lessons, beading classes and the highly popular
Thursday night socials. This weekly drum social gathering has become
a cornerstone of NCCT cultural programming. It brings a large crosssection of community members, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal.
It has been happening consistently for decades, and is an important
focus of cultural programming at the centre.
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Visiting Schools Program
The Visiting Schools Program (VSP) actively delivers educational and
cultural presentations to classrooms 20-30 times per month across the
GTA. This interactive project is the result of a partnership between the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development and the
NCCT and has received accolades such as the 2003 Award of Honour
from the Canadian Race Relations Foundation. This outreach program is
integral to breaking down barriers by starting with children and youth.
Some staff noted that the VSP sometimes promotes stereotypes through
some of their programs and presentations and doesn’t present an accurate portrayal of contemporary issues facing Aboriginal people. However,
there is certainly a need indicated by teachers and educators to fill a gap
in the curriculum, and the VSP fits that gap.
Communications and Referral Office
The Communications and Referral Office provides confidential and comprehensive referral services to those requiring services not only within
the Aboriginal community, but also in outside agencies. Information
is disseminated to a broad spectrum of people including the homeless
population, service workers, community members and government
officials. Information is organized and transmitted through various
information portals such as a database of shelters and temporary housing for men, women and youth as well as a list of locations offering free
meals. The communications unit also works closely with other departments, including the cultural department in revamping and updating
the NCCT website and liaises across the Aboriginal organizations and
mainstream organizations through events to raise the profile of the
NCCT and the programs and services.
Dodem Kanonha
Dodem Kanonhsa is a unique program with an initial mandate to
“provide Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal (Department of Aboriginal
Affairs and Northern Development) employees the opportunity to seek
guidance and teachings from Native Elders and Teachers”. DODEM
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KANONHSA’ Elder’s Cultural Facility is a learning and sharing facility
which fosters greater acceptance, understanding and harmony between
members of First Nations and non-Aboriginal People.The program has
been in place for twelve years, and they continue to work with many
groups requiring Aboriginal content in their professional development capacities. The Dodem Kanonhsa office is loacated in the Arthur
Meighen Building on St Clair Avenue East. DODEM is Anishinabem
(Ojibwe) meaning ‘clan’ and KANONHSA is Kenienkaha (Mohawk)
meaning ‘lodge’, and is transcribed in Cree syllabics.
The Dodem Kanonhsa facility was established following the Oka Crisis
in 1990 and the need for DAAND staff to improve their understanding
of Aboriginal people was needed. As a way to begin resolving some
of the lack of understandings, DAAND established the Kumik Lodge
in Hull Quebec to provide Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employees the opportunity to meet with Elders and learn about Aboriginal
culture and traditions.
Using this model, a similar facility was established in the DAAND’s
Ontario Regional Office in Toronto, the now Dodem Kanonhsa.
Building bridges through cultural awareness is done through counseling and teachings facilitated by Elders and traditional people, referring
to outside people, monthly workshops on cultural awareness, and
weekly cultural based events. Some of the workshops have included
power colours, meditation, hand drums, song workshops, rattle making, art teaching, co-dependency and stress in the workplace. Dodem
Kanonhsa has become increasingly well known, and has a reputation of
providing good programs.
While the program was initially established for federal government
employees, it is open to the public and is geared to community members.
Currently 20% of the people served is from the federal government (who
are mostly Aboriginal) and 80% are from the community (of which 60%
are Aboriginal and 40% are non-Aboriginal). The program has an email
listserve including 250 people who get email updates on the programs.
They have their own website and programs are also advertised through
other government websites. This program is distinctive from other wellness programs and organizations such as Anishnawbe Health who only
serves people who have Indian status.
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The Elders Council at the NCCT works with the Dodem Kanonhsa
program and provides important direction for the programs. The budgeting and finances are run by the NCCT, although they are funded
through DAAND. Currently Dodem Kanonhsa is the federal government’s main hub or network to the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
However, there is a desire for them to be better connected to the other
Aboriginal organizations in the city.
Aboriginal Circle of Life Services
The primary focus of the ACOLS program is to develop programs
and services for the traditional and non-traditional Elders and people
with disabilities in the community. The focus of these services is to
maintain a supportive, health and holistic environment so the clients
can regain dignity and interact positively in their own environment.
Programs include the diabetes wellness groups and foot care, emergency food bank, breakfast club and communal dining program.
Personal Support Workers and other staff work with the seniors and
Elders to improve their quality of life.
Much of this work is directly connected to the seniors at Wigwamen
Lodge which adjoins the NCCT. The support services provided include
housekeeping services, information and referrals, transportation/
escort shopping assistance, home visits, crisis intervention, light meal
preparation and personal support. Programs of ACOLS include a congregate dining area for seniors, talking circles, community luncheons,
focus groups, diabetes support groups, and Aboriginal cancer support
groups. Some of the staff noted that the programs and services of the
NCCT are integral to the lives of these clients, specifically the seniors
who often experience isolation and loneliness because their family is
not visiting them regularly.
Youth Program
The youth program is entitled One Nation in Unity Youth Program
which is guided by the principle of elevating youth’s belief in achieving
self-determination, as well as strengthening their own social, political
and economic liberation. Youth programming centers on the engagement of youth through creative engagement such as oral story-telling,
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literacy, dance, performance, multi-media and visual art to reinforce a
positive identity through cultural knowledge building.
The ON-U program acknowledges that the main issues facing
Aboriginal youth is related to the lack of Indigenous representation in
mainstream education, text and media. Literacy was a primary focus
for the youth who participate in the ON-U program using a variety of
multi-media including prose, painting, singing, dancing and performance as well as digital media. By providing the youth with important
tools and skill sets, they are better situated to participate in various
professions such as graphic design, computer animation, broadcast
design, computer design, media digital imaging and media management. There is a youth council; however the youth worker is helping
to redesign a governance system that is consistent with Indigenous
values. They have advertised for youth council members and have
already received applications from college students.
The youth program is significant because it provides an important safe
space for the Aboriginal youth of Toronto to gather and discuss the challenges they are facing, and with the NCCT staff find venues for filtering
their energies into positive activities. The youth program is funded by
multiple funding agencies for specific projects, however the core funding is provided by the Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres.
The NCCT pays the rent of their space as an in-kind donation.
Membership, Volunteer and Fundraising
These offices are important foundations for the work that goes on
at NCCT. Currently there are 748 members who contribute varying amounts of time allowing them to participate in a vast array of
programs, events and workshops. Volunteers are also an integral component of the NCCT and are vital to the success of programs and special
events. Volunteers participate in events such as Thanksgiving, Easter
and Christmas programs, Nish Idol, National Aboriginal Month Kickoff
Event at Dundas Square and Seniors Bingo. Fundraising efforts are
ongoing throughout the year and provide opportunities to enhance
current programs such as the Children’s Christmas Party.
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In the 1980s, the Cedar Basket Gift shop was established after many
years of work by the Ladies Auxiliary to organize Native craft shows as a
way to raise funds. It has become a central fixture in the NCCT and continues to bring in revenue and tourists to the NCCT through the sale of
crafts and the hosting of workshops such as moccasin making. The craft
store brings in revenue of over $100,000.00 per year. This year NCCT
invested in some marketing including the travel guides, which resulted
in a new type of tourist visiting the centre. Opportunities to expand
the gift basket to other commercial areas are being explored to enhance
revenue generation.

2.6 The Emergence of Key Themes
This case study of NCCT has led to the emergence of key themes unique
to the organization:
1. Focus on Cultural Programs and Services and Reduction
in Social Service Provision
2. Fiscal Management and Self-Determination
3. Disconnection with Youth
4. Streamlining of the Board of Directors

1

 ocus on Cultural Programs and Services and Reduction
F
in Social Service Provision

The shift away from social services to a centre that provides culturalbased programming has been happening slowly over several decades.
As Aboriginal agencies providing social services flourish in Toronto, the
NCCT has recognized that it is important not to duplicate such services,
and instead provide community members with the network of referrals.
The focus on cultural programming and information referral became
apart of the major shifts that occurred in the mid-1980s; however the
existence of social services has persisted through the Centre for many
years. Today, there is little direct social service provision beyond the
care provided to seniors and Elders. Those who come to the NCCT seeking assistance for employment are referred to Miziwe Biik Employment
Services, those seeking health services are referred to Anishnawbe
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Health, and so on. There are few social service programs offered. The
free or low cost lunches are an example of some current social servicetype programs geared to low to no income community members. As a
result, the NCCT needs to maintain a network of front-line workers from
other organizations in order to refer properly.
The level of coordination and cooperation of NCCT with other organizations is indicated below in Chart 2A. Fifty eight percent of staff felt
that other organizations were very coordinated and cooperative with
NCCT on delivering programs and services to Aboriginal clients. One
staff noted “we are trying to ensure that we are not stepping on other
agency’s toes”. For example if people need personal health workers, “we
talk to Anishnawbe Health”. Thirty three percent felt that other organizations were somewhat coordinated and cooperative and eight percent
of staff felt that other organizations were not very coordinated and
cooperative. The youth program is one program that experiences coordination and cooperation from other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
organizations. Improved networking with frontline workers from other
organizations is an important part of increasing the coordination and
cooperation so that there is a better flow of information and resources
do not have to be duplicated. As one staff said, the competitive nature
of Aboriginal organizations is an effect of colonization because everyone is in survival mode, not thriving mode. Another staff indicated
Chart 2A: Coordination and Cooperation of NCCT with Other Organizations (n=12)
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that many Aboriginal organizations have ‘agency ego’ that hinders
their progress and stops them from partnering with other Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal organizations. This is important not only at the
front line worker level, but at the senior management level: “the EDs
should be able to sit around the fire with each other”.
The shift towards a more culturally-based centre has not happened without reluctance not only from community members, but also from staff.
There are some staff that appreciate the focus on cultural programming
and away from social services because it has resulted in a more positive space. One of the respondents thought that there could be a greater
enhancement of the cultural programming, but NCCT needs to “do
more marketing of their programs”. Other staff however felt that the
changes that have occurred have meant there is a segment of the population that is not being served. This was expressed by a staff member as:
We have many community members who are living on the fringe: those with
homeless issues, alcohol, mental health, etc who are not being addressed
by our services.

This shift in people accessing the Centre has also brought up some of
the issues surrounding transportation due to the high cost of the TTC.
For those on lower incomes it may be difficult to access NCCT programs. The NCCT has noticed a significant difference in the reduction
of the number of people loitering in front of the building. This has also
resulted in different community members participating in programming as noted by one of the staff:
The centre is moving towards culture and getting away from social services. People
are now happy to come to the centre. Now the middle class and families now
come: they were afraid before.
Before we used to have a lot of poor people, but in the last three years it has really
turned around so now we have more middle class and family people coming.
We are firm with people not letting their kids run around. Parents have to be more
responsible for their kids while they are here.

Part of this reduction in loitering is due to the efforts of the Peace Keeper.
He takes a direct approach to eliminating these activities which is appreciated by some of the staff.
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Before alcoholism was the major problem, but now that is only 10% of our client
based. We have a good Peace Keeper which is important to keep out people who
are disrespectful to the centre, but in a respectful way. There are security cameras
in our building, inside and out.

The shift in clientele at the NCCT is important to note, because the
types of programs offered focus on identity building and celebration of
culture, and less on front line social service issues. In some ways, this
has made the NCCT more accessible to professionals and middle class
community members and families who may have not be comfortable
participating in programming. At the same time, because social service
programs have been drastically reduced, those in lower socio-economic
brackets, and those with insecure housing situations, are more likely to
attend organizations like Native Cultural Centre. This can set up a kind
of elitism that many Aboriginal community members are not in favor
of, but it can also create opportunities for those Aboriginal community
members who were previously unengaged.
The staff also described how there was a specific organizational culture
that was different from other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies.
The staff at the NCCT is happy with the atmosphere, and feels it embodies traditional values. One staff person described this:
We are friendlier here, and treat everyone with parity. At other organizations, if
you know someone, you get better service, but not here.

The level of cultural competence largely depended on the individual
staff member, but the staff overall felt that the NCC had a strong cultural
competence that set the foundation for positive relationships between
staff and with community members and reinforced the vision of acting
as a cultural centre. Chart 2B shows that the majority of staff (79%) felt
that the NCCT was very culturally competent and 21% felt that they
were somewhat culturally competent.
Another respondent felt that the NCCT demonstrated a high level of
cultural competence and that was evident because community members
and non-Aboriginal people felt drawn to the centre:
We approach our work from a Native perspective, which is different from a non-Native
perspective. People who come here find solace in seeing Native people and artwork.
People feel comfortable because of the strong Aboriginal presence and symbols.
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Another respondent noted that ceremony is an important part of the
day to day activities of the centre:
Ceremonies are just ‘who you are as a people’. For example we do smudging,
teaching from the Elders, feeding the Eagle Staff.

Some staff noted that a part of the organizational culture is a culture of
dependency, and that a shift is needed to become more self-determining.
We need to fine-tune the organizational culture. Now we have to make ourselves
more self-sufficient. For example is someone says they need to go to Aboriginal
Affairs, then instead of asking for a ride or tokens, they should walk. They need
to be more self-reliant.

The cultural competency of other organizations that serve Aboriginal
people was perceived by the participants as varying depending on the
organization in question. Half of the respondents felt that other organizations in the GTA are somewhat culturally competent, and 20% were
very culturally competent. The respondents felt that 30% of organizations that serve Aboriginal people were not culturally competent.
Overall, staff agreed that the NCCT, despite the changes over the last
several years, is a positive place to work and they derive meaning from
the work they do for the community. One staff noted that the staff
members have “individual ownership of the issues and are passionate about their work”. There was little mention of negative working
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relationships, lateral violence or poor management/staff relationships
and the staff members were eager to discuss the personal benefits and
satisfaction they have experienced working at the NCCT. There was
some discussion relating to need to hold higher expectations for hiring
of staff in terms of education and qualifications, and the importance
of posting jobs broadly and reducing perceived nepotism because the
result is a loss of community integrity.
Chart 2D illustrates the high levels of employee satisfaction that
staff experience working at the NCCT. All staff interviewed stated
that they were satisfied working at the NCCT, and 57% of them indicated they were very satisfied and 43% said they were satisfied. No
staff respondents indicated they were unsatisfied with their work
experience and work environment.
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Chart 2D: Employee Satisfaction at NCCT (n=14)
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This type of satisfaction was mainly focused on the sense of a family
atmosphere where people work closely together.
This is a helping atmosphere. We work together as a family and have not had
problems with staff because the managers are reasonable and sympathetic (i.e,
leave of absence). They are very supportive in terms of transitions.
Very satisfied. I like the work I do for the Elders. I get along with the seniors and
get satisfaction from working with the community. This is the longest position I
have ever held.
The salary is not up to par with my education, but that is the reality of not for
profit work. This is the most rewarding job I have ever had. The support from the
Executive Director is an important part of my job satisfaction.

There was some discussion of the need for staff training, although it was
acknowledged that NCCT was a place where staff came to build skills
and then moved on. It is important to “build a team who want to come
to work”. The leadership of NCCT has taken an approach of dealing with
each staff as an individual with a specific set of skills and personality,
and not to judge them personally.
2

Fiscal Management and Self-Determination

The Executive Director has made a concerted effort to increase revenue
to move the centre to becoming financially self-sufficient. There have
been a few programs and projects eliminated over the last several years
due to the insufficient funds. The NCCT has a budget of $2.7 million
dollars with funding coming from various agencies including the United
Way and the NAFC (Heritage Canada) and the Trillium Foundation.
The current Executive Director discontinued programs that ran a deficit
and currently when the program does not have sufficient funding to
run, then it does not run. The Executive Director also explored how
the Centre’s resources were being spent, and implemented significant
cost cutting measures such as the cancellation of an expensive lease for
a photocopier. In spite of this major cost cutting, the Centre has seen
many upgrades and renovations, including the installation of air conditioning, from some of the savings.
I was surprised by the lack of accountability of finances and how bad it
was before I took over. I’m proud of myself, I renovated the building and
really focused on cost cutting.
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The new approach to fiscal management has resulted in financial security, which in turn has led to a better sense of staff security and an
improved working environment.
We are financially in a good place because of Larry who has turned the centre
around. The organization is very health because of the staff and accountability.
The staff like to work here and the community sees what we are doing.
The gift shop has improved immensely with a better location and more room.
He is looking at different ventures for economic development.

The changes in fiscal management has also led to the disappointment
and frustration of some community members who have become disappointed at the reduction in programs and services and the changing face
of the Centre.
Sometimes the community wants something and we can’t do it, for example
the history project died and they kept trying to revive it, and we still can’t
get grants for it.
If the Aboriginal community is starting to make positive, reasonable
recommendations, then the leadership should listen. But so many suggestions
are unrealistic (i.e. you can’t feed street people three times a day). It’s a me,
me, me attitude.

The Centre is now exploring approaches to develop revenue beyond
the gift shop. They are looking some business development opportunities such as having a small booth in the Yorkdale Mall with crafts
from the Cedar Basket Gift Shop and the rental of facilities like the
auditorium or meeting rooms. The Executive Director is committed
to “sticking to the template of sustainability and economic development” and he describes his vision of the organization: “the Centre
should be totally self-reliant. We shouldn’t be waiting for handouts
because it restricts what you can do”.
The ED is also taking a pro-active role with government and funding
agencies. He recognizes that there is a “huge imbalance with funders
and non-Aboriginal agencies which are not favorable to Aboriginal agencies”. He has brought in the CEO’s of funding agencies and government
to the Centre so they have a more visual impression of the services provided and the facility they are run in.

42

TORONTO ABORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT

The CEO of a funding organization came to visit the centre and he was
impressed with the cleanliness. It is important to bring in CEO’s of funders
because it helps to get funding.

As one of the staff noted, Aboriginal organizations must constantly shift
their ideologies to meet the funding deadlines. Instead, a better dialogue
between the funders and the Aboriginal organizations would result in
programs that better fit with the values and needs of the community
versus the funding agency’s perceived need.
3

Disconnection with Youth

The youth at the NCCT have always been an important part of the
community. The Aboriginal youth that participate in the NCCT youth
programming vary in age from 16-29 years old. Their situations also
vary with some of the youth facing housing challenges and others in
college and university. The youth program has their own designated
space and there are two youth program staff, a coordinator and a part
time program assistant. Because the program assistant is part time, the
coordinator is required to do many tedious administrative tasks instead
of spending important time writing grants for program funding.
There is a youth council comprised of nine youth, however because
there is no funding, they are not meeting. The coordinator is working
at resurrecting the youth council and is “indigenizing the governance
structure”. There is one director position on the Board of Directors, however some of the youth feel that the “Board of Directors don’t listen to
the youth”. As the coordinator discussed, it is difficult to find a youth
who can sit on the BOD because that youth will no longer be able to
participate in employment or training that is paid. As a result, the youth
BOD member must be someone who is in a ‘good economic position’
which presents a challenge.
The NCCT youth participate in a variety of positive identity building
activities through the arts, and they have actively exhibited across the
GTA. There appeared to be a gap in programming for the pre-teen youth
who are not old enough to participate in the NCCT youth programs.
This may change in the near future because the OFIFC is changing their
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definition of youth to include from age 10 to age 29. Currently the NCCT
youth program has an annual intake of over 200 Aboriginal youth in
their programs, and this is set to increase significantly when the definition of youth decreases from sixteen years old to ten years old. Many
of the youth who participate in the current youth activities also participated in NCCT children’s programming, and have “grown up in the
Centre”. However, these youth are also feeling less welcome, and a sense
of hostility from community members and some staff.
People look at the youth in a negative way compared to children. I never noticed
before as a child coming to programs here for many years. I never started getting
negative comments until I became a youth.
The youth are treated poorly by staff and community members.
The youth department needs to be improved. It’s hard to motivate youth.

The youth department has become creative in finding resources to
develop programs. Much of this involves partnerships with other youth
organizations and other groups in the GTA and across Canada. Several
staff members indicated that the youth programs needed increased
funding to be enhanced, and acknowledged that the program still provides important programming, training, mentoring and development
for the youth. It is the youth that are feeling that they are unheard and
not a critical part of the NCCT.
There may be increased opportunities for the youth department as the
Executive Director explores opportunities in education and literacy, like
an alternative school unit of the TDSB. This could include setting up a
classroom and bringing in teachers to do tutoring. The Coordinator continues to create partnerships across the city for youth programming and
works to ensure the NCCT youth programming is not in competition
with other youth programs from other Aboriginal organizations.
4

Streamlining the Board of Directors

Another part of the change happening at the NCCT is a shift in terms
of Board of Directors membership. Starting this year, there are no more
nominations from the floor. In the last there would be a call for nominations during the AGM, and many would ‘volunteer in the moment’.
In the past, board members dropped off for several reasons. In some
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cases, they would miss three meetings and would be sent a letter, others
resigned on their own and for others, and it was the end of their term.
The problem of retention of board members was described by one of the
participants as being based on:
...a lack of knowing what was expected of them. They didn’t have much
involvement. Others were too busy and had family commitments, like having
small children. There were no real problems like behavior.

Instead, the management and current BOD are taking resumes and
reviewing Board of Directors based on their qualifications. Due to the
massive financial turn around, and future goal of self-sustainability, it
is integral for the BOD to work closely with the senior management in
developing a strategy for long-term revenue generation.
Our new board will look at the programs (only two members left). We have 35
resumes and the board will look at them and have a new board in September.
Some old members missed three meetings and were put off and some moved on.
Then we sent out a call for new board members.
John Kim Bell did a review of the NCCT and suggested that we didn’t have the
right kind of board. There are some members who come to a few meetings and
then don’t come at all.

The current BOD will be looking for a specific set of skills, education and
experience that can move the NCCT in a new and positive direction.
The NCCT advertised in the newsletter and stated that they were looking for someone with specific experiences including “a commitment,
because there is work to be done, someone with experience with boards
because we may be looking at a new facility in the future, someone who
has worked with teens and someone who wants to make a difference”.
The Executive Director expects that there will be some push back from
the community; however with a clear vision in place, the future of the
NCCT lies with the leadership.
Currently the relationship between the BOD and the Executive
Director is good because the BOD does not interfere with the day to
day operations of the centre. The BOD meets once a month and the ED
bring his concerns. Often concerns from the community are brought
to the attention of BOD members, so that is a place where information
is shared and addressed.
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2.7 Conclusion
The NCCT has evolved tremendously over the years and is now in a
financially stable and favorable position. With a committed staff, and
opportunities and capacity for improvement, growth and expansion, the
NCCT remains committed to providing a meeting place for Aboriginal
people in the City of Toronto.
The key themes that emerged from the NCCT case study include: the
focus on cultural programs and services and the reduction in social
service provision, fiscal management and self-determination, disconnection with youth and streamlining of the Board of Directors. The shift
towards providing cultural based programs and services has changed
the atmosphere of the NCCT. When the NCCT was newly formed, they
housed a large number of social services which have since branched
off independently. Currently the NCCT provides some social services,
specifically to the Elders, however they focus primarily on providing
cultural based programming. Since the new ED was installed, a new era
of fiscal management has begun where a focus on revenue generation
and economic self-reliance is resulting in the NCCT becoming self-determining as an organization. The youth continue to be an important area
for improvement and development. The current staff is overloaded with
the responsibility of raising critical funds and the subsequent reporting, while still developing and implementing programming. The youth
are feeling disconnected from other parts of the organization and are
operating in an insular fashion. The youth department is demonstrating
the positive development of cross-organizational city-wide partnerships despite limited funds and human resources. A new approach to
the Board of Directors will also bring about some important shifts in
the organization which have been necessary to conduct strategic investments and develop the organization’s mandate.
As a new BOD is ushered in, some critical decisions must be made. As
one board member described, NCCT needs to look at the mandate and
critically understand where they are going. If the NCCT wants to be a
cultural centre, then a focus on a space for the development of the arts,
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like classes for dancing and fine art and crafts, performances, and artwork needs to be developed. If the NCCT wants to be only a community
centre, then they need to focus it as a place where:
...people come to meet, play basketball and other activities; Tae Kwon Do, use the
space, hold events, more physical aspects of the community like daycare, classes
for Elders teachings.

There are some important distinctions between being solely a cultural centre or solely a community centre that must be solidified to avoid
duplication of services as well as carve out a special place for the NCCT.
The heightened focus on economic self-reliance and revenue generation
will ultimately mean that the NCCT will need to increase their visibility in the community. As one respondent described, the NCCT needs a
“communication strategy to get more people to come to the Centre. We
need to be more visible in the community”. Attracting more ‘middle
class’ Aboriginal people is also a challenge that the respondents identified as well as increasing the membership in general.
There is no doubt that the NCCT is in the midst of major shifts in the programs and services they deliver and the manner in which they sustain
such delivery. The NCCT remains an important example of a grass-roots
community-based organization that has prospered over decades and
remains an important ‘meeting place’ for Aboriginal people in the GTA.

Works Cited
Sanderson, F. & Howard-Bobiwash, H. (1997). The Meeting Place: Aboriginal Life
in Toronto. Toronto: Native Canadian Centre of Toronto.
Obonsawin, R. & Howard-Bobiwash, H. (1997). The Native Canadian Centre
of Toronto: The Meeting Place for the Aboriginal Community for 35 Years.
The Meeting Place: Aboriginal Life in Toronto, (Eds.) Sanderson, F. and
Howard-Bobiwash, H. Toronto: Native Canadian Centre of Toronto.

Chapter 2: Native Canadian Centre of Toronto

47

2.8 Case Study Scenario
Reaching Out to a New Client Base
The Native Canadian Centre of Toronto has articulated the desire to
shift away from providing social services to a centre that provides
social and cultural programming. Part of the rationale for such a
move is a wish to become a more positive space for economically
successful or middle class Aboriginal people and their families in
Toronto. Previously, this underserved population was reluctant
to participate in NCCT’s programs because the Centre had a
reputation as a place where ‘people with problems’ came. As part
of the shift in organizational focus new cultural programs have
been initiated and a Peace Keeper has made a concerted effort
to ensure that individuals do not loiter in the building.
Organizational transformation is not easily accomplished,
especially when it involves a change in the organization’s
reputation. New programs and activities need to be geared
to the specific needs of the ‘target population’. Adaption to
the organization’s culture and approaches may be required. In
addition to making internal organizational modifications the new
initiatives need to be ‘marketed’ to community members who
were previously unengaged to get them to a point where they
feel motivated to participate in programs and activities.
The Board of Directors, Executive Director, staff and selected
community members had agreed to become members of an
informal Task Force with a mandate to search for ways and means
to bring about an Action Plan to facilitate the desired goal of
turning the NCCT into a vibrant multi-use centre that is attractive
to economically successful Aboriginal people and their families.
The Task Force is to report to the Board within six months.

Discussion Questions
How should the Task Force proceed to do its work? What solutions
can the Task Force recommend to successfully address this issue?
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Chapter 3

TO RO N TO CO U N CI L FI R E
NATIVE CULTURE CENTRE
3.1 Introduction
As part of the Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP), six urban
Aboriginal case studies were included in order to provide a unique
organizational perspective to the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
As an analysis of key issues and themes unique to the agency, this case
study highlights the successes as well as the operational challenges
of Council Fire.
Through the articulation of key themes and observations, this case
study endeavors to provide a ‘snapshot in time’ of the organization as
a way of assisting in its long-term strategic planning, staff orientation
and training, and as a general program and service review.
Over the course of three days in February 2010, twenty-eight interviews were conducted from a diversity of respondents representative
of all branches and levels within the organization. The interviews
were both semi-structured using interview guides as well as informal
and open-ended using the topics below as a general guide. The general
topics of inquiry included:
1. Overall nature of the organization
2. History of the organization
3. Structure/staffing of the organization
4. Programs/activities of the organization
5. Funding of the organization
6. Relations internally and with other organizations
within the Toronto Aboriginal community
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7. Organizational culture
8. Successes of the organization
9. Important issues/challenges of the organization

As well, the research methodology included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation as well as secondary
research material.
This case study of Council Fire has led to the emergence of six key
themes unique to the organization:
1. Traditional Culture Embedded in the Organization
2. Program Funding
3. Physical Location
4. Autonomy and Organizational Structure
5. Collaboration and Partnerships
6. Staff Safety

3.2 Organizational History
In 1976, the seed for Council Fire became planted in the minds of
community members who saw the tremendous unmet needs of urban
Aboriginal people, specifically those who were homeless. There were
many key people who founded Council Fire including: Gordon Byce,
Millie Redmond, Clarence Decaire, Larry Leong and Sally Sword. In
the mid seventies there were few Native organizations and none that
catered to the needs of people who were struggling in the downtown
core area. In 1978, Council Fire was established. The first location of
Council Fire was the All Saints Anglican Church at Dundas and Sherbourne Streets. This location was in a strategic location and was already housing a drop in centre and clothing depot. It was also a location where many Native clients were frequenting to access services.
Funding initially came from the Anglican Church, as well as from the
United Church and local Catholic. This provided funds for salary, the
development of the space, and supplies for daily lunch and a weekly
feast. Office furniture and other supplies were donated and a basic office was established. Council Fire’s first Executive Director was Millie
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Redmond who occupied the position until 1986. Reva Jewell replaced
Millie Redmond who was also well equipped to take the lead on the
development of the organization. Council Fire swelled to over 100 volunteers, to over forty staff and much expanded programming.
In 1997, Council Fire moved into their current space at Dundas and
Parliament Streets. The building and property are owned by Council
Fire, and many renovations have taken place which is ongoing. Since
2002, Council Fire has operated without an Executive Director. Instead
a Board member has been designated to oversee the operations of the
organization and work directly with the staff and Board of Directors.
In 2000/01, Council Fire was re-organized into several sectors which
include: health sector, counseling unit, gathering place, child and
family sector, youth sector and the education sector. Council Fire is
organized based on a traditional lodge approach. At the centre of the
sectors is the core management team. Reporting is done directly to the
core/management which is then responsible to the Board, and then
onto the community for feedback. No sector has more power than any
other sector, and in many cases, their programs intersect and overlap.
There is significant collaboration amongst sectors. Council Fire takes
a human resource capacity building approach which means staff may
shift from sector to sector so they have a full sense of how the whole
organization operates. Council Fire believes in ‘investing’ in their
staff, and this is evident through the range of training opportunities
they are provided with, the personal plan of care they follow, and
the personal leave for ceremony. The results of this investment are
obvious, with a highly motivated and committed workforce who are
highly skilled and competent.
Council Fire is a cultural centre, and functions organizationally in
a culturally bound way. Aboriginal culture infiltrates all aspects of
the organization from visual depictions of artwork, to the use of ceremony during meetings to the behavior of the management and staff.
Many of the staff began in Council Fire as clients, then became volunteers and then moved into staff positions. Often clients feel compelled
to volunteer for the organization because they see it as returning the
service they have received. This type of ‘adoption’ is a part of the
Aboriginal culture at Council Fire. Staff and management believe that
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providing a loving and nurturing environment has been an important
part of Council Fire’s success along with loyal clients and volunteers.
Today Council Fire operates as a cultural centre, serving not only
all members of the Aboriginal community in the City of Toronto,
but also the non-Aboriginal community. Some core funding is provided, however the majority of programs and services operate on
annual funds from various government ministries and organizations. Council Fire is a member of the Ontario Federation of Indian
Friendship Centres (OFIFC), however they are not a friendship centre. Instead they receive some funding support, but also function
in a reciprocal relationship where best practices are shared. Council
Fire’s staff and Board of Directors have been involved as lobbyists
for the Aboriginal community in the GTA and they have a strong
relationship with the other Aboriginal organizations. Council Fire
is a major player, and often takes the lead on ensuring the rights of
the Aboriginal community are respected. Generations of community
members such as the Abotossoway and McGregor families have relied
on Council Fire as the heart of their community.

3.3 Organizational Structure
There are six main sectors that comprise Council Fire: the Gathering
Place, child and family sector, youth sector, health sector/AHR, and
the counseling unit. Approximately 140,000 people are served on
an annual basis, many of whom participate in the services offered
through the Gathering Place. A core sector which comprises the
administration, reception, finance and management is responsible
for the administration, finance, policy development and corporate
maintenance of the Centre. The core sector is staffed by a Capacity
Development Officer/Lead Manager.
CHILD AND FAMILY SECTOR
This sector is comprised of two main programs: the prenatal nutrition
program (PNP) and the family nurturing program (FNP). The PNP
provides health and awareness to pregnant mothers and their babies
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from birth to six months, promoting supportive community-based
approaches to the care and upbringing of the child. Services include
food supplements, pre and post natal education workshops, cultural
and craft workshops, counseling, birthing celebrations, naming ceremonies, baby showers, community kitchen demonstrations, baby
equipment exchange and service/program referral. The FNP program
provides programming that strengthens parents and families with
care giving skills, supports community development and healing,
and improves the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellbeing
of Aboriginal children ages 0-6 years. Services include parent relief,
individual, parents and/or group support, community kitchen, food
supplements, emergency supplies, home/hospital visits, cultural and
craft workshops, education workshops, naming ceremonies, birthday
parties, outings and special events, and service/program referral.
Youth Sector
Three programs comprise the youth sector: the Little Embers, Akwe:go
and Wasa-Nabin. All three of these programs provide culturally-based
activities to Aboriginal youth and children aged 7-18 years old. The
youth sector is funded by multiple agencies and organizations. The
Little Embers program (age 13-18) is funded by Miziwe Biik Aboriginal
Employment and Training and programming centres around ensuring that participants feel grounding in their culture and community
through the provision of services based on the emotional, mental,
physical, and spiritual needs of the participants. Akwe:go and WasaNabin Programs provides services to children aged 7-12 with tools,
support and healthy activity, helping them to foster healthy choices
and improve their quality of life. Specifically, these programs: (1) work
to address poverty related self-esteem issues, exploitation and peer pressure; (2) support children in care through the provision of culturally
appropriate services; (3) health and physical development; (4) provide
institutional interventions through the child welfare and justice systems; (5) address challenges relating to children at risk, specifically
those with FASD and disabilities; and (6) promoting anti-violence to
prevent and reduce the impact of violence on youth and children.
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Health Sector
Two programs comprise this sector including the Aboriginal
Healing and Wellness Strategy program (AHWS) and Life Long Care
(LLCP). The LLCP provides community-based culturally appropriate long-term care support services to urban Aboriginal elderly, frail,
physically disabled and chronically ill with independent living and
quality of life. The AHWS program aims to (1) improve the physical, emotional, mental and physical health of Aboriginal people; (2)
address and respond to violence in the Aboriginal community; (3)
support the development of an Aboriginal network of healing and
wellness related programs; and (4) provide services designed, developed and delivered by Aboriginal people.
Education Sector
This sector is comprised of the First Nations Skills Development
and Training Program (FNSDTP), Literacy Basic Skills (LBS), and the
Academic Upgrading and Special Projects Training. The FNSDTP
provides basic computer skills and also offers the Microsoft Office
Specialist program training and certification. The LBS program and
Academic Upgrading program assists learners with reading, writing,
and math skills and learn basic computer skills. Academic upgrading is
offered through George Brown College which after a 16 week program
allows them admission to any college in Ontario.
The Gathering Place
This special and important area of Council Fire provides community
space in the Drop In Centre 365 days a week. Basic needs and supports
are provided and staff work to remove barriers preventing people from
accessing housing, income and employment opportunities. Services
include daily meals, food bank, life skills, laundry and shower facilities, clothing bank, employment and training, resume development,
counseling support, specialized counseling workshops, information
referrals, identification, health bus services and case management.
Counselling Unit
Counseling Unit: This program focuses on issues relating to child and
family service issues as well as individual support services for those
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experiencing incarceration, probation and parole. The Counseling
unit also: (1) assists newly arrived Toronto residents in their adjustment to urban life; (2) aid those living on the street to develop a stable
lifestyle; (3) assist individuals recently released from jail re-enter the
community; (4) assist individuals with drug or alcohol dependencies;
(5) work with clients individually or in groups; (6) refer to other services where appropriate.; and (7) liaises with other Native community
organizations and agencies.
Interviews were held with over 30 staff, board members, clients, and
volunteers who participated in all six of these sectors. The following is
an overview of the themes that were presented during the interviews.
The interviews revealed several important themes that characterize Council Fire. These include: traditional culture embedded in the
organization, program funding, physical location, autonomy and
organizational structure, collaboration and partnerships, and staff
safety. Several specific topics within these themes will be explored in
further detail.

3.4 The Emergence of Key Themes
1

Traditional Culture Embedded into the Organization

All of the staff discussed the role that traditional Aboriginal culture
played in all aspects of the organization. Traditional culture can be
found at the broader level in terms of the structure of the organization
including the Board, the sectors and staff, to day to day operations
of the organization. One staff member commented on Council Fire’s
organizational culture: “it comes from a broader cultural paradigm of
First Nations people which embraces holism and lifelong learning”.
The founding structure of the organization and the layout of the
sectors mimic traditional clan systems such as the Hodenosaunee.
Culture is embedded into the daily practices such as opening meetings with a prayer, smudging, acknowledgements of success, and
openness and as one staff stated: “Council Fire walks the walk”. The
staff emphasized the importance of this ‘flattened out’ organizational
structure because: (a) it provides for increased staff capacity building
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and transparency between sectors, (b) it reinforces cultural identity
amongst the staff, (c) it provides a foundation of values which assist in
conflict resolution and promotes staff retention, and (d) it provides a
culturally safe space for clients.
a) Capacity Building and Transparency
Staff often change their position from one sector to another. The staff
described this as an important part of their own capacity and skill
development and provides them with ways to know all the sectors
intimately. One staff member expressed this as:
Our programs are all interrelated. The staff all work together. The staff gets
rotated into different sectors to build capacity of staff and provide them with
learning opportunities.

The capacity building promoted by Council Fire goes beyond skill
development and extends into areas of personal and spiritual development. This has resulted in a great sense of loyalty to the organization
and commitment to the broader vision and mandate. One senior staff
member described this:
The medicine wheel and seven grandfather teachings: we pay homage to our
spiritual reality and it reminds us that people are at different stages of their
personal development. At some points in our lives, we are living very spiritually
or are really physically engaged. Over a two year period, a person can experience
significant personal development and this is honored and encouraged at Council
Fire in a very positive manner.

Capacity building and transparency were also discussed in terms of how
the various sectors are highly interconnected and often work collaboratively together on programming. Because the organizational structure
is ‘flattened out’, the sectors do not function in distinct silos, and
instead work collectively towards a common goal. This was described
by a staff member: “All sectors are equal, there is no hierarchy”.
b) Cultural Identity
The majority of the staff at Council Fire are Aboriginal, specifically
First Nations. Staff described themselves as having various levels of
cultural knowledge and participation in cultural activities. What was
distinctly echoed by the participants was how Council Fire’s focus on
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culture within the organization has fostered a positive sense of cultural identity. It has broadened the understandings of cultural norms,
historical processes and contemporary interpretations of traditional
culture. This positive identity development was encouraged through
their personnel policy which allows for five days of leave for cultural
activities. One staff described the importance of culture on their identity and day to day living:
Our approach is culturally-based and everyone operates using those values. We
treat each other according to the teachings. It is embedded in our work culture
and put into practice. We are different because we carry ourselves in that way:
with respect and positive self-identity.

c) Conflict Resolution and Staff Retention
Council Fire retains their workforce despite having so many staff
members functioning on year to year contracts due to funding
restraints. There is an intense loyalty of staff to the organization and
the leadership provided by the sector management and the Board of
Directors. Staff described how the foundation of traditional culture in
the organization has resulted in staff retention:
It is run like a council or a lodge. We have clans (sectors) and our structure is more
circular which helps us with the retention of our staff.

The staff also describes how they feel valued as employees and the
great deal of flexibility the management provides. This valuation was
expressed by this staff member:
Everyone is happy here, and the management ensures we are well taken care of.
For example, an acupuncturist was brought in.

This is also evident in the personnel leave for ceremonies, and as one
staff members discussed:
People are always put before policies. There is a lot of empathy from the senior
management towards their staff, for example when someone is facing a life
changing event and needs to leave for a week to attend a funeral.

Another staff member commented on the atmosphere:
Council Fire is more like a family unit and I don’t see that in other places. We have
a lot of gatherings and socials where we honor people. We celebrate as a family.
We feel valued. There is some hierarchy in terms of roles, but they are role specific.
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d) Cultural Safety for Clients
The staff acknowledged that the clients also notice how traditional
culture is carried out on a day to day basis in the structure and delivery of the programs and services and in the behavior of the staff. This
is important for clients, many of whom have lost their connection
to their culture through residential schools and forced relocation to
urban centers. Council Fire is client centered, and every effort is made
to help clients to the fullest extent. Staff describes themselves as ‘going
the extra mile’. Connecting seniors and youth is an important part of
setting the cultural tone at Council Fire:
Youth and seniors get together for teachings or making things. Their programs
are integrated.

The loyalty that staff feels for the organization is also felt by the clients. Staff describe instances where clients who have ‘gotten on their
feet’ by securing full time, long term employment and housing often
return to Council Fire to express their gratitude for their services.
Clients send their families and children to programs and this filters
down through the generations:
There is a strong respect for generations of clients. Right now we have four
generations of a family in our programs.

Council Fire provides a safe place to express culture for the clients. As
a drop in centre, the safety of the clients is also enforced through zero
tolerance for alcohol and drugs:
Zero tolerance and we are family oriented. Our medicine wheel is used as our
teachings.

One staff describes the atmosphere as being comprised of:
Ceremonies, smudging, good thoughts, safe cultural setting, very integrated.

2

Program Funding

There are very few programs which are core funded. The majority
of positions run on a variety of funding based programs from various funders either directly or through other agencies (such as OFIFC
or Miziwe Biik). Four main issues were discussed with regards to
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funding. The first issue concerns the large amount of reporting that
is required for the multitude of funders. The second issue relates to
the subsequent lack of program and staff stability due to the annual
program funding submissions. The third issue relates to the colliding
visions of the funders and the vision and mandate of Council Fire.
The last issue relates to the internal pressure that staff feel to fundraise amongst each other for fundraising (i.e. raffles, baked goods),
despite the acknowledgement that staff are enthusiastic about participating in fundraising efforts.
a) Reporting
The staff were overwhelmingly in agreement about the excessive
amount of reporting that is required from their various funders. The
staff indicated that much of the reporting was redundant, but nevertheless, extremely time consuming:
I spend three hours a day on administration such as reporting and computer
and paper filing.

The time taken to file reports (often one full day a week) is time that
is not provided to their increasing client loads. This was expressed
by several clients:
Excessive reporting requirements taxes resources and can be better applied to
meeting the community’s needs.
This reporting is very time consuming and takes time away from working
with our youth. The reports are often redundant, especially those that require
monthly reporting.

b) Program Instability
The inconsistent and limited amount of core funding impacts programs both in the short term and the long term. This affects the staff
in terms of job security, and also affects the clients because they are
unsure whether the program they are participating in will exist in the
next fiscal cycle:
Funding because projects are year to year and sometimes are programs getting
pulled. This affects staff and clients because they know the funding is year to year.
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This was also expressed by another staff member:
Funding: finding core funding, not project based funding is difficult. We are
annually seeking money and putting in proposals. People get laid off and hired
back on (for the sake of the paperwork) which means there is less opportunity for
increased vacation and salary and seniority.

It also makes it difficult to do strategic program planning:
The funding can always be taken away so it is hard to strategically plan when you
are looking for long term changes for clients, but only receive short term funding.

c) Colliding Visions
Council Fire deals with multiple funders, all of whom have different
visions and mandates. This often impedes the available funding and
program reporting:
The needs don’t always fit into the funder’s categories and this is a challenge
because when someone is asking for help, we often have to refer them to someone
else because they don’t meet our funder’s criteria. The funder has their motivation,
i.e. increasing the Gross Domestic Product, than Council Fire’s motivation.

This sentiment was similarly expressed by another staff member:
The funding is always conditional and we are not in control of those conditions
which they require.

Because Council Fire works with clients ‘from womb to tomb’, they
are focused on having clients participate in a variety of programs. The
funding agencies however prefer that clients move through programs
quickly and there is a focus on high numbers of program participants
rather than the quality of the service delivery and the holistic development of the client. This was expressed by a staff member:
The funding is geared to moving clients through the system, when we want to
keep them here and apart of Council Fire.

Another staff member discussed the challenges he faces in trying to
rationalize participant number fluctuations:
Getting clients in during the winter because they don’t want to bring babies
out into the cold. Our program participant numbers fluctuate and this is hard
to explain to the funders.
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Staff also felt that funding agencies treated them differently as an
Aboriginal agency and required more reporting than mainstream
organizations:
We have had to be more accountable to funders than the mainstream
organizations and this is because of institutional racism which is embedded
in the funding policies.

d) Internal Fundraising
The staff discussed the solidarity amongst their colleagues when it
came to supporting each other during fundraising. Due to the fact
that so few programs receive core funding, or even adequate funding, there is a great deal of pressure to fundraise internally. This was
expressed by one of the participants:
There is a lot of pressure to fundraise from the staff’s own pockets; we are so
dependent on fundraising.

There is also a lot of pressure to provide programming whilst adhering to
excessive reporting requirements and proposal writing all simultaneously:
“Funding is an issue because of having to go after funding all the time”.
3

Physical Location

The staff were all proud to note that Council Fire owns the actual
building which provides them with security and flexibility in terms of
use of space. The building has undergone many renovations, including a recently added cedar ceiling in the gathering space. The staff
discussed the physical location with regards to programming space,
accessibility and the strategic location.
a) Space for Programming
The staff acknowledged that their programs participant numbers are
consistently increasing and their programs are highly utilized. As a
result, finding suitable space has become challenging and limited
the kind of programming that can be offered. This was discussed by
almost all of the staff:
Our space is limited. Our programs are well utilized and growing and we are
running out of physical space.
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The overall building is too small with the amount of programming we do and
the clients we serve.
Our physical infrastructure is very crowded for our increasing programs.
For example the seniors exercise program is difficult to plan.
The building is too small to deal with our growing clientele. We always find
the space, but it is sometimes a challenge and requires creative solutions.

b) Accessibility
The staff also discussed the lack of accessibility, with regards to transportation to the site, and accessibility for those who use a wheelchair
or have mobility issues such as seniors. Many staff thought the location of the building in Regent Park was very strategic, however, some
noted that it is only accessible by the Dundas bus route. The major
issue concerning accessibility was the lack of elevators for clients to
reach the gathering space in the basement and the upstairs offices.
This is a limitation for those with mobility issues because they are
unable to access several programs and services. One staff member
expressed this:
Accessibility is a weakness of the building, but there are talks about putting
an elevator in the building.

c) Strategic Area
Most staff agreed that the building is located strategically in the east
downtown area because that is where many clients are living:
Our building is in the heart of the Regent Park ghetto. Council Fire is the rose
in the weeds.

Council Fire has also built strong relationships in the community by
participating in community-based activities and celebrations:
Council Fire has a strong presence in the Regent Park neighborhood through
relationships with other businesses in the area and its ties to cultural programming
such as through the Regent Park Film Festival.

2

Autonomy and Organizational Structure

Council Fire is organized by sectors. Each sector has a sector manager,
whom the program staff report to directly. The program managers
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work together and report to the Board Designate and the Board of
Directors. The Board of Directors and senior management takes a
‘hands on approach’. Many of the Board Members are program participants, and several staff came through Council Fire programs. As a
result, there is a great deal of knowledge about all of the sectors and
often the senior management is seen directly dealing with clients:
The senior management is often on the front lines. Rarely do you see a senior
manager emptying out the recycling bin, but you do at Council Fire.

The staff discussed how important the organizational structure was in
providing flexibility and program autonomy.
a) Board of Directors
The staff consistently noted that much of the success of Council Fire is
due to the Board of Directors and their commitment to the organization and Aboriginal community:
There is strong leadership with our BOD. They are aggressive in going after
funding and supportive of staff and welcoming to ideas of how to make our
services more effective.

Members of the Board of Directors are strong advocates not only for
Council Fire, but for other Aboriginal organizations in the GTA. Many
of the Board members have served Council Fire for many years and
have experience and networks across many areas:
The BOD comes from a wide variety of vocations. Each person has influence and
awareness of what is happening at the broader levels.

They involve themselves directly in the organization and are supportive of the staff members. Their hands-on approach was expressed
by a staff member:
Our Board of Directors is very involved and hands on. They encourage involvement
in activities of other organizations and networking as well as developing linkages
with other First Nation communities and Aboriginal organizations. We can be
creative in our outreach.

b) Board Designate
Due to the lack of available funding to hire an Executive Director,
the Board of Directors has assigned one Board member to oversee the
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organization and work closely with the sector managers. According
to the staff, this arrangement works well because they feel they can
approach the senior management with issues and opportunities. Staff
feel very comfortable with their current Board Designate: “The Board
Designate situation is working well”.
c) Autonomy and Flexibility
The staff felt the ‘flattened’ organizational structure meant that they
had a great deal of program autonomy. Staff is able to be creative in
the approaches they take to form partnerships and outreach to the
community:
There is less hierarchy and more room to be innovative and creative. We are able
to do outreach at different cultural and community events.

There is also flexibility in terms of sectors working together on a variety
of projects. Staff members shift their role and work in different sectors
increasing the human resource capacity of the organization:
There is a lot of fluidity among with staff and they can interchange their roles.
There is a lot of overlap in the sectors.

This was also expressed by another staff member:
The managerial structure allows for people to have authority. The authority
is distributed differently here.

d) Governance
The staff describes Council Fire as being well known and respected
in the Aboriginal and GTA community. Staff is encouraged to do
outreach to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal organizations and the
senior management gets involved in various committees across the
city. Council Fire is a strong advocate and ‘major player’ for other
Aboriginal organizations and issues in the GTA. This is evident in participation in events such as the Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) protests,
participation in the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council
(TASSC) and Aboriginal committees at the City level. Council Fire is
also connected to First Nation communities, specifically through the
Union of Ontario Indians who:
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...has supported a resolution to support Council Fire. We have linkages to First
Nation communities, especially with regards to transporting people back home
for funerals and elections. We try to keep people informed about what is
happening in their First Nation community.

Council Fire aligns themselves with organizations that share similar
values and serve similar clients. Council Fire was a part of a larger
successful funding proposal for the Urban Aboriginal Strategy with
Nishnawbe Homes and Miziwe Biik.
2

Collaboration and Partnerships

Council Fire has over 150 partnerships with various organizations.
This is an important part of their success, because they are able to
make use of limited funding effectively. Partnerships and collaborations has also provided them with the opportunity to outreach to
clients from other parts of the city who may not normally participate
in Council Fire programs. Because of the limited space at the Council
Fire building, they have been able to partner with other groups to
make use of their facilities. Forging partnerships is encouraged by the
organization’s leadership:
Our staff is open to approaching other organizations to develop partnerships and
the BOD encourages us to do so.

a) Current Partnerships
Council Fire staff is strategic with their partnerships and ensure that
there is no duplication of services. For example:
We have a lot of partnerships and try not to overlap and duplicate other services.
For example, Native Child and Family Services offers tutoring on one day of the
week, so we offer it on another so we are not competing.

Staff considers their ability to forge mutually beneficial collaboration
as a major strength of the organization:
Partnerships are a big strength of Council Fire and the mainstream The
partnerships are with both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies.
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George Brown College is an example of a long standing partnership
which continues to yield success:
George Brown offers some academic training. George Brown has good academic
upgrading which has been a longer term partnership, but we also have shorter
term partnerships that are more recent.

b) Opportunities for Increasing Partnerships and Collaborations
Council Fire staff noted multiple opportunities to enhance their collaboration across the GTA to cope with their ongoing limited space as
well as accessing clients from other parts of the city. Partnerships were
specifically discussed with the City of Toronto:
For example with parks and recreation to get youth and seniors access to
swimming pools or get space for youth to play lacrosse. There are opportunities
to be creative.

The youth staff also noted that they are working on international
partnerships:
We have opportunities to build partnerships with our youth worldwide (i.e.
through our Drama group). We are always trying to develop new initiatives.

Staff also discussed opportunities with Aboriginal organizations such
as the Native Canadian Centre of Toronto and their youth program.

2

Staff Safety and Development

Council Fire staff is often dealing with clients who are high risk. In
some cases, they come to seek help from Council Fire staff on a variety
of issues such as alcohol and drug abuse, violence and homelessness.
This can become emotionally burdensome for staff and there is a need
to ‘off load’ the emotional stress. Staff noted that the organization paid
particular focus to the development of the staff from all levels. They
developed a personal plan of care which involved multiple outlets. At
other times, staff are physically at risk, especially in times when they
are dealing with gang-involved youth. These issues were discussed by
Council Fire staff.
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a) Physical Safety
Council Fire has controlled access at the front doors which is meant
to keep both the staff and clients safe. There is zero tolerance, which
means that clients who come to Council Fire who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol are asked to leave and return another day. If
there are violent situations, or thefts, the client can participate in a
circle so those affected can express the impact of the actions and as a
group they can decide on the best course of action (i.e. banning the
client from the premises for a period of time). Council Fire has a family like atmosphere, so even though some clients would be considered
‘high risk’, everyone is treated with respect, regardless of their individual circumstance. In some cases however, staff have felt physically
at risk. This was expressed by a staff member:
Staff safety is a concern. We have clients in high risk situations like gangs, and at
some point, we have to question the balance between serving our community and
putting our own lives at risk. The frontline workers are vulnerable to these high risk
situations. We have to adopt the attitudes of social workers, which mean sincere
engagement, however we need a reminder about our own safety a well. It is
difficult to focus on this because we are here to provide a supportive environment
to our clients, and we can’t be exclusionary.

The paradox of providing important services to some high risk clients
while impeding the staff members own sense of safety and ensuring
that no one is turned away is evident at Council Fire.
b) Staff Development
In many cases, clients participate in programs and activities to
enhance their cultural knowledge, build community and express
their identity. In other cases, clients participate in programs that
have a lot of intense issues relating to their intergenerational or direct
experiences at residential schools, issues with alcohol and drug abuse,
grief, or feelings of exclusion because of forced land relocation. As a
result, staff deals with a lot of ‘heavy’ issues which can be emotionally draining. In most cases, staff felt that Council Fire did an excellent
job of ensuring that they did not ‘burn out’. A staff member describes
how they feel well taken care of:
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Everyone is happy here, and the management ensures we are well taken care of.
For example, an acupuncturist was brought in.

Staff are required to do a personal plan of care to assist the management in working effectively with the staff member:
Council Fire makes sure you are physically, mentally, and spiritually healthy. We do
a personal plan of care (for example, I go to boxing to relieve stress).

In other cases, Council Fire provides staff with five days of cultural
leave so they can attend ceremonies such as the Sundance. As one
staff member describes:
This is important because of the nature of our work involves us knowing some
heavy information about people’s experiences and carries with it some bad energy.

There is a great deal of flexibility provided for staff to ensure that
they are well balanced. One staff member describes this as:
People are always put before policies. There is a lot of empathy from the senior
management towards their staff, for example when someone is facing a life
changing event and needs to leave for a week to attend a funeral.

In other cases, some staff felt there were opportunities to improve
their emotional safety. They noted times that the job “gets the best of
them” due to the negative situations they encounter:
I am not able to maintain objectivity. Some clients get nasty or pass away, so you
are always dealing with grief and mental problems. Some clients ‘turn on you’
because I got too involved with the clients.

Due to the high case loads, there was mention of the need to hire
more front line staff:
Hire more works. I have a high case load. The 30 people I work with on a daily
basis are very high need and there are only three workers. We go to people’s houses
every day, and sometimes they are addicted to drugs and hard to deal with.

The cultural leave was considered positive, however some staff noted
that alternatively, staff could be provided with ‘mental health days’
similar to OFIFC:
There are staff who don’t fall into the Native cultural activities. I am a Christian so
I don’t go to sweat lodges. The cultural days don’t work. We get five cultural days
a year, but people don’t take them because they don’t do sweats.
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3.5 Conclusion
Council Fire has a very specific and prominent role in the development of the urban Aboriginal community in Toronto. They have a
significant history which has led them to be one of the main service
providers for Aboriginal people in the GTA. In addition to the range
of services Council Fire provides (as one staff member mentioned,
Council Fire serves people from ‘womb to tomb’), they also have a
strong cultural component which is embedded not only in the programming they provide to clients and community members, but also
in the way that they treat each other as staff members and treat their
clients. The role of culture cannot be underestimated in the widespread impacts it has in terms of increasing the capacity of staff to fill
multiple roles within the organization to have a holistic grasp of how
clients can be served. This approach also fuels positive cultural identity building and provides the context for them to resolve conflict and
retain their staff. It also provides an important place for Aboriginal
clients to regain or reignite their cultural identity and enhance their
quality of life.
This organization also faces challenges especially with regards to
heavy reporting requirements to multiple funders. Annual or renewal
funding arrangements brings with it instability in terms of programs
and can inhibit the ability of staff to be strategic in their planning.
The mandates of funders and of the organization are often at odds,
which places more strain on the staff and programs they run. As a
result, they often rely on internal fundraising projects which are also
time consumptive and a burden for all staff.
Council Fire has a large building; however the staff still have limitations for programming and have even resorted to going off site. The
building is also inaccessible for those people with physical disabilities
as it lacks an elevator or chair lift. This is currently being explored by
the Board of Directors. Despite these challenges, staff and clients agree
that Council Fire is situated in an ideal area in Regent Park where
there is a high Aboriginal population.
The organizational structure is flexible in that there is a great deal
of cross-sectoral collaboration and staff move into the manager and
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staff roles in order to enhance the organization’s capacity and staff
understanding of various programs. Council Fire’s Board of Director’s
take a hands-on approach and many of them participate in programs
which makes them highly knowledgeable about the programs. The
Board of Directors are strong advocates for Council Fire. This is most
seen in the Board Designate position who oversees the operations of
the organization and works with the sector managers. This is a direct
connection to the Board of Directors for the staff. The sector management structure has also resulted in a flattened out structure whereby
staff have direct relationships and contact with the managers and the
Board Designate. This results in a great deal of autonomy and flexibility as well as cross-collaboration.
Council Fire is an integral part of urban Aboriginal life in the GTA and
the staff is attuned to the needs of their clients and because of their
extensive outreach, is able to connect their clients to other Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal organizations. Council Fire has over 150 partnerships with other organizations which allow the organization to expand
and maximize their programming and support services. The result is
an organization which is highly visible and influential in the GTA and
is an integral part of urban Aboriginal community life.
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3.6 Case Study Scenario
Alleviating the Heavy Burden
of Reporting
Like most Aboriginal agencies in Toronto, Council Fire staff
reported that they maintain a heavy burden of having to keep
track of clients, fill out forms, frequently evaluate their programs,
and write proposals for funding and other administrative duties
as a significant part of their jobs. Many suggest that this emphasis
on administration keeps them ‘chained to their desks’ and often
serves to take them away from providing direct service to their
clients. The problem is compounded by the large number of
funding sources that characterize the agency, each requiring
significant reporting and evaluation. The insecurity of funding for
programs which is often received for short periods of time (1 to 5
years) and must be reapplied for frequently serves to add to staffs’
administrative load. These issues are common to many Aboriginal
organizations which are dependent on government funding.
There is recognition that reporting and evaluation of programs is
important to be accountable and transparent but the organization
would like to examine ways to reduce the heavy administrative
duties of staff and free them up to provide service to clients.

Discussion Questions
How can an agency like Council Fire which depends on
government funding with its inherent reporting and evaluations
requirements develop a way to more effectively and efficiently
reduce its administrative load?
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Chapter 4

N ISH N AW B E H O M E S

4.1 Introduction
As an analysis of key issues and themes unique to Nishnawbe Homes,
this case study has been based upon four in-depth interviews with
the Executive Director and three Staff members. /challenges of the
Organization As well, the research methodology included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation as
well as secondary research material.
This case study of Nishnawbe Homes has led to the emergence of five
key themes unique to the organization.
1. Human Resource Needs
2. Expansions and Development
3. Interagency Cooperation
4. Tenant Relations
5. Financial Sustainability

4.2 Organizational History
Since the Second World War, the federal government began funding
affordable housing for veterans returning from the war. In the 1960s,
the public housing movement began. In Ontario, this took shape
through the Ontario Housing Corporation whereby rent was geared to
income and the operating costs were shared between the federal and
provincial governments. In the 1970s the burden of public housing
shifted to the community and community organizations sprung up
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in the form of non-profit and cooperative housing projects. Much of
the housing that exists today is ‘geared to income’ (GI). Social housing
evolved in the 1980s and 1990s to serve specific populations including
those with special developmental needs, mental health patients and
the survivors of family violence. In the 1990s, the federal government
chose to no longer participate in the funding of social housing, and the
burden for funding shifting to the provincial government, with local
community non-profit agencies running the social housing programs.
In the City of Toronto, the need for affordable housing continues to
escalate as the gap between lower and higher income household grows.
The City of Toronto waiting list for affordable housing is 14,000 people.
(Nishnawbe Homes Handbook, 2010) In 1984, Nishnawbe Homes was
founded by a group of concerned community members to address the
need for affordable housing geared towards the Aboriginal population
in Toronto. In 1986 Nishnawbe Homes was allocated 49 units from the
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation under the Urban Native
Housing Program. With input from prospective tenants, Elders and
community members, Nishnawbe Homes developed forty nine units
spread across ten properties in the City of Toronto. Nishnawbe Hones
operates under a set of four principles which guide them through the
management of current properties and the development of new units:
1. Affordable housing is one of the critical building blocks that allow its
occupants to improve the quality of their lives and the lives of their family
members.
2. Tenancy is open to all Native people, subject to eligibility based on criteria
set by the board of directors, a history of financial responsibility and
availability of units.
3. Participation of tenants in decisions affecting their lives is a critical factor in
the board’s decision making process (at house meetings).
4. Tenants are treated equally despite different levels of income. In many ways
as possible the same rules apply to rent-geared-to-income households as to
market-rent households and the same opportunities are available. (Nishnawbe
Homes Handbook, year)

In 2007, Nishnawbe Homes purchased and renovated a 62 unit building called Zhaawnong Gamik, or the Church Street South House. This
building houses the main administration office of Nishnawbe Homes.
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4.3 Organizational Structure
Nishnawbe Homes is governed by a Board of Directors. The Executive
Director, Frances Sanderson has a staff of 9 full time and 15 part time
staff. All nine full time staff are permanent. The full time permanent staff include: the Executive Director, Tenant Relations Worker,
Maintenance Worker, South House Support Worker, South House cleaning staff (2), South House Maintenance and South House reception (2).
The two full time contract staff includes the reception/administrative
assistant and the maintenance trainee. The part time staff includes a
support person, maintenance person and reception/security.
Chart 4A: Nishnawbe Homes Organizational Structure
City of Toronto
Social Housing
Board of
Directors
Housing
Administrator

Maintenance

Tenant Relations

Assistant
Maintenance

Tenant Selection

Special Board
Committees
Part-time
Administration
& Reception

Fundraising

Board of Directors
The Board of Directors has several duties which include: hiring and
supervising the Executive Director; setting wages and benefits; negotiating employment contracts; developing employment policies;
approving staff job descriptions and opening the lines of communication; and ensuring that annual performance evaluations are done. The
Board of Directors is a ‘working board’ in so far as they are directly
involved in setting and measuring of staff and Executive Director’s
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achievements. The BOD also has a President who is responsible for
the regular supervision of the Executive Director. The President makes
some decisions on minor contract issues and ensures the staff receives
their annual training. This important role also ensures that there is a
good flow of communication between staff and the Board of Directors,
and when necessary, the President mediates staff disputes.
Executive Director
The Executive Director supervises staff whom oversee the day to day
management and administrative functions of Nishnawbe Homes.
Tenant Relations
The Administrative Assistant/Tenant Relations Worker divide their time
between administrative duties and managing tenant relations to ensure
that tenant issues are resolved and that there are minimal vacancies.
Administrative Assistant
This role handles the reception desk, correspondence, mail, work order
processes, key boarding, tenant notices and rent geared to income
calculations.
Maintenance
The Maintenance Workers are responsible for all the property maintenance which includes responding to emergency procedures as well
as monthly maintenance duties such as furnace and air conditioner
maintenance, boiler inspections, fire safety, plumbing, electrical and
heating issues, and appliance repairs.
Superintendent
This halftime position is a live-in position at the Maddy Harper
Lodge and is in charge of minor maintenance issues as well as being
on call during the evenings and weekends for emergencies. The
Superintendent cleans all common areas and looks after lawn care
and snow removal.
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4.4 The Emergence of Key Themes
There were five main themes that were identified through the interviews and the strategic planning document. Many of these themes are
inter-related, i.e. financial sustainability is related to the ability to hire
additional staffing.
1

Human Resource Needs

Although Nishnawbe Homes is a small organization, the human
resource demands are similar to those in large organizations, especially when there is such a reliance on government funding for positions.
There is one overall manager, the executive director who not only
forwards the vision of the organization through collaborative partnerships, but also functions in much of the day to day running of the
organization. With the writing of this report, there is presently a need
to secure a successor for this position as the ED is considering retirement, but there is also a need for someone to take on the operations
of the organization. There is a lack of qualified Aboriginal people who
are willing to work in a non-profit organization at a lower salary than
they could be earning elsewhere.
a) Succession Planning
There is a great reliance on the Executive Director not only for the
day to day operations, but also the strategic alignment of Nishnawbe
Homes as a major player not only within the not for profit housing
sector, but also within the Aboriginal organization sector in the City
of Toronto. The Executive Director has worked at Nishnawbe Homes
for 17 years, and despite the great satisfaction she receives from her
position and role in the community, is considering the possibility of
eventual retirement. The dilemma of a lack of succession plan for the
ED position has arisen and has yet to be addressed. This was identified
not only by the ED, but also by the BOD in their Strategic Planning
process that took place in the fall of 2010. As the ED commented:
I am set to retire, but when I leave I also take a huge history and knowledge with
me. There is no replacement on the horizon.

76

TORONTO ABORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT

What also makes the possibility of succession planning difficult is
the lack of availability of qualified Aboriginal people who would be
willing to work in a non-profit environment which inevitably results
in lower salary levels dictated by the government. The commitment
Nishnawbe Homes has to hire Aboriginal people results in a smaller
pool of qualified candidates to draw from. The ED also discussed the
need to mentor potential new leadership, and there has not been sufficient time to do so. In the Nishnawbe Homes Strategic Plan, it was
identified that there is an opportunity to focus on cultivating the
youth in the Aboriginal community through “succession planning,
mentorship and apprenticeship initiatives”.
The ED commented that an ED position would be a good opportunity
for someone who has a passion for housing Aboriginal people and
“given the temperament of the community, it could be the opportunity for someone to make a big splash”. As the corporation increases
their unit numbers, the job will have more responsibilities and therefore be more demanding.
b) Management Needs
Nishnawbe Homes operates with minimal staffing. As a result, staff
is increasingly responsible for multiple areas, which means staff are
intimately connected with all facets of the organization. While this
is certainly a positive aspect to the organization, as the organization
expands with their new apartment buildings, the demands on staff
will heighten. There were six staff interviewed, and all the staff indicated that they were satisfied or very satisfied as employees. As one
staff person commented “there is not a lot of griping. No one complains about their low wages. My coworkers are all pleasant to work
with”. Another staff member commented that they were satisfied as
employees because they ”like the work, it is low key with not a lot of
pressure. It is consistent work”.
One of the staff commented that there used to be a manager, which
made the burden of work fall across more staff, and lightened the
work load. A staff member noted that they used to have a manager,
but now they ‘job-share’.
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c) Aboriginal Staffing
Nishnawbe Homes is committed to hiring Aboriginal people to serve
the Aboriginal population. That being said, there is a deficit in the
number of Aboriginal people with the required business/community
development education and skill set. Those who are qualified, are in
high demand and more likely to work in higher paying positions. A
part of Nishnawbe Home’s mandate is to provide housing by Native
people, for Native people, so they are limited in only having Aboriginal
staff working for the organization. One staff person acknowledged
that this approach is a potential weakness because there is “less of a
pool to pull from”.
If they have available funding opportunities Nishnawbe Homes has
an opportunity to connect with Aboriginal students from local institutions like Ryerson, the University of Toronto, and York University
to provide professional mentorship positions as a part of their course
work or through service learning initiatives. As all of the staff noted,
Nishnawbe Homes is a place where they are either satisfied or very
satisfied in their work.
2

Expansions and Development

Nishnawbe Homes has expanded from their original 49 units to
125. Recently, Nishnawbe Homes embarked on a joint venture with
Miziwe Biik Development Corporation to build an apartment building that is ‘affordable rent’ instead of the traditional rent geared
to income approach. The tenants who will occupy these units are
those who are self-sufficient in terms of income. This is an important initiative as it is a good example of interagency collaboration.
Nishnawbe Homes has also traditionally focused on people who were
economically marginalized and disadvantaged. However in recent
years, there has been a shift to students as tenants resulting in a new
type of challenge and opportunity.
a) Parliament/Dundas Street Units
Nishnawbe Homes has developed a partnership with Miziwe Biik
Development Corporation to build a thirty two unit apartment
building beside Council Fire Native Cultural Centre. The partnership
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has allowed for fifteen one bedroom units, four two bedroom units
and thirteen bachelor units that will be affordable rent. This means
that the units will not be geared to income (GI), but rented at lower
than market rates. It is targeted at those who are financially self-sufficient, or the ‘working poor’. These units, while it will shift some of
the burden from the current waiting list, will actually require a new
application, and subsequently a new waiting list for those who are
eligible to rent. This new development is a shift away from many of
Nishnawbe Home’s traditional tenant base, who are often in unstable employment situations or lack employment all together.
b) Current Clientele
Traditional Nishnawbe Home’s tenants face some significant life
challenges. In a focus group on housing, tenants and staff discussed
several important issues including: stable and secure employment,
location of home in relation to location of social services (i.e. in the
downtown core), accessing family housing, and basic life skills training. Respondents noted that it was difficult to find steady, permanent
full time employment, and without it, it is difficult to secure housing
because of the degree of information prospective renters are required
to submit to landlords or rental agencies. This was expressed by one
respondent: “Some people won’t consider you if you are on social
assistance. They won’t take anyone on social assistance”.
The focus group respondents also discussed the importance of social
housing within the immediate vicinity of other social services. At
Nishnawbe Homes, all of the units can access the public transit system:
All of Nishnawbe Home units are accessible by public transportation because most
people don’t have the money for gas, insurance or a car so they are at the mercy of the
transportation system. Housing must be located close to subways mostly, but also buses.

Accessing GI or subsidized housing was perceived to be easier if you
were a single person rather than a family. One respondent discussed
how families are often broken up because of the lack of available
family housing:
In an emergency situation, a family that goes into social services, they often get separated.
The kids and mother will go to one residence and the father may go to Na Me Res.
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Focus group respondents also discussed the lack of basic life skills of
many tenants, which makes it difficult for them to transition from
life in a shelter or on the streets to a residence situation. This lack of
knowledge on how to run a household often puts people at risk of
being evicted. This was expressed by one respondent:
Life skills are not just financial planning and resume writing, but when people move from
the shelter into the street into accommodations, they need to learn how to cook, how
to clean. That’s one of the reason they get evicted and they become anti-social. They
become hoarders and get cockroaches. They need to know how to recycle, how to to do
laundry, how to store their food, how to clean their refrigerator. So there are two sides:
the business side and the living side. It’s not just enough to take people off the street
they need to have skills to live properly. They are taken from a shelter where they are told
when to get up, when to eat. It’s so regimented. Sometimes they don’t know, sometimes
they were never taught something as basic as home economics. Not everyone comes
from the benefit of having a mother and a father and were taught how to do things.
It’s overwhelming for them, for their landlords and the community that they live in.

c) Shifting Clientele
Nishnawbe Homes also houses college and university students. This
is a relatively new shift for Nishnawbe Homes as they used to primarily house those on social assistance. The staff discussed some
of the benefits and challenges with the new demographic shift. In
some ways, having different students provides a support network
where students “bolster each other”. Also, for younger students, it
is beneficial to be surrounded by older people because there is some
stability or learned experience and “it keeps the older people young”.
However, in some cases, the college/university experience is also
associated with drinking alcohol and partying which is not allowed
at Nishnawbe Homes, so students will be asked to leave. Nishnawbe
Homes is well connected to the Aboriginal Student Centers at institutions like Ryerson the University of Toronto.
With new types of housing being constructed (Dundas and Parliament
units), the relations between tenants and Nishnawbe Homes may
shift as there will be less reliance on social service type referrals and
assistance. It is possible that this population, although they could be
characterized as the ‘working poor’, will likely be more self-reliant
and have less of the life skills deficiencies of many of the traditional
Nishnawbe Homes tenants.
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3

Interagency Cooperation

Reducing interagency competition for Aboriginal identified funding
is something that Nishnawbe Homes considers when they design
programs and services. Cooperating with other Aboriginal and nonAboriginal agencies is a goal for Nishnawbe Homes and that is evident
through their referrals and also through the various boards and committees that staff occupy. This outreach goes a long way to promoting
the important work of Nishnawbe Homes and the need for Aboriginal
specific affordable housing.
a) Duplication of Services
Nishnawbe Homes is in the business of housing people safely and in
a culturally appropriate environment. Subsequently, they do not offer
extensive cultural programs and social services because they believe
that there are existing Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies that provide these programs and services. Many of the Nishnawbe Homes staff
members feel it is important not to position themselves as ‘competitors’
for program funding, but instead look for opportunities to collaborate
on specific projects, but most importantly refer to appropriate agencies.
Some staff however felt that the cultural component was missing,
particularly when it came to developing social support programs for
tenants. As one staff person stated “for drugs and alcohol, they need
some support, so the cultural component is missing”. Another staff
person noted that “housing provides a foundation in or to move on
and be healthy. If your home is not in balance, it affects all other elements of people’s lives”.
Nishnawbe Homes cannot be all things to all people. Instead, the
focus on housing Aboriginal people is a lofty goal in and of itself, and
instead of providing all possible services, Nishnawbe Homes instead
chooses to utilize cultural and support services of other Aboriginal
agencies to avoid duplication of services. In a financial environment
that is under a great deal of pressure, Nishnawbe Homes looks to what
is financially feasible for the sustainability of the corporation. The new
development at Parliament and Dundas is a great example of interagency collaboration with Miziwe Biik Development Corporation.
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b) Community Outreach
Nishnawbe Homes employees are active community members in multiple roles. The following is a quote from Frances Sanderson describing
her involvement in the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community:
I’m a counselor at ALST, I’m a member of the Aboriginal Affairs Committee for the
City of Toronto, I am on the George Brown College Community Advisory, I’m on the
Consultative Committee for the Police Service, I’m on the TDSB Aboriginal committee,
I was with NEPA and was with Ontario Aboriginal Housing Association. I’m on
the board for the Province of Ontario Child and Custody Review Board. I’m with
Scarborough Foreign Missions. I do some diversity training at the police college. I do
lots of other things with different organizations, so I am still involved with a lot of
things. I also chaired the urban Native ministries which is an Anglican ministry. I was
working with a group that was talking about residential schools.

This type of active involvement and outreach to organizations has
ensured that Nishnawbe Homes has secured an important place in the
development of the Aboriginal community in Toronto. Building a network has provided opportunities for partnership and collaboration with
many different agencies, boards, committees and levels of government.
4

Tenant Relations

Nishnawbe Homes is unique compared to other affordable housing
organizations because they take a ‘holistic approach’ in understanding ‘where they have come from’. The staff at Nishnawbe Homes has
an important role in providing a culturally appropriate housing atmosphere for their tenants. The tenants at Nishnawbe Homes must be
Aboriginal, although Nishnawbe Homes does not ask for ‘proof’ in
terms of Status cards or Métis cards:
There is no need to victimize them anymore. You need to look at the whole
picture: those who are disenfranchised, children who were adopted out and no one
recognizes their heritage, those that fall through the cracks.

Nishnawbe Homes has a broad range of clients, so developing policies
and programs that meet all their needs can be a challenge. Despite the
diversity in the tenant population, Nishnawbe Homes is committed to
providing equal treatment to all tenants despite their circumstances.
One staff member described the tenant population:
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I have some Elders who are here. I have some young kids that go to college or
university here. I’ve got some that are out of work, some on ODSP, I’ve got all
kinds of people. They were somebody’s child with a future, where their parents
said “this could be the next prime minister of the country”. I’m giving them a place
with compassion, treating them with respect, and it’s an Aboriginal building. So
it’s a bit of autonomy in a place that we’ve never really done that.

Relating to the needs and background of clients is an important role
for Nishnawbe Home’s tenants. Because of the unique experience of
many Aboriginal people in transitioning from reserve life to urban
communities, or from being dislocated from their ancestral communities, the need to congregate with other Aboriginal people with similar
experiences are an important part of positive identity construction.
5

Financial Sustainability

The Strategic Plan identified important ways to achieve financial sustainability and reduce the reliance on government funds. Some of
their identified opportunities include a “paradigm shift from what we
have always been/done to what we could /have to be”. This includes
opportunities such as exploiting for-profit housing management
business opportunities which can support the subsidized housing programs. These for-profit housing opportunities could be “provided at
market rates that will support the not-for-profit subsidized housing”.
The strategic planning process also identified providing housing assistance even if not Aboriginal. This would be a dramatic shift away from
the current mandate of Nishnawbe Homes; however it would open up
funding opportunities. However in discussions about other non-profit
housing organizations that support Aboriginal tenants such as Gabriel
Dumont, it was noted that there were currently empty spaces and
that they were not meeting the needs of Aboriginal clients. Currently
Nishnawbe Homes has a waiting list of 200 people.
The strategic plan also identified investment opportunities. Some
options they are considering is to work more closely with First
Nation communities as investment partners to purchase property in
the city that Nishnawbe Homes can manage. They are also looking
to create investment planning partnerships with banks, credit unions
and philanthropists.
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4.5 Conclusion
Nishnawbe Homes has been in existence for over twenty years. It began
with a group of concerned community members who thought it was
imperative for affordable housing provision that was geared towards
Aboriginal people. In that time they have accumulated several properties and managed to house more than 1500 people over the years.
While the services and organizations devoted to Aboriginal people have
steadily increased, so has the proportion of the population. Nishnawbe
Homes is one such organization that looks at addressing housing issues
specifically, however due to the needs of the population they serve; it
is inevitable that their role is extended beyond simply accommodation.
In their twenty years of existence, the scope of housing provision has
shifted and become increasingly demanding. However due to the funding restraints, they are limited in their capacity to expand their staffing.
Human resource issues were identified in the need for succession planning for the eventual retirement of the current Executive Director,
the need for management staffing, and the impacts of committing to
an Aboriginal only staff complement. The need for increased staffing
is especially evident as Nishnawbe Homes expands their operations.
This year a new building is being established at the corner of Dundas
and Parliament Street in partnership with Miziwe Biik Development
Corporation. This new residence will meet the demands for their nontraditional tenants, that is, those who are financially stable, but still
requiring lower than market rent accommodations. Nishnawbe Home’s
traditional tenants are those who are transitioning from a shelter and/
or a homeless situation to accommodation and who face significant
challenges with regards to employment, life skills and family. The clientele for Nishnawbe Homes has shifted and they are now also serving
students from local colleges and universities.
Nishnawbe Housing remains committed to meeting their mandate. A
part of this involves focusing on the issue of housing and not duplicating services that other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies
provide. Collaborating and cooperating with other agencies helps
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to reduce the amount of competition for limited funding directed at
Aboriginal people. Nishnawbe Homes is also active in outreaching to
the community which assists in networking and cross agency collaboration. Nishnawbe Homes is seen as a leader in non-profit housing and
support for urban Aboriginal people.
How staff relates to tenants is intimately connected with the vision of
the organization and how it is operationalized. By hiring Aboriginal
staff who understand the circumstances of their tenants, Nishnawbe
Homes is able to take a holistic approach that is both empathetic and
firm. They enforce the house rules as a way to respect the tenants in
their pursuit of improved lives.
Nishnawbe Homes is looking at opportunities to become more financially sustainable and reduce their reliance on outside funding. In a
recent strategic planning exercise, they examined several options to
build on their strengths, particularly around property management,
and develop profit making opportunities such as the purchasing and
managing of market rent properties as well as partnering with First
Nation communities to purchase and manage properties in the city.
As Nishnawbe Homes embarks on new avenues for self-sufficiency
and improved housing opportunities for Aboriginal people, they will
also require human resources to manage and advance their vision and
mandate. Nishnawbe Homes occupies an important place not only in
the non-profit housing sector in the City of Toronto, but in the urban
Aboriginal social service provision sector.
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4.6 Case Study Scenario
Rules and Regulations: Delivering
Culturally-based Housing
Nishnawbe Homes, like most Aboriginal organizations, attempts
to deliver its subsidized housing services in a manner that
honours Aboriginal values and practices. In delivering a holistic
and culturally-based housing service to Aboriginal people in
Toronto the agency sometimes faces a challenge of being
consistent to those cultural values and practices in the light
of funding agencies rules and regulations. Some of those rules
and regulations are inconsistent with Aboriginal norms. For
example, for many Aboriginal people the extended family, i.e.
multiple family members including several generations, living
in one housing unit is the norm. In addition, it is common
for relatives visiting or coming to the city for various reasons
to expect to live with a family often for an extended period
of time. Frequently the rules of the funding agency does not
allow for these practices and families may jeopardize their
accommodations if they engage in these customs.
A second issue related to providing safe, secure and affordable
housing to Aboriginal people is the kind of rules and regulations
maintained in the housing units. As the TARP study reports many
Aboriginal people in Toronto who require affordable housing
are experience personal challenges such as poverty, lone parent
families, addictions and unstable relationships. At the same time,
people who reside in subsidized housing wish to feel secure free
from having to deal with problem neighbours. It is often difficult
to establish a set of policies and rules and regulations
that maintain a balance between these two sets of needs.

Discussion Questions
How can Nishnawbe Homes put in place a set of policies, rules
and regulations that can satisfy these various competing challenges in providing safe, secure and affordable housing to
Aboriginal people in Toronto?
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Chapter 5

N AT I V E CH I L D A N D FA M I LY
SERV I CE S TO RO N TO
5.1 Introduction
As part of the Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP), six urban
Aboriginal organizational case studies were conducted in order to provide a unique perspective to the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
As an analysis of key issues and themes unique to Native Child and
Family Services Toronto (NCFST), twenty-eight interviews were conducted with a diversity of respondents from all branches and levels
within the organization. The interviews were both semi-structured
using interview guides as well as informal and open-ended using the
below topics as a general guide. The general topics of inquiry included:
1. Overall nature of the organization
2. History of the organization
3. Structure/staffing of the organization
4. Programs/activities of the organization
5. Funding of the organization
6. Relations internally and with other organizations within the Toronto
Aboriginal community
7. Organizational culture
8. Successes of the organization
9. Important issues/challenges of the organization

As well, the research methodology included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation as well as secondary
research material.
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This case study of NCFST has led to the emergence of five key themes
unique to the organization:
1. Urban Aboriginal community governance
2. The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
3. The needs and characteristics of NCFST clients
4. Organizational funding considerations
5. Internal employee relations

As one of Toronto’s largest and oldest Aboriginal organizations and as a
member of the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC),
NCFST plays a key role in urban Aboriginal community governance in
Toronto. NCFST was one of the first Aboriginal organizations in Ontario
to take control of child and family support services to Aboriginal people
in 1988 and is now one, among only a handful of other Aboriginal
organizations across Ontario, that provides child welfare protection services in addition to a diverse array of supportive programs.
In 2004, after almost 20 years of negotiating a mandate under the
Ontario Child and Family Services Act, NCFST became a full Children’s
Aid Society in addition to its existing Support Services. Over this time
it has gone from an $80,000 budget with two staff to an Agency of 180
staff and a service budget of over $20 million. Integrating services in
this way allows NCFST to offer a full range of child and family services
to the Aboriginal community in a way that is respectful, culturally
appropriate, and which applies the intimate community and client
knowledge of NCFST workers to all aspects of Child Welfare. In taking full control of Aboriginal Child Welfare in this way, NCFST has
endeavored to provide the best possible care to Aboriginal children and
families in Toronto, while also taking an important step towards urban
Aboriginal self-determination and governance within this sector.
Over the last two decades of operation NCFST has consistently been
recognized as a community leader and has received a number of outstanding community service awards. In 1995 the Executive Director
Kenn Richard received the Toronto ‘Chief of Police Award’ for community service. In 1997 he was awarded the City of Toronto ‘Award
of Merit’ as well as the ‘Salute to the City’ award for outstanding civic
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contributions. In 1998, the NCFST organization itself became the first
winner of the Ruth Atkinson Hindmarsh Award for its work towards
‘significantly improving the lives of needy children’. And again, in
2010 Kenn Richard received the Aboriginal Affaires award for ‘Access,
Equity, and Human Rights’.
In working to provide integrated child welfare and family support services in a community and culturally-based manner, NCFST has grown
significantly in the last five years and now offers services in seven
locations across Toronto while having recently moved to its newly
renovated and much larger central office at 30 College St. The new
building has won a number of architecture and design awards and is
reflective of the organizational vision of providing culturally-based
services which are respectful and caring of Aboriginal children and
families and which are part of a self-governing Aboriginal community. The design is open and welcoming, traditional medicines are
grown on the roof-top garden adjacent to a ceremonial space, there
is also a Long House on the first floor for ceremony and other gatherings, and Aboriginal art covers the walls on all floors of the building.
NCFST plays an important role in the movement to urban Aboriginal
community governance in Toronto. As Canada’s first off-reserve Native
Child welfare authority NCFST is recognized as an overall leader in
the sector. Moreover, NCFST provides a strong voice for community
members in Toronto through its partnerships with other Aboriginal
organizations and through its membership on the Board of TASSC.
In the delivery of child and family services, NCFST functions in a
highly coordinated and cooperative manner with both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal agencies and remains accountable to the Toronto
Aboriginal community in a diversity of ways including: the Board of
Directors, the Elders Council, close client – staff community relations,
and an over-all ‘open door’ policy.
The majority of the respondents spoke to the meaningful presence
of Aboriginal culture(s) within the organization through the inclusion of Elders, teachings, and medicines as part of the daily practice
at work. Others referred to culture being at the heart of NCFST
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programming through the wholistic manner in which services are
provided to meet the needs of those at different stages of life and
to include the care of a person’s body, mind, and spirit. The prioritization of extended families within the Aboriginal community for
child placement was also understood as an important expression of
Aboriginal culture within the organization
In the area of Support Services, NCFST offers a diverse array of culturally-based, supportive, and integrative services designed to help
Aboriginal families stay healthy and strong and to prevent the need
for alternative care away from a child’s immediate family. Through the
delivery of programs and services such as integrative counseling, Head
Start, family enrichment, youth camps, drop-in centers, outreach,
traditional cultural education and training, and parent and youth
councils, NCFST promotes positive Aboriginal cultural identities and
strengthens Aboriginal families with the end goal of eliminating the
need for child protection services.
When asked about the major challenges facing their clients today,
a significant number of respondents indicated the prevalence of
‘multi-problem’ cases where clients suffered from a combination of
challenges relating to intergenerational trauma that most commonly
included: mental health problems and behavioural disorders, addictions and substance abuse, cultural loss, and identity confusion. Many
also spoke of the ‘grinding poverty’ which their clients experience and
the daily stress that this causes, contributing to feelings of despair,
low self-esteem, poor parenting, and family violence. Respondents,
however, also spoke of the resilience of their clients and the dedication that they have to live a better life and build healthy families. It
is important to further note that clients of NCFST are also becoming increasingly complex in racial and cultural affiliation. Although
a significant number of clients continue to be Aboriginal from North
America, increasingly they are South American Indigenous people
and/or ‘racially mixed’ persons.
In addition to the core provincial funding which is provided to all
mandated Children’s Aid Societies in Ontario, NCFST also accesses 60
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separate funding envelopes, which support a vast array of child and
family programs and services. Although this diversity of agency services and funding partners points to a significant level of professional
capacity within the agency, a majority of respondents (from both
Child welfare and Support Services) nonetheless spoke of the heavy
burden of reporting to funders, both at the level of management and
the front-line worker. Respondents further spoke of the difficulty of
maintaining up to 60 separate funding envelopes in terms of the
continuous need to re-apply annually for programs, submit regular
program evaluations, as well as search for new funding sources in case
existing programs are cancelled.
Overall, NCFST employees reported a high degree of professional satisfaction. Within NCFST there is the presence of strong teams within
the various programs and an organizational ethic of care, helpfulness,
and collaboration, which translates to a high degree of employee commitment and dedication to clients. The interrelated factors discussed
above combine to create a meaningful and rewarding work environment for NCFST management and staff.

5.2 Organizational History
In 1985, The Child and Family Services Act was amended to recognize that:
Indian and Native people should be entitled to provide, wherever possible, their
own child and family services, and that all services to Indian and Native children
and families should be provided in a manner that recognizes their culture, heritage
and traditions and the concept of the extended family. (Declaration of Principles,
Ontario Child and Family Services Act)

While specific provisions related to Native peoples under Part X the
legislation refer directly to reserve communities, both the Province
of Ontario and the Toronto Native community undertook to develop
a response to the child welfare needs of Toronto’s estimated 60,000
Native people. It was agreed by both parties that the Native population of Toronto was sufficiently large to warrant the development of
its own child welfare response.
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From 1985 to April 1988 the developmental phase of this agency took
place. The process involved extensive community consultation with
both the Native and non-Native communities, the development of an
incorporated board, by-laws, mission statement, and related service
objectives. The agency presented its first service plan to provide culturally appropriate services to the Toronto Aboriginal population to
the Ministry of Community and Social Services in January, 1988, and
service funding was provided on April of that year.
In 2004, in response to the long-term efforts to become fully mandated, the Ministry formally licensed NCFST to provide child welfare
services to the Toronto Aboriginal population. NCFST is presently the
only full service, off reserve child welfare initiative in Ontario under
the direct control and management of the Native community. After
more than 20 years, the Agency has gone from an $80,000 budget
with two staff to an Agency of 180 staff and a service budget of over
$20 million. Early programs have expanded into a broad mix of services and multiple funders. In addition to being a Society under the
Child and Family Services Act, NCFST is also a United Way member
and a registered charity.
It is important to note that over the years NCFST has consistently been
recognized as a community leader and has received a number of outstanding community service awards. In 1995 the Executive Director
Kenn Richard received the Toronto ‘Chief of Police Award’ for community service. In 1997 he was awarded the City of Toronto ‘Award
of Merit’ as well as the ‘Salute to the City’ award for outstanding civic
contributions. In 1998, the NCFST organization itself became the first
winner of the Ruth Atkinson Hindmarsh Award for its work towards
‘significantly improving the lives of needy children’. And again, in
2010 Kenn Richard received the Aboriginal Affaires award for ‘Access,
Equity, and Human Rights’.
In order to accommodate the growth of the agency over time, NCFST
has had to move to a number of different locations throughout the
city and has recently (2010) unveiled its new building at 30 College
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St. which has won a number of architecture and design awards1 and
is reflective of the organizational vision towards the provision of
community and culturally-based services which are respectful and
caring of Aboriginal children and families and which are part of a
self-governing Aboriginal community. In its open concept and integrative design, the new building is spacious and welcoming as well as
effectively planned to provide both security and the efficient use of
workspace. Aboriginal cultures are integrated throughout the building; traditional medicines are grown on the roof-top garden adjacent
to a ceremonial space, there is a Long House on the first floor for ceremony and other gatherings, and Aboriginal art covers the walls on
all floors of the building.

5.3 Vision Statement
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto strives to provide a life of
quality, well-being, caring and healing for our children and families in
the Toronto Native Community. It does this by creating a service model that is culturally-based and which respects the supreme values of Native people, the extended family, and the right to self-determination.

5.4 Organizational Goals Towards the
Realization of The Vision
§§ To create and maintain a culture-based agency of service, healing
and well-being for Native individuals and families that contributes
to the development of a whole and healthy Native community
§§ To develop an integrated network of effective programs and positive
relationships for a caring and supportive environment

1

The awards include: The Ontario Woodworks Institutional Wood Design Award, Visual
Communications – Brand & Identity, Interior Magazine ‘First Among Equals’ Best of Year Award:
Institutional Project Category, Interior Design Best of Year Award, Design Exchange Award:
Honourable Mention, Landscape Category, Design Exchange Award: Honourable Mention,
Institutional Category, Open Doors Toronto 2011 Most Visited Award.
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§§ To develop awareness of the culture, along with the knowledge,
skills and attitudes for contemporary Native health, well-being and
self-determination
§§ To provide Native appropriate support services and resources for child
and family care, healing and well-being

5.5 Organizational Structure
NCFST is divided into four main areas of responsibility, Child Welfare,
Support Services, Quality Assurance, and Finance and Administration,
with the Executive Director overseeing all aspects of the operation.
Chart 5A: NCFST Organizational Structure

Executive
Director

Executive
Assistant

Director,
Finance &
Administration

Director,
Support Services

Director,
Child Welfare

Manager,
Quality
Assurance

Quality Assurance
This area of responsibility involves the collection and management of
program and services data for internal research and development purposes, the maintenance of internal standards, and for external reporting and auditing. NCFST agency Quality Assurances place a strong
emphasis on a performance effectiveness and organizational development system (PEOD) that is designed to assist new initiatives as well
as support best practices.
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Finance and Administration
Finance and Administration is responsible for a wide range of organizational supports including cash management, human resources,
administrative support, property management, and information
technology.
More specifically, finance is responsible for ensuring the accurate and
timely response to issues relating to payroll, accounts payable, billing
and accounts receivable, monthly financial reporting, annual external audits, government reporting to funders and budgets, as well as
banking and cash management.
Human Resources works to ensure that the Agency attracts, selects and
retains an appropriate number of qualified staff that will ensure consistency in providing culturally appropriate services to clients.
Office Services is responsible for providing support services to staff
within the various departments and locations. These services include
reception/secretarial coverage, administrative assistance, and purchasing. NCFST currently owns 6 facilities and leases 9 other properties
that require ongoing repairs and upgrades. Facilities are responsible
for providing ongoing property management and maintenance to all
locations as required. NCFST currently owns 7 facilities and leases 7
other properties that require ongoing repairs and upgrades.
Information technology is responsible for providing tools and
equipment that will allow staff to gather, record, manage and store
information in an efficient manner that allows easy retrieval of pertinent data. This includes the ability to be responsive to security needs
and feedback for ensuring information is safe and useful.
Support Services
This area of responsibility involves the provision of a diverse array of
culturally-based, supportive, and integrative services designed to help
Aboriginal families stay healthy and strong and to prevent the need
for alternative care away from a child’s immediate family.
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The programs offered focus on:
§§ promoting positive Aboriginal cultural identity
§§ building on individual and collective strengths
§§ increasing community capacity to create sustainability and self
governance
§§ eliminating the need for child protection services

The specific programs provided under Support Services include:
Children’s Mental Health and Family Well-Being
Programs and services provided under Children’s Mental Health and
Family Well Being incorporate the best of Aboriginal and Western
approaches to healing and treatment. The specific services include:
§§ Counseling for families (individual and groups)
§§ Services for developmentally disabled children, specializing in Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder (FASD)
§§ Counseling for women leaving abusive relationships
§§ Children’s mental health
§§ Children’s circle
§§ Early intervention program for children who have witnessed violence
§§ Men’s healing program

Prevention Programs
Native Child’s Prevention Programs recognize that from time to time
families might need help in coping with the stresses of everyday life.
We offer a mix of programs that focus on both preventing problems
as well as reducing the negative impacts of existing problems. These
programs are especially interested in supporting families with young
children and children with special needs and attention requirements.
Programs and services provided under Prevention include:
§§ Parent Education and Support (Kognaasowin / Beyond the Basics)
§§ Home Visiting (Healthy Babies, Healthy Children / Ninoshe)
§§ Pre and Post Natal Nutrition Counseling
§§ Early Years Centre and Family Well-Being
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Aboriginal Head Start Program
The Maajishkatoong Zoong Mnidoowin (Ojibway for Building Strong
Spirits) program is an early childhood education program for Aboriginal
children between the ages of 2½ and 6 years of age. The program is
offered at four sites in Toronto and is governed by empowered community members who sit on the Parent Council.
The Aboriginal Head Start program offers:
§§ Preparation for the school setting
§§ Aboriginal Culture and Traditions
§§ Health, Nutrition and Physical Development

Youth Program
The Youth Program provides many services to all Native youth, particularly those at risk. With an emphasis on employment, housing and
education, this program offers a drop-in, meals and a chance to tackle
issues facing our youth with the help of our drop-in staff.
Programs and services provided under the Youth Program include:
§§ Native Youth Centre Drop-in
§§ Youth Transitional Housing
§§ Young Offenders Program
§§ Native Learning Centre
§§ Summer Over-night Camp
§§ Summer Day Camp
§§ Homework Club
§§ Sports Activities
§§ Youth Council

Scarborough Satellite Location
The Scarborough/Galloway (Ghesig) location offers programs and services for the whole family, including:
§§ A Breakfast Program
§§ Youth Recreational
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§§ Addiction Counselling
§§ Prenatal and Parent Child Interaction
§§ Summer Camp Programs
§§ Early Years Prevention Programming

NCFS Early Years Center
The NCFST Early Years Center provides a place where parents and caregivers can take part with their children in a range of programs and
activities, receive a broad range of child care and parenting information, participate in family support and community building activities,
and consult with early years professionals.
Child Welfare Services
Child Welfare is the provincially licensed or mandated portion of
NCST programming dedicated to the investigation and assessment
of the risk of abuse and/or neglect to Aboriginal children in the
City of Toronto. This area of responsibility monitors and provides
services to families where there is substantiated risk of harm or
neglect of children. In those cases, where the risk is too great to support children in the care of their parents, the Child Welfare program
provides alternative care for these children and provides workers to
support the needs of these children while in care.
As part of this process, Child Welfare recruits, trains, monitors and supports foster and kinship care providers to care for those children requiring
alternate care. This program also recruits, assesses, and supports adoptive
placements for those children requiring a permanency plan.
The specific programs provided under the Child Welfare Program include:
§§ Intake Services
§§ Family Services
§§ Children’s Services
§§ In Care Resources and Adoptions
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5.6 The Emergence of Key Themes
This case study of NCFST has led to the emergence of five key themes
unique to the organization:
1. Urban Aboriginal community governance
2. The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
3. The needs and characteristics of NCFST clients
4. Organizational funding considerations
5. Internal employee relations

1

Urban Aboriginal community governance

As one of Toronto’s largest and oldest Aboriginal organizations, NCFST
plays an important role in the movement to Aboriginal community
governance in Toronto. NCFST was one of the first Aboriginal organizations in Ontario to take control of child and family support services to
Aboriginal people in 1985 and is now among only a handful of other
Aboriginal organizations across Ontario, that provides child welfare protection services in addition to a diverse array of supportive programs. As
Canada’s first off-reserve Native Child welfare authority NCFST is recognized as an overall leader in the sector. Moreover, NCFST provides a
strong voice for community members in Toronto through its partnerships
with other Aboriginal organizations and through its membership on the
Board of the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC).
When asked to ‘describe the role that NCFST plays as part of the larger
practice of urban Aboriginal community governance in Toronto and
the GTA’, several respondents (14%) spoke of the Executive Director’s
political work in the community as a member of the TASSC and as a
vocal advocate for Aboriginal people.
As the head of such a large organization Kenn is really good at getting media
attention for the organization and urban Aboriginal issues generally. We are often
in the spotlight and a lot of non-Aboriginal agencies come to consult with us.

A majority of respondents (57%) also spoke of NCFST’s high level of
coordination and cooperation in the community with other Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal agencies. Aboriginal clients are often referred to
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NCFST from other non-Aboriginal agencies. As well, some programs
are shared between NCFST and other agencies.
We work very closely with the mainstream CAS as well as the Catholic and Jewish
CAS. There used to be some reluctance on the part of these non-Native agencies
as a result of racism, but this seems to have changed in the past few years.

Several respondents (10%) spoke of the high level of commitment and
dedication of many employees inspired by a feeling of being part of a
movement towards Aboriginal self-determination. Others (10%) further spoke of the importance of effective, culturally appropriate child
welfare services in support of community healing and development as
an important step in self-determination.
One of the roles that we play is to help re-integrate Aboriginal people into the
community by providing essential supports and equipping them with the cultural
tools that help in our ability to be self-governing.

Respondents also spoke of several interrelated ways in which NCFST
is held politically accountable to the Toronto Aboriginal community.
Both the Board of Directors as well as the Elder’s Council were identified by some (25%) as two important methods of accountability. One
respondent commented on the importance placed upon knowing and
respecting the clients as an organizational ethic. The close relationships
between many staff and clients that extend beyond normal working
hours was further indentified as a manner of community accountability.
The cultural component is different. The Aboriginal community is much closer and
familiar. We do lots of things together and I often see my clients at social and other
events. It is very close knit and there is much more accountability in this way of
working. There is much more separation in the non-Aboriginal child welfare world.

One respondent also spoke of the accountability that Head Start workers have to the parents of the children involved in the program in
terms of the quality of care and instruction that they receive as well as
their outcomes once they enter school.
We feel responsible for how our kids do in grade 1 and we spend a lot of time with
parents and they hold us accountable for safety and language teaching for example.

One participant commented on NCFST accountability to First Nations,
which are included when one of their community members comes into
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care. And lastly, another respondent spoke of the Executive Director’s
‘general approachability’ and his ‘open door policy’ of encouraging
community members to personally express their questions or concerns whenever necessary.
2

T
 he role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs
and services

In its staff orientation manual, NCFST articulates the critical importance of Aboriginal culture(s) to the work of the agency as well as an
understanding of the complexities of having many Aboriginal cultures operating within one organization and the need to respect this
diversity in the daily practice of its workers.
Chart 5B: Organizational Culture of NCFST Different from Related
Non-Aboriginal Agencies (n=28)
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When respondents were asked if there was a unique ethic or ‘way of
doing things’ at Native Child that made it different from related nonAboriginal agencies, a significant majority (72%) said yes. Of those
respondents that indicated yes, most (81%) spoke to the importance
of Aboriginal culture(s) within the organization.
More specifically they spoke of the important roles that Elders play
within the organization as well as the spring and fall cultural training available to all employees. They shared that smudging, teachings,
and the use of sacred medicines were a regular part of the ‘way things
were done’ at NCFST.
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The Ninoshe program is an excellent program that is unique to Native Child in
that it trains workers in the traditional role of the ‘auntie’ as a way of supporting
Aboriginal families. Also, the Toronto Aboriginal Care Team is effective in
supporting community members with mental illness and addictions.
I love working here because of the cultural ease, which I feel. All our work is
infused with traditions and smudging is very common. This is a place where
people and family comes first and if I have some pressing matters at home, I
can feel comfortable leaving a meeting and having someone cover for me
without being judged.

A number of respondents (25%) also spoke of the wholistic manner
in which services are provided to meet the needs of those at different
stages of life and to include the care of a person’s body, mind, and
spirit. Respondents spoke of the inclusion of a diversity of Aboriginal
cultures within the organization and a focus on honesty and openness with families as part of listening and responding to their needs.
We try to be more upfront and honest with our clients while listening to their
needs. As well, we often try to bend /manipulate the system in order to best meet
the needs of the families we work with.
There is a high level of care here for our clients that is seen throughout the
organization. There is an embracing attitude here that is based in the culture.

Moreover, the prioritization of extended families within the Aboriginal
community for child placement was also understood as an important
expression of Aboriginal culture.
One of the important strengths of the organization is that we have a willingness
to look for alternatives. We go to great lengths to keep kids out of care with our
supportive programs like the newly opened short-term shelter for Aboriginal
women and babies in Parkdale and our extensive community relationships.
We take a less intrusive and family oriented approach to child welfare here. We
encourage customary care agreements and always try to place children with their
extended families. We try to avoid apprehension at all costs.

A number (18%) of Responents also spoke to the challenges of
expressing Aboriginal cultures within an institution, which must
also adhere closely to provincial law, regulations, directives, and
standards. As one respondent put it:
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It can be frustrating being an Aboriginal person and working here. There can be a
lot of stress working to meet the CAS standards as well as the expectations of our
Aboriginal clients. The CAS mandate can be at odds with our cultural integrity.
We really have to work hard at being an Aboriginal organization. It doesn’t come
easily here. Programs and services should be more culturally-based.

3

The needs and characteristics of NCFST clients
The work is much more complicated here than at the CAS and I appreciate these
challenges although we have to be careful of burnout which is always a risk in
these types of high stress environments.
Funders do not understand intergenerational trauma, which results in unique
casework for Aboriginal people and their families. The Child welfare protection
rules don’t fit well with many of our Aboriginal families

When asked about ‘the major challenges facing your clients today’, a
significant number of respondents (70%) spoke of ‘multi-problem’ cases
where clients suffered from a combination of challenges relating to
intergenerational trauma and which most commonly included: mental
health problems and behavioural disorders, addictions and substance
abuse, cultural loss, and identity confusion. Some respondents (25%)
spoke of the intense needs of their Aboriginal clients as being different
and more challenging than what they had experienced working with
non-Aboriginal clients in other mainstream organizations.
Our clients have significantly more serious issues than CAS clients, which increases
the risk levels. We deal primarily with multi-problem families.
Our clients have a real problem with addictions particularly crack cocaine.
If there was no crack, there would be no kids in care…and of course these
addictions relate closely to poverty, family violence, cultural loss and identity
confusion, and social isolation.

Moreover, many of these respondents spoke of the ‘grinding poverty’
which their clients experience and the daily stress that this causes and
which contributes to a lose of hope, low self-esteem, poor parenting,
and family violence. One respondent, however, also spoke of the resilience of her clients and the dedication that they have to live a better
life and build healthy families.
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Because of poverty our kids have difficulty with motivation and feel really stuck
in their situation. Poverty affects many aspects of their lives including poor social
skills, depression, and feelings of hopelessness and despair. Often their families
are isolated from the community. Poor parenting seems to relate to poverty, which
means that kids are not prepared for weekend trips and that our phone calls are
not returned or that appointments are missed.
The big challenges for our clients is poverty, addictions, violence and low self-esteem.
It is really tragic because they don’t feel that they deserve the good things in life.
Being relatively new to the organization, I have been surprised by the depth of
trauma and despair of many of our clients, but also at their resilience and strength
in working to heal themselves and to get their kids back.

In addition to experiencing ‘multi-problem’ challenges, clients of
NCFST are becoming increasingly complex in racial and cultural
affiliation. In response the question of ‘what population does your
organization serve?’ A significant number of respondents (46%) reported that their clientele was primarily Aboriginal from North America,
but that increasingly they were providing services to South American
Indigenous people and/or what they termed ‘racially mixed’persons.
Respondents added that NCFST has a tradition of being inclusive and
welcoming to all clients who self-identify as Aboriginal or who consider themselves to be community members. It was generally felt that
the racial and cultural complexity of the NCFST clientele would only
increase over time.
We deal with a lot of ‘bi-racial’ clients – almost half of our clientele—and some
international indigenous people from Mexico and South America. This will be a
growth population for us in the future and it will be challenging meeting their
diverse needs.
We tend to ask a series of questions of possible clients including, if they are
Aboriginal, if they have Aboriginal ancestry, or if they feel part of the Aboriginal
community. We tend not to discriminate. If someone feels part of the Aboriginal
community they are usually welcome. A lot of families are mixed and our Early
Years centers are open to the public on Fridays.

4

Organizational funding considerations

In addition to the core provincial funding provided to all mandated
Children’s Aid Societies in Ontario, NCFST also accesses a number of
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additional funding sources, which support a vast array of child and
family programs and services. NCFST has an annual operating budget
of $22 million and is supported by 25 different funders and 60 separate program funding envelopes. Of that $22 million, $15 million is
allocated to Child Welfare and $7 million to Support Services. Child
Welfare services are funded primarily by the Ministry of Children and
Youth Services (MCYS), while Support Services accesses its program
funding from a diverse mix of private and public organizations. Some
of the key funders of NCFST include:
Table 5A: NCFST Funding Agencies

Aboriginal Healing
and Wellness Strategy

Miziwe Biik Aboriginal Training
and Employment

City of Toronto

Urban Aboriginal Strategy

Human Resources and Skills
Development Canada

Public Safety & Emergency
Preparedness Canada /
National Crime Prevention

Ka:nen

Youth Justice Services

Métis Training Initiative

Toronto Community Foundation

Ministry of the Attorney GeneralVictim Services Secretariat

Toronto Star Fresh Air Fund

Ministry of Children and
Youth Services

United Way of Greater Toronto

Ministry of Community
and Social Services

Health Canada

Ministry of Tourism and Recreation

Anglican Church

Ministry of Health Promotion

In its 2009 ‘Section 14 Review’ of provincial funding levels, NCFST
outlined a number of key considerations in the determining of
equitable funding allocations. According to this review, the unique
aspects of NCFST which are not accounted for in the present MCYS
funding formula include:
§§ The ‘explosive growth’ of the Child Welfare services provided in response to a
60% increase in children in care over the last four years (See Chart 5C)
§§ That, having been mandated in 2004, NCFST is a relatively new and
developing agency that is working hard to provide Child Welfare services
that best respond to Aboriginal realities
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§§ That Aboriginal clients experience unique conditions of severe
impoverishment and trauma, which result in complex, unpredictable,
and intensive demands for services
§§ That NCFST lacks the economies of scale of larger Toronto child welfare
agencies, which makes it challenging to operate within the standard
10% administration and infrastructure cap for program funders
Chart 5C: NCFST Growth of Children in Care (July 2004 to Sept. 2009)
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A number of respondents spoke of the difficulty of maintain 60 separate funding envelopes in terms of the continuous need to re-apply
annually for programs, submit regular program evaluations, as well as
search for new funding sources in case existing programs are cancelled.
We have way too many project based funders and this makes us very vulnerable.
So many people are caught up in chasing funds to keep programs alive. We are
always writing a lot of proposals for programs and special projects yearly which of
course means lots of research and managing and collecting a lot of internal data.

A significant majority (60%) of respondents (from both Child welfare and Support Services) spoke of the heavy burden of reporting to
funders, both at the level of management and the front-line worker.
More specifically, they spoke of the heavy expectations of funders
on collecting, managing and reporting on internal statistical data.
Depending on the funding envelope, reports can be required quarterly and/or monthly, as well there are a diversity of periodic audits
(including the possibility of surprise audits) which are conducted by
the funder. These respondents indicated that because of these ‘excessive’ reporting requirements from funders, that administrative duties
can take up to 70% of their workday at the expense of their clients.
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The agency is swimming in paper. This just adds to the reporting and
administrative burden on the workers and management which can be up
to 70% of responsibility.
There is just so much paperwork involved in working for this organization. We
are audited almost monthly through either licensing audits or crown ward audits.
I work on audit preparation every day and I am forced to micro manage my
workers to track statistics. We need more time and capacity to keep up with the
administrative side of our work.
In child welfare the paperwork is crippling. We undergo periodic resource audits,
financial audits, and random audits as well as a full annual audit. My time is
divided 75% on administration and 25% working with kids. We are working to
audit to the detriment of our working with the kids.
As part of their proposal submission, Support Services receives only 10% for
administration of programming. In reality we need at least 15% to keep up with
the reporting requirements.

5

Internal employee relations

There are presently 230 employees at NCFST, the vast majority (200)
being full-time positions. Moreover, there is what one respondent
termed, a ‘good mix’ of people and cultures and a general acceptance
of this diversity across the organization. With approximately seventy-five percent (75%) of NCFST employees presently identifying as
Aboriginal, the organizational Strategic Framework (2010-2013) has
identified a number of action plans towards the ‘attraction and hiring
of more Native talent’ that ‘ensures their capacity in organizational leadership roles’. However, as a mandated Children’s Aid Society
NCFST is faced with the challenge of meeting provincial expectations
relating to Staff credentials, while recruiting from a limited pool of
highly sought after Aboriginal professionals.
A significant number of respondents (36%) spoke of the presence
of strong teams within the various programs and an organizational
ethic of helpfulness, flexibility, and collaboration. As well, twenty-five percent (25%) of respondents spoke of the hard work and
dedication of the personnel who feel a sense of purpose and dedication in working with NCFST and who understand and have a caring
relationship with their clients.
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There are many dedicated people working here who put in extra time without
claiming this because they care about the families and really believe in the
mandate of Native Child.
This is one of the things that really surprised me when I began working here was how
many employees really had their hearts in their job and really cared for their clients.
The people here are very committed to the children and the families. They work
hard for good program delivery as well as in raising money for consistency and to
grow their programs to meet community needs.

Respondents also spoke to the competitive pay and benefits offered at
NCFST as well as to the professional development and cultural training
that is offered to all employees. Having a stable and reliable leadership,
a ‘strong’ Board of Directors, and a good reputation with funders and
community members was seen as important factors, which contributed to a healthy work environment. As one respondent put it:
We follow through with the programs and services and the money goes where it is
suppose to go. We have had political stability since our beginning in 1987.

From Chart 5D below we see that when asked how they would ‘describe
the level of employee satisfaction within the organization’ the majority of respondents (61%) indicated either ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’.

Percentage

Chart 5D: Level of Employee Satisfaction at NCFST (n=28)
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In spite of the generally high level of employee satisfaction within
NCFST, there remain some challenges relating to communication and
employee relations across the two main areas of service delivery. A
significant number (46%) of respondents reported challenges with
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internal communication relating to management and staff, between
program teams and particularly between the two areas of Child
Welfare and Support Services.
It was further reported by a minority (25%) of respondents that there
is some tension between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employees
at NCFST. These tensions relate to inconsistency in pay and benefits across the organization where Aboriginal employees, working
primarily in Support Services, earn comparatively less than their
non-Aboriginal counterparts in Child Welfare and occupy fewer management positions. This was felt to be due to the greater value placed
generally on professional credentials as opposed to Aboriginal, experiential knowledge.

5.7 Conclusion
As one of Toronto’s largest and oldest Aboriginal organizations and
one of the first in Ontario to take control of child and family support
services (1985) and to then provide child welfare protection services
(2004), NCFST is a leading Aboriginal agency in Canada in providing
care to Aboriginal children, youth, and families. In taking full control
of Aboriginal Child Welfare in this way, NCFST has endeavored to
provide the best possible care to Aboriginal children and families in
Toronto, while also taking an important step towards urban Aboriginal
self-determination and governance.
NCFST has consistently been recognized as a community leader and
has received a number of outstanding community service awards. It
has a broad mix of services, multiple funders, is a Society under the
Child and Family Services Act, a United Way member, a registered charity and in 1999 the winner of the Ruth Atkinson Hindmarsh Award
for best practices in the service of children. In working to provide
integrated child welfare and family support services in a community
and culturally-based manner, NCFST has grown significantly in the
last five years and in 2010 moved into its newly renovated and much
larger building at 30 College St. The subject of a number of design and
innovation awards, the new building reflects strongly the organizational vision of being based in Aboriginal community and culture.
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With the inclusion of Elders, teachings, and medicines as part of the
daily practice at work, Aboriginal culture lies at the heart of NCFST
programming. In the delivery of culturally-based Support Service programs such as integrative counseling, Head Start, family enrichment,
youth camps, drop-in centers, outreach, traditional cultural education
and training, and parent and youth councils, NCFST promotes positive Aboriginal cultural identities and strengthens Aboriginal families
with the end goal of eliminating the need for child protection services.
In addition to the core provincial funding which is provided to all
mandated Children’s Aid Societies in Ontario, NCFST also accesses 60
separate funding envelopes, which support a vast array of child and
family programs and services. Nonetheless, acquiring the necessary
program funding to adequately meet the complex needs of its clients
was raised as an important challenge given the many difficult experiences of urban Aboriginal children and families in Toronto.
In terms of staff relations, NCFST employees report a high degree of
professional satisfaction. There is the presence of strong teams within
the various programs and an organizational ethic of care, helpfulness,
and collaboration, which translates to a high degree of employee commitment and dedication to clients.

Works Cited
Native Child and Family Services Toronto: Strategic Framework (2010 – 2013)
Native Child and Family Services Toronto: Orientation of Services (2010)
Native Child and Family Services Toronto: Section 14 Review Submission (2009)
Native Child and Family Services Toronto: Complex Native Family and
Children Case Analysis: Revealing Some Comparative Analysis With
Provincial Data (2009)
Native Child and Family Services Toronto: Vision Statement (1990)
Ontario Child and Family Services Act (http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/
statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90c11_e.htm)

110

TORONTO ABORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT

5.8 Case Study Scenario
Integration of Divergent Mandates
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto have been providing
child welfare services to Aboriginal in Toronto since 1985. It has
established a reputation for delivering programs and services in
a culturally appropriate manner for many years. Over the years a
number of programs have been developed including; individual
and family counselling, children’s mental health, healing circles,
prevention programs, home visiting, Head Start, an alternative high
school, youth drop-in and transitional housing and summer camps.
In 2004, Native Child became a fully mandated child welfare
agency licensed under the Ministry of Children and Youth Services
allowing the agency to integrate provincially regulated child
welfare services with the existing support services. Integrating
services in this way allows Native Child to offer a full range of child
and family services to the Aboriginal community in Toronto. As
a result the agency experienced significant growth and change.
The integration of both support services (supportive and
preventative) and child welfare (potentially punitive and
corrective) presents a challenge for the agency. Each sector
is characterized by its own set of values, norms, administrative
arrangements and mandates.
The Board of Directors, Executive Director and staff of Native
Child recognizes the challenges and ‘growing pains’ of the
integration of service and has set up a committee composed of
representatives of all stakeholder groups including; the Board, the
Executive Director, senior staff and clients to address the issues
related to the integration of services. The committee’s mandate is
to study the issue (including gaining the views of a wide variety
of stakeholders) and report back to the Board within 6 months.

Discussion Question:
How can the Integration of Services Committee effectively
address this issue?
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Chapter 6

2-SPI R I T ED PEO PL E
O F T H E 1 S T N AT I O NS
6.1 Introduction
As part of the Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP), six urban
Aboriginal case studies were included in order to provide a unique organizational perspective to the Aboriginal community in Toronto. As
an analysis of key issues and themes unique to the agency, this case
study highlights the successes as well as the operational challenges of
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations.
Through the articulation of key themes and observations, this case study
provides a ‘snapshot in time’ of the organization as a way of assisting in
its long-term strategic planning, staff orientation and training, and as a
general program and service review.
Over January 2010, interviews were conducted with staff from the organization. The interviews were both semi-structured using interview
guides as well as informal and open-ended using the following topics as
a general guide. The general topics of inquiry included:
1. Overall nature of the organization
2. History of the organization
3. Structure/staffing of the organization
4. Programs/activities of the organization
5. Funding of the organization
6. Relations internally and with other organizations
within the Toronto Aboriginal community
7. Organizational culture
8. Successes of the organization
9. Important issues/challenges of the organization
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As well, the research methodology included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation (board minutes, strategic
plan, etc), as well as secondary research material (studies commissioned
by the organization on two-spirited issues).
This case study of 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations has led to the
emergence of six key themes unique to the organization:
1. The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
2. The centrality of research within the organization
3. Concerns over levels of organizational funding
4. The needs and characteristics of clients of 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations
5. The significance of partnerships and volunteers
6. Two-spirited representation and anti-discrimination work

As the only organization that is both Aboriginal and LGBT in Toronto,
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations plays an important role in providing
services to Aboriginal LGBT people in Toronto. It provides indispensable programs and advocacy for Aboriginal LGBT people, and meets the
needs of a client base that no other Aboriginal organization will specifically serve. The organization is a leader in providing services to address
HIV/AIDS among two-spirited people, and those affected by HIV/AIDS.
It is also a leader in addressing the issues intersecting with HIV/AIDS.
The organization is a member of Toronto Aboriginal Support Services
Council (TASSC), and Toronto Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN).
In the delivery of services for Aboriginal LGBT people, 2-Spirited
People of the 1st Nations functions in cooperation with Aboriginal
organizations, non-Aboriginal organizations (food banks, churches,
shelters, etc), and LGBT, HIV/AIDS organizations. The organization
remains accountable to the Toronto Aboriginal community through
the AGM, board of directors, close client-staff community relations,
and an over-all ‘open door’ policy. Many two-spirited people have
identified the critical need for an Aboriginal LGBT ‘space’. 2-Spirited
People of the 1st Nations responds to this need and provides this
‘space’ through its mandate and programming.
Culture and identity is recognized by the organization as integral to the
lives of two-spirited people. Importantly, 2-Spirited People of the 1st
Nations is committed to reclaiming the traditional roles of two-spirited
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people. Organizationally, it is breaking new ground within the Toronto
Aboriginal community by providing much needed assistance to
individuals, creating awareness, and by articulating a place for two-spirited peoples in larger concepts of Aboriginal nationhood. The agency
believes in the resurgence of traditional understandings that not only
recognize two-spirited people, but regard them as community members
with esteemed roles and responsibilities. Their work in educating about
two-spirit roles is done two fold in both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations faces considerable
challenges surrounding homophobia in Aboriginal organizations, and
surrounding racism in non-Aboriginal organizations. Homophobia is
also a huge problem for many GLBT Aboriginal people.
The organization’s work is particularly challenging given the multiproblem nature of their clients. Often two-spirited Aboriginal people
face many issues such as; HIV/AIDS, drug or alcohol addictions, mental
health issues, loss of identity, low self-esteem, and a mirad of physical
problems such as diabetes and high blood pressure and the effects of
multi-generational residential school trauma.
In terms of funding, 2-Spirits receives considerably less funding than
other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal organizations engaged in the
field of HIV/AIDS work. In addition, raising funds beyond the support
provided by government is very difficult for 2-Spirited People of the
1st Nations compared to other HIV/AIDS organizations because the
lack of organizational capacity and lack of financial resources in the
Aboriginal community. This funding discrepancy exists despite the
fact that the number of Aboriginal people affected by HIV/AIDS proportionally is significantly higher than those who are non-Aboriginal
as stated by the Public Health Agency of Canada. Furthermore, based
on the number of clients and range of client needs, and particularly
as the only Aboriginal organization in Toronto serving LGBT peoples,
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is largely understaffed.
In interviews, staff spoke to the difficulties of working for an agency
that experiences funding shortages. They spoke of the generalized stress
that is felt in the workplace as well as the need to work harder and for
longer hours to make up for funding shortages. Respondents spoke of
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the heavy burden of reporting to funders for all positions. Respondents
further spoke of the difficulty of continuously needing to re-apply for
programs, submit regular program evaluations, as well as search for
new funding sources in the case that existing programs are cancelled.
Clients are mostly gay Aboriginal men who are affected by HIV/AIDS.
Expansions in services are required to address the issues of diverse twospirited constituencies, such as women, youth, transgendered people,
people affected by Hepatitis C, and the Aboriginal middle class.
In addition, while the former downtown location on Young Street
near the ‘gay village’ was desirable, the physical space that the organization occupied was not adequate to provide an optimal level of
services. It consisted of three offices, storage space, a reception area
and a small kitchen. There was a need for more adequate gatheringtype space where the organization could hold social and cultural
events. Furthermore, because of regulations some Aboriginal cultural
ceremonies such as smudging could not be done in the office. It was
also costly, with a rent of $3,500 per month.
Recently the organization moved its offices to Front Street, east of the
St. Lawrence Market. The space is in an office building and consists of
a large open space and three offices. It is large and more modern than
the old space but initially some clients suggested that it was not as conveniently located as the previous space.
When asked about the major challenges facing their clients today,
a significant number of respondents indicated the prevalence of
‘multi-problem’ cases where clients suffered from a combination of
challenges relating to inter-generational trauma, and which most commonly included: mental health problems and behavioral disorders,
addictions and substance abuse, cultural loss, and identity confusion.
Many also spoke of the ‘grinding poverty’ which their clients experience and the daily stress that this causes, contributing to feelings of
despair, and low self-esteem. Homophobia and transphobia compound
the above issues. Many clients are disowned from their communities
and families. They have experienced homophobic and transphobic
violence in their homes and on the streets, as well as discrimination
within Aboriginal agencies, their places of employment, and in their
overall day to day lives.
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Within 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations there is the presence of
strong teams between the programs and an organizational ethic of
helpfulness, flexibility, and collaboration. There is also a high degree of
employee commitment and dedication to clients and a general level of
employee satisfaction. Working at 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations
creates a challenging and rewarding atmosphere, and provides opportunities to further develop and support the Aboriginal LGBT community.
As has been asserted by the organization within their 2007 strategic
plan, “the work is never done”.

6.2 Mission of the Organization
The overall mandate of 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is to serve gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered Aboriginal peoples. It is a non-profit
social services organization. Its programs and services include: HIV/AIDS
education; outreach; prevention; support and counseling for people living and affected by HIV/AIDS.

6.3 Vision of the Organization
To create a place where Aboriginal two-spirit people can grow and learn
together as a community, fostering a positive self-sufficient image, honoring our past and building a future. Together we can work towards
bridging the gap between the two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered community and our Aboriginal identity.

6.4 Rationale for the Formation of
the Organization
The rationale for the formation of the organization is rooted in
addressing the homophobia and transphobia perpetuated by both
non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal society, and the need for a two-spirit
community with a positive image. The formation of the organization
addresses the need to reclaim the traditional and historical roles of twospirited people within contemporary society. Addressing the needs of
Aboriginal peoples living with and affected by HIV/AIDS is an integral
rationale for the establishment of the organization. In the past, very
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little activities have been available to two-spirited peoples. Alienated
from their own communities of origin, urban Aboriginal community
spaces, and the mainstream LGBT community, 2-Spirited People of the
1st Nations needed a space to assert their own cultural identity.

6.5 Organizational History
In 1987, Art Zoccole, Billy Merasty, and Thomson Highway talked about
starting an organization. Art (the current Executive Director) and Billy
made up a poster, and went to the bars to speak to two-spirited people
about attending a first meeting. They booked a room to discuss forming an organization that would serve recreational and social needs, and
that would be an alternative to the bar scene. Thirty-five people showed
up to this meeting. As an emerging group they organized fundraisers
which were ‘tea and bar mock nights’. Art got the papers to form a nonprofit organization and he opened up a bank account. In 1989, Art took a
2-year leave, but the organization kept going. Its first name was ‘Gay
and Lesbians of the First Nations in Toronto (GLFNT)’. Art returned
from his leave in 1991, and became the first president of the Board of
Directors. The first Executive Director of 2-Spirited People of the 1st
Nations was Susan Beaver followed by Claude Charles, who received
funding from the City of Toronto.
In 1991, the organization was asked to accept $50,000 from the Ontario
Ministry of Health and Long Term Care to work on HIV/AIDS issues.
HIV/AIDS then emerged as part of the organizations mandate. Before
undertaking HIV/AIDS work, the organization was more of a social
organization. It was not incorporated and they instead deposited their
funding into a bank account. At this time, Art was the President of the
Board of 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations.
In 1992, the Susan Beaver became the Executive Director. The office was
located at Parliament and Carleton. They received funding of $50,000
from the Ministry of Health and Long Term Care. In 1992, the Executive
Director became Darcy Albert. He served as the Executive Director until
2000. The organization was incorporated in 1995 as 2-Spirited People of
the 1st Nations. The organization received funds to hire a Client Care
Coordinator, and to expand other services.
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The Ontario Aboriginal HIV Strategy was a part of 2-Spirited People
of the First Nations from 1994 to 2007, and run by LaVerne Monette.
The Strategy was incorporated in 2005. The Strategy moved out of
the organization in 2007. LaVerne served as the Executive Director of
the organization from 2000-2003. At this time she was the Executive
Director of both the Aboriginal HIV Strategy and 2-Spirited People of
the 1st Nations. Art Zocale became the Executive Director in April 2003.
The organization was initially housed at Parliament and Carleton from
1989-1991; 2 Carleton from 1991-1993; 45 Isabella in 1993, then College
and Yonge; 43 Elm Street from 2002-2007; 593 Yonge from 2007 to 2012
and Front Street at present. The mandate has remained the same over
the duration of the organization’s history.
Before 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations was incorporated, the Board
of Directors included people who were non-Aboriginal. Partners of
two-spirited Aboriginal people were able to join. The non-Aboriginal members were too vocal, and the board membership policy was
changed to include only Aboriginal people. In the earlier years of the
board, it was also difficult to discern the meaning of the term ‘living
with HIV’. Criteria was also developed by the board, and different
types of memberships were developed – members, associate members,
international, organizational member.

6.6 Organizational Structure
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations has 4 full-time staff, 1 part-time
staff, 1 contract staff, and 1 staff that works by honorarium. The full
time positions are Executive Director, Client Care Coordinator, Support
Service Worker, and Coordinator of Volunteer Services. The part time
position is the Education Coordinator. The contract position is a consultant who has works on research projects. The staff that is paid by
honorarium is a part time book keeper and web designer. All positions
are accountable to the Executive Director.
The organization has a Board of Directors made up of Aboriginal people.
Directors are mostly community members, and some members have
professional experience. Only Aboriginal people can sit on the board,
but different groups of people are able to join as a member of 2-Spirited
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Chart 6A: 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations Organizational Structure
Board of
Directors
Executive
Director
Client Care
Coordinator

Support
Service Worker

Coordinator
of Volunteer
Services

People of the 1st Nations. Full memberships are available to people who
are Aboriginal and two-spirited; lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered.
Associate memberships are available to people who are not Aboriginal
and/or not two-spirited. Organizational memberships are available, as
well as international memberships. When clients are registered with
the organization, they also become registered as members at the same
time. Members receive an organizational newsletter.
Executive Director
The Executive Director holds many duties within the organization
including the following: daily operation and administration of the
organization; sitting on issue based and Aboriginal based working
groups, committees, and advisory groups; financial operations (financial recording, making deposits, book keeping, reporting to funders);
overseeing staff and providing staff training; coordinating with other
agencies in program delivery and partnership development; relations
with the Board of Directors (updating the president weekly or daily);
acting as a spokesperson for the organization and two-spirited HIV
issues (appearances on TV and in videos, public relations); involvement in international work on LGBT issues; advising and playing a
leadership role working with other LGBT groups; initiating projects
(taking the lead role and writing proposals).
Client Care (End of Life) Coordinator
The Client Care (End of Life) Coordinator helps out clients in the final
stages of HIV/AIDS, and the partners and family of those affected by
HIV/AIDS. This position is challenging because clients require almost
daily support, and have a high number of needs. People living with HIV/
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AIDS can face the challenges of requiring palliative care, compounded by
drug and alcohol issues. People affected by HIV/AIDS, and/or drug and
alcohol issues can have difficulties in maintaining stable housing. They
may be on the streets using drugs or alcohol, or have to be hospitalized
due to health reasons instead of remaining within their own housing.
The Client Care Coordinator works with multiple agencies. A client may
access the food bank, or use roaming vans to get to their appointments
around town. The Client Care Worker will make home visits to help with
housekeeping if clients are unable to do it for themselves. Many clients
are living in poor conditions, and additionally may not be actively supporting themselves through healthy behaviours (for example, a client
may choose not to take their medications). Data is collected by the Client
Care Coordinator in OCHART, OCASE, and a new software Penelope.
The role of Client Care Coordinator is an intensive position because it
responds to the needs of clients who are vulnerable due to the interlocking impacts of poverty, addictions, and HIV/AIDS. The Client Care
Coordinator has a case load of 5-10 clients annually who are nearing
the end of their lives.
Coordinator of Volunteer Services
The Coordinator of Volunteer Services has duties including overseeing the intake of volunteers (e.g placement of students from academic
programs); organizing activities for volunteers (interviewing and matching them to activities); collaborating with the Client Care Coordinator;
coordinating the quarterly electronic newsletter; approving new members of the organization (full or associate, putting them in the data base,
sending them a member card, and renewing memberships); training of
volunteers; coordinating the float in the gay pride parade (concept for
float, truck, construction of float, etc.); coordinating fundraising events
(performers, booking venue); coordinating the AIDS Walk.
The Volunteer Coordinator oversees 81 volunteers, with 9 new volunteers in 2009/2010. The Volunteer Coordinator has facilitated 10
training sessions, carried out 13 evaluations of volunteers, facilitated
7 events for volunteers, held 9 volunteer meetings, and 4 volunteer
development sessions. The volunteer service was broken down as
following: April -September 2009, 3,338 hours of volunteer service,
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81 volunteers total; October 2008 -April 2009, 1,892 hours, 82 volunteers; April -September 2008, 3,203 hours, 82 volunteers; October
2007-March 2008, 2,093 hours, 80 volunteers; April –September 2007,
2,358 hours, 76 volunteers. Summer periods include more volunteering due to the Pride Parade, and the AIDS Walk. Volunteering data is
into OCHART, OCASE, and Penelope.
Support Services Worker
The Support Services Worker duties include providing counseling, administering the APHA Fund (e.g, clients bring in hydro bill,
phone bill and the worker records the cheque given through APHA.
Clients can receive up to $30.00 per month); keeping statistics in the
OCHART, OCASE, and Penelope programs (which are later submitted
to the AIDS Bureau); assisting clients gain access to local food banks
or to volunteer drivers; helping move clients from one place to another (e.g from St. Michaels or Casey House to their homes, or to their
home communities in the case of deaths from HIV/AIDS); filling out
housing applications (assisting clients with their forms, or writing letters to support applications); attending TAAN meetings (publicizing
the organization’s activities); making referrals (to other agencies, and
assists clients obtains IDs, etc.)
The Support Services Worker faces significant challenges in assisting
Aboriginal peoples affected by HIV/AIDS. The work of assisting dying clients is a reality of HIV/AIDS organizations. The Support Services Worker
will contact the family of the client who is dying; will go to the hospital to arrange for the client to go home to die; or will contact the First
Nation to ship the client’s body back. There are particular rules which
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations must follow as an organization when
assisting clients who have died (i.e–they cannot inform family members
until the body has been brought to the funeral home, etc).
The Support Services Worker responds to issues such as homelessness
of clients, and other ‘frequent crises’. ‘At least once a month’ clients
require significant advocacy from the organization. Incarceration of sex
trade workers is an issue. They may spend the weekend in jail, and then
be released. According to the Support Services Worker, about 50% of
the clients have criminal records. At times, clients will not report to
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their parole officers, and will require assistance from the organization
to avoid further incarceration. In terms of the Indian Act, some clients
will require assistance in obtaining Indian Status in the case where they
have been adopted.
Education Coordinator
The Education Coordinator is a part time position at the organization
2 days a week. This coordinator does workshops and presentations on
two-spirit issues and HIV/AIDS, and responds to educational requests
from the community, schools, etc. Reporting for this position is done
semi-annually through OCHART, OCASE, and Penelope to the AIDS
Bureau. According to OCHART (April - September 2009), the Education
Worker did 61 presentations and community development meetings.
Attendance was broken down in the following: 10 correctional facility, 295 health and social service agency, 209 network/coalition, 150
private sector, 310 post secondary, 1425 secondary; 3,599 people total
participated in her sessions.

6.7 The Emergence of Key Themes
This case study of 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations has led to the
emergence of six key themes unique to the organization:
1. The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
2. The centrality of research within the organization
3. Concerns over levels of organizational funding
4. The needs and characteristics of clients of 2-Spirited People
of the 1st Nations
5. The significance of partnerships and volunteers
6. Two-spirited representation and anti-discrimination work

1

T
 he Role of Aboriginal Culture in the Delivery of
Programs and Services

2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations plays a critical role in the contemporary resurgence of two-spirited traditional knowledge and
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culture. As an organization, they have been dedicated contributors
in a movement that articulates a modern day identity for two-spirited people. There is large significance in using the term ‘two-spirited’
rather than gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgendered. As the Education
Coordinator explains of the term:
We needed a broad term so that we could empower and encapsulate many
different sexual identities. It is important to convey that these identities relate to,
and are a part of, culture.

By creating the language and the institutions to support the reclamation
of identity and culture, two-spirited peoples have been working towards
cultural survival. The knowledge of ancestors is relevant to the understandings of identity. The report ‘Two-Spirited Women’ produced by the
organization states:
Two-spirit women have a long cultural history in most Aboriginal tribes on this
continent that we call Turtle Island. Two-spirit people were visionaries, history
keepers, story tellers, medicine people, artisans, specialized crafts people, land
owners, heads of families and communities, mothers and caregivers, leaders and
followers, hunters and warriors. Two-spirit women were involved in every aspect of
daily living and survival and cherished as family members and respected as gifts
from the Creator (O-Brien-Teengs, 2008).

Through the organization’s programming, a contemporary social space
is held open which is anchored in past traditions and knowledge.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations affirms the identities of gender crossing and gender variant peoples through making visible these cultural
locations, and through providing education about the lives of two-spirited peoples. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations provides for the needs
of Aboriginal LGBT peoples, and offers them a space of safety against
homophobic and transphobic behaviours, attitudes, and violence.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations offers culturally competent services
and programs. There is an ‘Aboriginal way of doing things’ that is part of
the organizational culture. In terms of programming, the organization
offers feasts for when someone dies of HIV/AIDS with an Elder. They
also offer change of season feasts. Two-Spirit Sweat Lodges, Teaching
Circles, and Talking Circles, traditional Naming ceremonies, beading,
and drum making workshops have been offered in the past. Clients of

Chapter 6: Two-Spirited People of the First Nations

123

2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations have attended retreats for medicine picking, ceremonies, and teachings. Drag Shows are organized as
fundraisers with themes about Indigenous cultural identity and sexuality. Two-spirited book clubs have also been very successful in instilling
pride within the identities of two-spirited clients.
A particular issue which the organization must contend with and
negotiate is the loss of two-spirited traditional knowledge through
colonization, and the lack of traditional practitioners who are familiar
with two-spirited ceremonies. This has resulted in the desire of the organization to be more culturally competent in its practice. Despite the
consistent effort to provide cultural venues, staff members rated their
organization as only ‘somewhat culturally competent’. Nevertheless,
spaces which allow for the continued cultural exploration of identity
and heritage are highly valued, such as the Two-Spirited Gathering.
The Gathering is attended by the Executive Director, staff, clients, and
board members each year.
The work of the organization is largely driven by the individual commitment and passion of it’s Executive Director, staff, Board of Directors, and
volunteers. All employees have ranked their experiences working for the
organization between ‘satisfied’ and ‘very satisfied’. It is largely the personal reward and meaning of the work for its employees and participants
that sustains this small, under-funded, yet essential organization. Staff
express their sense of dedication to the organization:
The mandate of the organization is to be here for two-spirits, and offer them
support and services. Art has been here for years, and the Board is committed
to the organization and its vision. (Volunteer Coordinator)
The Board, volunteers, and staff are committed to the work. (Education Coordinator)
Some of the organizational strengths that contribute to the realization of the
mandate – a lot of team work, flexibility, and the Executive Director is very
trusting. (Client Care Coordinator)

There is a particular quality of the organization that makes two-spirited
people feel comfortable and welcomed. The behaviours and attitudes
of staff make the clients feel like the space is accessible. As stated by the
End of Life Coordinator, “the overall vision of the organization is to treat
everyone with dignity and respect”.
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2

T
 he Centrality of Research Within the Organization

At 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations research is a central activity of
the organization, and is an integral component which contributes
towards the realization of the mandate. As an institution, it uses research to make visible and document the needs of two-spirited people. Documentation not only creates a theoretical discourse around
two-spirited issues, but functions as a way to make social gains and
to foster social acceptance of two-spirited people.
The organization has been engaged in ongoing community-based research. A partial history of organizational publications includes:
§§ Nashine Ginwenimawaziwin: Constant Care (1998) by Shelly Vanderhogh,
(reprinted in 1999, 2000 and 2002)
§§ We Are Part of a Tradition (1998) by Gilbert Deschanps
§§ Voices of 2-Spirited Men (2001) by LaVern Monette and Darcy Albert
§§ Transforming Generations:15th Annual Two Spirit Gathering (2003)
§§ Strategic Planning Session Report (2007)
§§ Youth Migration Project (2004)
§§ A Study Comparing Aboriginal Two Spirit Men Who Utilize AIDS Service
Organizations Compared to Those Who Do Not (2005)
§§ The 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations: Role of Workplace Factors in
Volunteer Retention and their Activities (2006)
§§ Ode’ing Ji-giizhwed (Speaking from the Heart): 2-Spirits APHA Speakers
Manual (2007) by Trevor Straten
§§ ‘Leading an Extraordinary Life: Wise Practices for an HIV Prevention
Campaign with Two-Spirit Men’ (2007)
§§ Two Spirit Women (2008)
§§ Our Relatives Said: A Wise Practices Guide, Voices of Aboriginal Trans
People (2008)
§§ Addressing Homophobia in Relation to HIV/AIDS in Aboriginal
Communities, by Art Zocole

It is clear that, for a small organization, it is impressive that it has
conducted a vast amount of research, much of which has made a significant impact on the understanding of the issue of HIV/AIDS among
Aboriginal people in Canada and internationally.
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Research has addressed a broad range of issues of related to homophobia
and transphobia in the lives of two-spirited men, women, youth, and
transgendered people, and evaluated the progress and direction of the
organization. Consultants have been hired on time-specific contracts to
collaborate on projects or to lead them. The Executive Director and staff
also play active roles as lead and supporting researchers. This is a unique
role for workers within a social service agency to carry out, and affords
two-spirited and non-two-spirited staff opportunities to be agents of
change within a context that affects them personally.
The Executive Director has recommended the ‘Social Determinants
of Health’ model for organizational research. This method of research
includes 12 variables such as: income security and poverty, housing and homelessness, addictions and mental health, etc. ‘Social
Determinants of Health’ is a model used to examine the overall health
of a population. The organization has done a number of studies using
this approach. Research projects have included the ‘Youth Migration
Project’, the volunteer retention study (with McMaster University),
and the ‘Treating the Whole’ cd-rom.
The Executive Directors points out an important concern about research
processes. He states:
The honorarium for participating in research is good because it gets people involved
in research, but they also need to be able to see the benefits of the end product.

He emphasizes the usefulness of the community-based approach
because it has practical outcomes. He emphasizes the importance of
the Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession (OCAP) guidelines in
informing research projects.
Potential research partnerships exist for community-based Aboriginal
AIDS research with agencies such as the Canadian Aboriginal Aids
Network. CAAN has a research branch and the Executive Director also
relies on them for demonstration of findings in two-spirited research.
Baseline data of the number of people who identify as two-spirited, and
other demographics surrounding two-spirited peoples is necessary.
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3

C
 oncerns Over Levels of Organizational Funding

The approximate total budget of the organization is $493.438.00. The
budget is broken down in the following:
§§ Ministry of Health = $396, 745.00
§§ Public Health Agency = $61, 840.00
§§ Primates Fund = $20,000.00
§§ Toronto Public Health = $3,874.00
§§ Donations/Fees = 10,979.00

The organization has 4 full time staff (Executive Director, Client Care/
End of Life Coordinator, Coordinator of Volunteer Services, Support
Service Worker), 1 part time staff (Education Coordinator), 1 contract
staff (Research Consultant), and 1 staff that works by honorarium (website maintenance and bookkeeping). The organization serves 200 clients
annually, and is understaffed in proportion to client numbers and client
needs. Staff bare a heavy work load, and small amounts of funding:
The staff are generally burnt out. (Education Coordinator)

Organizational set backs would be a lack of space, lack of staff, and too
many clients. (Volunteer Coordinator)
The strength of the organization is the ability of workers to communicate and
go the extra mile. (Education Coordinator)

Overall, the need of people living with HIV/AIDS in Toronto is high,
and the number of staff is low. HIV/AIDS among Aboriginal peoples is
a serious epidemic, and 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is the only
organization which exists specifically to serve two-spirited clients. The
funding the agency receives is disproportionate to the urgency of the
need to address the HIV/AIDS crisis within the Aboriginal community. While the infection rate is higher among Aboriginal people than
non-Aboriginal people in proportion to the population, the amount
of funding for Aboriginal agencies is lower.
Consequently, staff carry out work that is over and beyond their job
descriptions. For example, the Education Coordinator works 21-24
hours each week, and is paid for only 14 hours. The Support Services
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Worker is employed from 9:00 - 4:30, but also does house calls at night
time and on the weekend.
The need for more positions and expanded services was unanimously
identified by all staff. The agency is funded primarily for HIV/AIDS
work, and does not yet have the capacity to address the full needs
of Aboriginal LGBT community members. More staff are required to
address the gaps in services, however applying for funding for these
positions is quite labour intensive.
Alongside the need for expanded services, there is the need for increased
training to develop the professional capacity of the organization.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations attends the Ontario HIV Treatment
Network Conference, and use it as an opportunity for training. The
organization is a member of the network. They have an annual training workshop on volunteers training and retention, and also host
other training workshops annually for Executive Directors.
The redefinition of the HIV/AIDS as a chronic disease, rather than a life
threatening disease, may impact the way in which the agency is funded.
While it is positive that work is being done to alleviate HIV/AIDS, there
is fear that funding to the organization may be cut because HIV/AIDS
is no longer considered an urgent priority. The data from the census is
an issue, as some members do not want to disclose their identities as
LGBT. Funding is tied to these demographics. Consequently, two-spirited people are under-represented in census data, and thus receive less
than adequate funding to serve the two-spirited population.
The agency is accountable to funders through filling in client data in
OCHART, OCASE, and reporting to the AIDS Bureau. Penelope software
is used to keep log of the worker’s activities. The organization is audited
annually, after the Annual General Meeting. The funder receives financial statements from the auditor and from the Executive Director
4

N
 eeds and Characteristics of Clients of 2-Spirited People
of the 1st Nations

When asked about the major challenges facing their clients today,
a significant number of respondents indicated the prevalence of
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‘multi-problem’ cases where clients suffered from a combination of
challenges relating to inter-generational trauma, and which most commonly included: mental health problems and behavioural disorders,
addictions and substance abuse, cultural loss, and identity confusion.
Many spoke of the ‘grinding poverty’ and homelessness which their
clients experience and the daily stress that this causes, contributing to
feelings of despair, and low self-esteem. Participation in the sex trade
is prevalent within two-spirited communities.
Homophobia and transphobia are often at the root the above issues.
Many clients are disowned from their communities and families. They
have experienced homophobic or transphobic violence in their homes
and the streets. Discrimination due to homophobia and transphobia
occurs within Aboriginal agencies, places of employment, places of
schooling, and with medical care providers. Social alienation, blocked
social-economic mobility and access, and stigma result.
At the same time, some Aboriginal agencies are responding to the
needs of two-spirited Aboriginal people by developing special programs for them. For example, Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto,
Native Child and Family Services of Toronto and Anishnabe Health
sponsor programs and have held sweatloge ceremonies for two-spirited people. This is viewed by the 2-Spirit organization as a positive
development because it recognizes the place of two-spirited people as
part of the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
The majority of the clients at 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations are
LGBT, and are all Aboriginal. Few heterosexual people living with HIV/
AIDS use the organization, despite the agency’s mandate to serve this
population. Taking a look at the case load of a staff member reveals a
number of characteristics about clients that use the organization. The
Support Worker, for example, has a client list of 33 people who are considered ‘high needs’, and 108 people who are considered ‘not as high
risk’. Of the 33 high needs clients, 32 are HIV positive, 31 are LGBT,
28 are living in poverty or supported by the Ontario Disability
Support Program, 3 of the clients have been adopted and are seeking
to gain Indian Status. By gender, 4 clients are female, 19 are male, and
8 are transgendered. The oldest client is 60 years old, the youngest is
20 years, and 44 is the average age.
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Many clients have the dual disorders of addictions and depressions.
The Support Services Worker notes that HIV medications can cause
depression. Often, clients have trouble remembering appointments
because they are forgetful. Most of the clients have a medical marijuana card. She states of the high needs clients:
All of the clients have some sort of mental or physical struggle because of HIV.

Of the 103 other clients, she states “these ones are doing well”.
For the 33 high needs clients, the Support Services Worker does home
visits, promotes sexual health by providing condoms, makes referrals to the Life Long Care program at Council Fire, CAMH, provides
crisis intervention, distributes safer crack kits, does advocacy with
housing, land lords, legal issues, (e.g helps with ‘bail conditions’
and reporting to the parole officer). In terms of helping clients with
adoption issues, she will contact First Nations to try to obtain proof
of Indian Status. “A lot of clients were part of the 60’s scoop, so they
don’t know their roots” she states.
a) Harm Reduction
Overall at 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations, the Support Services
Worker states “75% of the time our clients are under the influence of
alcohol or drugs”. The approach of the organization is one of harm
reduction. The ethos of harm reduction is conveyed:
This is a harm reduction agency. If someone comes in drunk we still work
with them. The clients are very respectful if under the influence. In other
organizations, if a client comes to the agency drunk, they will be asked to leave
the premises. They often cause a scene when they are asked to leave. McEwan
House is a non-Aboriginal agency. They work with HIV positive clients, but
they are not harm reduction. At 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations, we are
respectful. (Support Services Worker)

The organization is culturally distinguished in it’s ethos of respect
and acceptance of clients. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations offers a
strong regard to their clients:
The major difference between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal organizations is that
non-Aboriginal agencies are more bureaucratic and have more paperwork. It isn’t
about the clients. They are more structured and formal. (Support Services Worker)
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The clients are very well connected to each other. Everyone knows each other and
their histories. (Support Services Worker)

As an organization, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is able to offer a
cultural sensitivity which is not offered by other non-Aboriginal gay and
lesbian organizations. Clients feel comfortable in accessing the services
provided by 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations, and are able to partake
in community building activities. For example, the approach to working with clients includes feasts, where staff and clients are able to join
each other in a communal meal. The organization has an egalitarian
approach to management, and practice in its relationships with clients.
b) Needs
Services need to be expanded to address the following issues and specific
constituencies, as identified by the Board of Directors in the 2-Spirited
People of the 1st Nations Strategic Plan and the Executive Director:
§§ Adoption issues: People who have been adopted often do not know their
history. They require two-spirit-specific counseling from the agency, to
address the traumas and issues surrounding this.
§§ Training: The organization trains people through their speakers bureau,
but cannot afford to hire them afterwards. Funding should be available to
hire those who have been trained as representatives of the agency.
§§ Speakers Bureau: a worker is necessary to support the speakers bureau at
the organization.
§§ Housing: A housing worker is necessary to address the housing issues faced
by two-spirited clients.
§§ Youth Worker: a youth worker is necessary to address the needs faced by
two-spirit youth. Significant work addressing the needs of youth has been
undertaken in the study ‘Youth Migration Project’.
§§ Women’s Worker: a women’s worker is necessary to address the issues
faced by two-spirit women. Significant work addressing the needs of
two-spirit women has been undertaken in the study ‘2-Spirit Women’.
§§ Transgendered Worker: a worker to support the needs and issues of
transgendered people is necessary at the organization. Significant work
addressing the needs of transgendered women (male to female) has
been undertaken in ‘Our Relatives Said: A Wise Practices Guide, Voices of
Aboriginal Trans People’.
§§ More Adequate Space: the current space is not adequate to effectively
meet the needs of clients, particularly in terms of a large room to hold
events and activities.
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§§ Research: 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations has a strong record in
conducting research on HIV/AIDS and other topics relating to two-spirited
Aboriginal people. It would be a positive step to develop a Research
Department to increase the research capacity of the organization.

Other positions that were recommended by staff were:
§§ Hepatitis C Worker
§§ HIV Women and Family Worker
§§ Diabetes Worker
§§ Men’s Worker
§§ HIV/Arts Education Worker (Full Time)
§§ Long Term Case Management Worker
§§ Visiting Doctor to give information of HIV/AIDS treatments

Particular focuses on two-spirited women, transgendered people, youth,
and those affected by Hepatitis C are needed in order to be inclusive of
diverse two-spirited peoples. Focusing on the entirety of the two-spirit
community can broaden the predominantly male, HIV affected focus
of the agency. A focus which considers the concept of wellness overall,
rather than focusing solely on HIV/AIDS, can help to address the needs
of the community and its multiple constituencies.
When expanding services, a considerable amount of work is necessary
to develop to programming which takes away from administration of
the organization. There are a lot of meetings held to support proposal writing. The Strategic Planning Committee of the Board is aware of
these issues like burnt out staff. The Board feels the vision and the mandate is still appropriate and has not discussed any major expansion. The
Executive Director has the ability to implement ideas, and even initiate
new ideas. Art feels it is important to produce something tangible, in
order to create change in the lives facing two-spirited people.
c) Toronto In-Patient Treatment Facility
A pressing issue surrounding mental health and addictions is the need
for an addictions facility for the homeless in the City of Toronto. In
addition to there being no inpatient treatment facility (aside from
CAMH facilities which have been identified as problematic to Aboriginal
approaches for dealing with addictions), on-reserve treatment centers
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can show homophobic attitudes towards two-spirited clients. As a result,
very few two-spirited people complete programs.
d) Two-Spirit Specific Housing
Another critical issue identified by all staff is the need for two-spirit specific housing. Currently, the two-spirited community is quite bounded
to the downtown area of Toronto for reasons of safety. Specifically,
two-spirited people reside around St.Clair West, Christie and Bloor,
Queen and Roncesvalles, Pape and Danforth, Queen and Jarvis (330
Jarvis), 490 Sherbourne (Fife House), Jarvis and Queen, Dundas and
Greenwood. Out of lack of two-spirit housing that is appropriate, or
even safe, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations recommends:
§§ Harm reduction building
§§ Downtown and near ‘the Village’
§§ Bachelor apartments like housing provided by Fred Victor Centre
§§ Housing involving treatment
§§ Housing near medical facilities
§§ Housing which accommodates families

Overall, there is a tremendous need for physical and social spaces where
two-spirited people are able to feel safe and included:
Two-spirit people should have their own community, housing, and support, and
where they can feel safe. There is a need for two-spirited organizations across the
city because there are clients across the larger GTA. (Support Services worker)

5

S
 ignificance of Community Partnerships and Volunteers

As a small organization, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is dependent on a number of community partnerships with other Aboriginal,
non-Aboriginal, and HIV/AIDS organizations. Building partnerships is
one of the best strategies of the organization in facilitating access to services for clients which the organization itself cannot provide. The staff
of the organization rate themselves as very cooperative and coordinated
with community agencies. The organization has partnerships with the
following organizations:
§§ McEwan House
§§ Casey House
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§§ Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto
§§ Native Child and Family Service Toronto (Toronto Aboriginal Care Team)
§§ Council Fire (Life Long Care Program)
§§ Native Canadian Center (Aboriginal Circle of Life Services Program)
§§ Fife House
§§ Ontario Disability Support Program
§§ Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (Rainbow Program and
Aboriginal Program)
§§ Anishinawbe Health (Traditional Healers and Medical Services)
§§ First Nations (Coordination regarding end of life preparations, return of
bodies to communities)

The organizational reality includes dealing with clients that face multiple
barriers, and require services regarding: income, medical, cultural, housing, legal, mental health, addictions, and end of life support. Programs
that work with at-risk peoples, and programs which use a harm reduction approach are utilized. A web of support is required for those living
with HIV/AIDS, those who are nearing the end of their lives, and for
those who experience ongoing or frequent life crises.
Clients are referred for cultural support and medical support to
Anishnawbe Health. This is important as 2-Spirited People of the
1st Nations as an organization values the transmission of traditional
knowledges, and the mentoring of two-spirited peoples by Elders and
knowledge keepers. It is important to be able to access medical care in a
context which also utilizes traditional understandings. Visits by doctors
and other medical practitioners are needed on-site at the organization.
a) Volunteers
The organization could not function overall without the labour of volunteers. Engaging volunteers effectively is another strategy for small
organizations to operate without a full range of funds and resources.
Medical clients especially require a great deal of support from volunteers, in terms of being able to carry out day to day tasks while living
with HIV/AIDS. Volunteers agree to be escorts to and from appointments, and drive and deliver food from the food bank.
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Volunteers participate in fund raising, drag show evenings, pride parade
and other activities of the agency. Positions are useful to those who need
‘to be kept occupied’ or ‘stay out of trouble’. Volunteering is also a deeply
meaningful experience to many. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations
has approximately 83 volunteers who have been involved and committed to organizational development this year.
6

Two-Spirited Representation and Anti-Discrimination

It is important for 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations to consider
their role within both the larger LGBT community, and the larger
Aboriginal community. Two-spirited identity is negotiated and experienced across these diverse communities. For example, 2-Spirited
People of the 1st Nations joins with the larger LGBT community in
gay pride, and joins with the larger Aboriginal community in cultural
pride. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations plays an educational role
with both Aboriginal and LGBT communities on the appropriate ways
of including two-spirited peoples.
In the past, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations developed an anti-discrimination policy for the Native Canadian Centre of Toronto. This was
significant as a policy development, yet it was not implemented continuously within the Friendship Centre due to frequent staff turnover.
Lack of two-spirited inclusion remains an issue within Aboriginal organizations. Lack of understanding about two-spirited identity can lead to
discriminatory behaviours within Aboriginal organizations:
I hear from clients, they disclose that they experienced homophobia from an
Aboriginal organization. I hear it at least once a week. (Education Coordinator)
Once or twice a month, staff will call another agency to speak to their staff about
their behaviour. I do it. (Education Coordinator)
Many two-spirited people would be discriminated against, people would ask
questions of trans women like “why are men here (in a women’s space)?”
(Education Coordinator)
Misinformation about HIV/AIDS contributes to the discrimination towards twospirits. People think you can get HIV through kissing, and staff sometimes experience
discrimination when they tell others where they work. (Volunteer Coordinator)
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Anti-homophobia work is an ongoing process and has been effective
in some regard, as the Volunteer Coordinator states:
The Aboriginal community is donating more by painting. A lot more are coming
out and performing. They’re coming around. (Volunteer Coordinator)
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is quite involved in the pride parade. We have
a float. (Executive Director)

2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations also experiences difficulties with the
mainstream LGBT community, and media. There are issues of lack of
cultural competency within non-Aboriginal organizations that it partners with. This places particular strains on 2-Spirited People of the 1st
Nations, and causes tokenism of the organization. Lack of desire to truly
understand Indigenous cultural norms or concepts is a barrier in working relationships:
The issue of representation of two-spirited people in the media is also an issue.
When the mainstream media contact me, they want to portray the ‘horrible
aspects’ of people living with HIV. (Executive Director)
In the larger gay community, two-spirited people are often seen as strange. NonAboriginal people think there is no homophobia in the Aboriginal community
because of the history of tolerance.
There has also been some negative aspects in the publicity. In 2003-2004, Xtra
did an article with an offensive headline, featuring a staff member of 2-Spirited
People of the 1st Nations. The media will frequently sensationalize two-spirited
issues. (Executive Director)

Positively, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations is a current member
organization of Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC)
and Toronto Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN). Through organizational participation, they are able to provide two-spirit perspectives
on urban Aboriginal community governance. 2-Spirited People of the
1st Nations is also part of Ontario AIDS Network and other networks
which work to create safe spaces.
In the past, 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations has played a critical role
in part work with Aboriginal Legal Services as part of the Community
Council Program. This program advocates for alternative sentencing
for Aboriginal peoples once they have been diverted from the mainstream court system. Two-spirited peoples working in the sex trade
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found themselves increasingly criminalized, and over-represented in
the criminal justice system. 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations was key
in educating the Council about two-spirited issues in the diversion process, but has since had to decline involvement due to lack of time in the
organization.
2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations play an integral role in challenging,
educating, and transforming homophobia and racism in organizational relationships. An appropriate question to ask is how can Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal organizations in Toronto better involve and support two-spirited people? There could be more attempts from other
organizations in making their events safe for two-spirited people. This
could significantly lessen the alienation which two-spirited peoples
feel from non-two-spirited organizations.

6.8 Conclusion
It is clear from this organizational case study that 2-Spirited People
of the 1st Nations has made a significant contribution to the understanding and treatment of two-spirited Aboriginal people in Toronto
and beyond. The agency’s work is particularly impressive given the
small staff and underfunding. The diversity of the work is remarkable
ranging from meeting the social, cultural and physical need of clients
to conducting internationally recognized research on a diversity of
topics relating to HIV/AIDS and LGBT issues. Agency staff have developed a recognized expertise in this field as evidenced by the fact that
they are frequently called upon to make presentations on their work
at regional, national and international events.
The work of the organization is particularly challenging, probably more
so than other HIV/AIDS agencies, because of the multiple-problem nature
of their clients, high caseloads of staff, heavy administrative requirements
of funders, inadequate space and lack of funding. The Board of Directors
and staff have developed a Strategic Plan which sets out the priority are
for future expansion of the agency. Assuming the additional funding can
be secured 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations will continue to be a leading HIV/AIDS organization and expand into new program areas that will
more effectively meet the needs of Aboriginal people in Toronto.
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6.9 Case Study Scenario
Organizational Location
The 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations organization is an
important Aboriginal agency working with two-spirited Aboriginal
people in Toronto. The agency works with a large client base,
many who are HIV positive and who experience serious health
and related problems. They tend to be part of a tight knit
community of Aboriginal people in similar circumstances
as well as the larger GLBT community in Toronto. They
are also quite vulnerable to factors such as mobility,
transportation, confidentiality.
The agency has recently moved from cramped quarters on
the second floor of a building on Yonge Street to a new and
larger office on Front Street near Jarvis Street. The previous
office was close to the ‘gay village’ on Church Street. While
the new facilities are larger and more modern, many clients
of the agency say that they don’t feel they can so easily come
because of its location. The Executive Director is searching for
ways to overcome this issue.

Discussion Questions
How can the agency effectively address the issue of motivating
clients to come to the new location of the organization?
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Chapter 7

A BO R I G I N A L L EG A L
SERV I CE S O F TO RO N TO
7.1 Introduction
As part of the Toronto Aboriginal Research Project (TARP), six urban
Aboriginal case studies were included in order to provide a unique
organizational perspective to the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
As an analysis of key issues and themes unique to the agency, this case
study highlights the successes as well as the operational challenges of
Aboriginal Legal Services Toronto (ALST).
Through the articulation of key themes and observations, this case
study endeavors to provide a ‘snapshot in time’ of the organization as
a way of assisting in its long-term strategic planning, staff orientation
and training, and as a general program and service review.
Over the course of four days in June and July 2010, fourteen interviews were conducted from a diversity of respondents representative
from all branches and levels within the organization. The interviews
were both semi-structured using interview guides as well as informal
and open-ended using the below topics as a general guide. The general
topics of inquiry included:
1. Overall nature of the organization
2. History of the organization
3. Structure/staffing of the organization
4. Programs/activities of the organization
5. Funding of the organization
6. Relations internally and with other organizations within the Toronto
Aboriginal community
7. Organizational culture
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8. Successes of the organization
9. Important issues/challenges of the organization

The research methodology further included researcher on-site observations, and a review of internal documentation as well as secondary
research material.
This case study of ALST has led to the emergence of five key themes
unique to the organization:
§§ The role of ALST in Toronto Aboriginal community governance
§§ The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
§§ The needs and characteristics of ALST clients
§§ Organizational Stressors: Funding, Staff Turnover, Office Space, and
Workplace Safety
§§ Organizational Strengths and Opportunities

Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto (ALST) began as a legal advocacy
program within the Native Canadian Centre of Toronto. In response
to community demand, the program was developed into an independent, Aboriginal agency and was formally established on February 21,
1990. Over the last twenty years, ALST has been able to develop a
number of interrelated programs that have successfully provided critical legal support to its clients while engaging in a significant number
of national and international legal advocacy activities, including: case
litigation, law reform, and inquest representation (See Section 7.8
below for a full listing of these activities).
In keeping with the organizational mission to ‘strengthen the capacity of the Aboriginal community and its citizens to deal with justice
issues and to provide Aboriginal controlled and culturally-based justice
alternatives’ ALST programs have developed in response to changing
community needs and through the application of a unique organizational knowledge base which has expanded over the last twenty years.
ALST has an annual operating budget of $3 million, and operates six
main, interrelated programs, including: the Aboriginal Courtworker
Program, the Community Council Program, the Galdue (Aboriginal
Persons) Court Assistance Program, the Legal Advocacy Program, the
Victim’s Rights Advocacy Program, and the Youth Program.
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§§ The Aboriginal Court Workers Program provides a full range of legal
support to Aboriginal people involved with the court system. Court workers
explain legal rights and obligations to community members as well as assist
in securing legal counsel, finding interpreters if they are needed, assist
with pre-sentence reports, bail hearings, and referrals, and help to set up
sentencing alternatives and options for clients.
§§ The Community Council Program consists of two main areas of
responsibility: the Adult and Youth Diversion Community Council and the
Family Community Council (GiiwedinAnang). The Community Council for
Adult and Youth Diversion is a criminal diversion program for Aboriginal
offenders - adult and youth - who live in Toronto. The project takes
Aboriginal offenders out of the criminal justice system and brings them
before members of the Aboriginal community. The Family Community
Council formally commenced in 2008 with the purpose of having parents,
children, child welfare authorities and others with concerns about the
child’s future to jointly develop a plan that will meet the needs of the
children with the co-operation and support of all parties.
§§ In response to the 1999 ‘Gladue’ decision regarding the sentencing of
Aboriginal offenders, the Gladue (Aboriginal Persons) Court Assistance
Program consists of five Gladue Caseworkers who write reports for the
three Gladue courts in Toronto and for courts in Hamilton/Brantford,
Kitchener/Waterloo, and Sarnia upon request. These reports document the
life circumstances of an Aboriginal offender and provide recommendations
that the court can consider in sentencing. The program also conducts
educational sessions on Gladue and provides after care to clients once they
have been sentenced.
§§ The Legal Advocacy Program provides legal advice and representation on
a diversity of topics relevant to its clients. The program further participates
in law reform activities relating to public inquiries, human rights cases, and
Supreme Court of Canada and Ontario Court of Appeal interventions while
also providing public education sessions in these areas.
§§ The Victim Rights Advocacy Program was created in response to the high
level of victimization in Toronto’s Aboriginal community. Guided by an
Elder’s Council, the program seeks to provide culturally appropriate services
to Aboriginal people who have been harmed by acts of violence.
§§ The Youth Program at ALST is designed to encourage youth involvement
in the Aboriginal community and to facilitate their access to essential
services. It further offers youth, who are either involved with the law or at
risk of becoming involved with the law, the opportunity to participate in a
diversity of recreational, cultural, and counseling activities.
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In terms of Aboriginal governance, ALST has, since its inception,
been a key player in the movement towards greater Aboriginal selfdetermination in the areas of law and justice in Canada. Through
their diverse programming ALST has made great strides in creating Aboriginal spaces of restorative justice where the community is
empowered to determine the justice needs of its members. In Toronto,
ALST is well established in the Aboriginal community and operates
closely with related Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies as well as
with the courts and tribunals. Moreover, ALST is an active participant
in the Toronto Aboriginal Support Services Council (TASSC), and the
Toronto Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN).
The majority of the interview respondents spoke to the meaningful
presence of Aboriginal culture(s) within the organization through the
inclusion of the Community, Family, and Elder’s Councils as well as the
practice of smudging, kindness, and generosity as a regular ‘way things
were done’ at ALST.When asked to consider the ‘cultural competency’ of
ALST in relation to other related non-Aboriginal organizations, the vast
majority of respondents indicated that ALST was very ‘culturally competent’ while related non-Aboriginal organizations were not; with racism
as well as impersonal/hierarchical management styles being identified
as important barriers to non-Aboriginal agency ‘cultural competency’.
When asked about ‘the major challenges facing clients today’, a significant number of respondents spoke of the core issues of poverty
and addictions stemming from the intergenerational trauma associated with the residential schools. A number of respondents further
spoke of the related challenges of inadequate housing and homelessness, mental health, cultural loss, and identity confusion. Several
respondents specifically identified the challenges of youth clients as
including homelessness, unhealthy diets, low self-esteem, high dropout rates, and low levels of employment.
Respondents also spoke of the prevalence of racism and prejudicial
discrimination experienced by clients generally and specifically when
they encounter the justice system. Moreover, the lack of client understanding of the law and the legal process was indicated as an important
challenge for clients as was the conservative nature of the Canadian
justice system and its internal resistance to reform.
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ALST is experiencing a diversity of interrelated organizational stressors.
Stress relating to insufficient and unstable funding levels relate closely
to high rates of staff turnover and inadequate office space. However,
staff concerns over workplace safety and the appropriate response to
intoxicated and/or abusive clients relates more to competing perceptions of the organizational culture of respect and inclusiveness rather
than funding levels.
One of the key strengths of ALST is the high level of employee satisfaction combined with an organizational ethic of hard work and
dedication to the clients and towards an overall sense of justice for
Aboriginal people. As well, ALST has also been successful in fostering
a high level of long-term community support. Volunteers in the community have contributed their time and expertise at the Board level
as well as within the Community Councils. This dedication and hard
work on the part of the employees and the volunteers is apparent in
that, as a relatively small and underfunded organization, ALST has
been able to successfully provide critical legal support to its clients as
well as engage in a significant number of national and international
legal advocacy and reform activities.
When asked to identify future opportunities for the organization, a
majority of respondents spoke of the need to expand the capacity of
all ALST programs in order to better meet the needs of clients. As
well, some specific areas for program development were suggested,
including: prison law reform, small claims courts, police complaints
investigations, criminal law, and family law. And lastly, several respondents spoke of the need to better promote the important impact ALST
is having on Aboriginal legal issues within the Aboriginal and nonAboriginal community.

7.2 The Mission Statement of ALST
To strengthen the capacity of the Aboriginal community and its citizens to deal with justice issues and to provide Aboriginal controlled
and culturally-based justice alternatives.
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7.3 The Vision Statement of ALST
§§ We seek a community which deals with justice issues in an assertive,
constructive and respectful way
§§ A community which provides support and guidance to its citizens when
they need to interact with the justice system
§§ A community involved in developing and implementing justice initiatives
and alternatives which are culturally-based and community controlled
§§ A community where our youth have the opportunities and ability to deal
with justice issues affecting them
§§ A community where its citizens have minimum exposure to the existing
legal system and are less vulnerable to acts of aggression, of racism and
ignorance of who we are
§§ A community which resolves its conflicts internally with minimal need for
outside involvement
§§ A community which promotes a positive environment related to justice issues
– an environment based on mutual understandings with non-Aboriginal
groups/services such as schools, police, and other enforcement agencies
§§ A community where its agencies work together to ensure justice and
related services and issues are provided in holistic and integrated ways
§§ A community where its citizens have the confidence and self-esteem to
deal with issues in a constructive way

7.4 The Principles and Beliefs of ALST
Aboriginal individuals require equitable treatment in the justice system, access to legal and related resources within the justice system as
well as an understanding of the system and their options within it.
The support required includes advocacy in all areas of the law as well
as alternatives, which can break the cycles of recidivism and dependency which is all too prevalent. These alternatives are more effective
when they are community controlled and are based on the traditional
cultural norms and values of the Aboriginal community.
It is necessary to re-introduce community controlled and culturallybased justice alternatives by ensuring community involvement in the
process and by integrating justice related services with complementary programs within the Aboriginal community.
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7.5 Organizational History
1990 ALST was first established February 21, 1990
1992 Community Council begins hearing cases and becomes the first
urban Aboriginal diversion program in Canada
1997 Under the advisement of Legal Aide Ontario, ALST separates into
two corporations: ALST Legal Clinic, and ALST Legal Services.
ALST was granted intervener status in two cases on appeal to the
Supreme Court of Canada, R. v Williams and Corbiere v Queen.
1999 In R v. Galdue the Court interpreted the meaning of s. 718.2(e)
of the Criminal Code relating to alternatives to sentencing as
well as the circumstances of Aboriginal people. ALST intervened
in support of the Aboriginal person who was seeking the benefit
of this section. This Supreme Court decision led to the creation
of the Gladue Court as well as the ALST Gladue Program.
ALST intervened in support of the defendants in R v. Powley, the
first case in Ontario to set out the nature of Aboriginal rights for
Métis people.
2000 In response to an external evaluation of ALST citing internal
discord relating to the 1997 splitting of the agency, ALST is reamalgamated administratively under one Executive Director
and Board of Directors while legally remaining two corporations
2002 Board of Directors engages in important strategic planning initiative resulting in present Mission, Vision, and statement on
‘Principles and Beliefs of ALST’ and established a five-year plan
for organization.
2004 ALST was granted standing at the Ipperwash Inquiry.
2008 The Family Community Council (GiiwedinAnang) is initiated.
2010 ALST celebrates its 20th year anniversary
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7.6 Organizational Structure
ALST operates six main programs: the Aboriginal Courtworker
Program, the Community Council Program, the Gladue (Aboriginal
Persons) Court Assistance Program, the Legal Advocacy Program, the
Victim’s Rights Advocacy Program, and the Youth Program. The below
organizational chart illustrates there Managers (Community Council
and Youth, Courtworker, and Gladue) reporting to the Executive
Director. The Executive Director, in addition to the general operations
of the agency, is further responsible for the management and delivery
of two programs (Legal Advocacy and Victim’s Rights Advocacy).
Chart 7A: Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto Organizational Chart
Executive
Director
Executive
Assistant
Book keeper

Manager,
Community
Council & Youth
Programs

Manager,
Court Worker
Program

Manager,
Gladue
Program

Legal Advocacy
& Victim Rights
Programs

COMMUNITY COUNCIL PROGRAM
The Community Council Program consists of two main areas of
responsibility: the Adult and Youth Diversion Community Council
and the Family Community Council (GiiwedinAnang). As an expression
of urban Aboriginal governance, both councils provide the Aboriginal
community of Toronto with a measure of control over criminal justice
and child and family matters for its members.
Community Council: Adult and Youth Diversion
The Community Council for Adult and Youth Diversion is a criminal
diversion program for Aboriginal offenders - adult and youth - who live
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in Toronto. The program takes Aboriginal offenders out of the criminal justice system and brings them before members of the Aboriginal
community. The members of the Council are men and women who
represent a cross-section of Toronto’s Aboriginal community. The
focus of the Community Council is to develop a plan by consensus
that will allow the community member to take responsibility for his/
her actions, address the root causes of their problem, and reintegrate
into the community in a positive way.
The program has been hearing cases since 1992 and was the first urban
Aboriginal diversion program in Canada. The program has dealt with
over 800 cases since its inception. The Community Council is open to
all Aboriginal offenders, regardless of the number of prior convictions
and has taken on cases involving a wide range of criminal offences
‑ from theft and mischief to arson and criminal negligence. ALST’s
Community Council program is the busiest alterative justice program
in Canada. The Council conducted approximately 300 hearings this
past year, seeing approximately 25 community members per month.
Community Council: Family (GiiwedinAnang)
The Family Community Council formally commenced in 2008 with the
purpose of having parents, children, child welfare authorities and others
with concerns about the child’s future to jointly develop a plan that will
meet the needs of the children with the co-operation and support of all
parties. The Family Community Council is designed to allow all parties to have a voice in a respective setting where they feel that they can
be heard and where meaningful discussions regarding the root causes
of problems can take place and where solutions can be developed. The
rationale behind the Family Community Council is that the Aboriginal
community knows best how to reach Aboriginal families in crisis.
In the upcoming year, with the support of the Vanier Centre for Women
and the Halton Children’s Aid Society, ALST’s Family Community
Council Program will be expanding its service to the Vanier Centre
for Women in Milton, a center for Aboriginal women who have had
their children apprehended after their arrest or who are due to give
birth while they are in custody.
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ABORIGINAL COURT WORKER PROGRAM
Aboriginal Court Workers explain legal rights and obligations to community members. They assist in securing legal counsel, finding interpreters if
they are needed, assist with pre-sentence reports, bail hearings, and referrals, and helps to set up sentencing alternatives and options for clients.
This program consists of five Court Workers and one Liaison Worker
who attend all of the Toronto area criminal courts. The Family and
Youth Court Workers are located at family court at 311 Jarvis and also
can go to other courts if necessary. The Court Worker Program experiences a high volume of community members seeking service.
GLADUE (ABORIGINAL PERSONS) COURT ASSISTANCE PROGRAM
There are now three Gladue (Aboriginal Persons) Courts in Toronto,
Old City Hall, 1000 Finch, and at College Park. The court derives its
name from the 1999 decision of the Supreme Court of Canada - R.
v. Gladue, a case that ALST participated in as an Intervener. The
decision sets out the parameters of section 718.2(e) of the Criminal
Code regarding the sentencing of offenders, and in particular,
Aboriginal offenders.
ALST currently employs five Gladue Caseworkers who write reports
at the request of defense counsel, the crown attorney or the judge
on the life circumstances of an Aboriginal offender. These reports
also contain recommendations that the court can consider in sentencing. In addition to writing Galdue reports for the Toronto courts,
the caseworkers also write reports for courts in Hamilton/Brantford,
Kitchener/Waterloo, and Sarnia and will write reports for other courts
upon request. The Gladue Caseworkers prepared 125 reports last year,
a slight increase from the 120 reports of the previous year.
ALST continues to conduct educational sessions on Gladue all across
Canada and recently, it participated in the creation of an information booklet on Gladue. In addition to the Gladue caseworkers, ALST
employs two Gladue Aftercare workers to work with the clients once
the courts have sentenced them. The role of the Aftercare worker is to
ensure that community members are able to meet their sentencing
terms and avoid being charged with breaching court orders.
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LEGAL ADVOCACY PROGRAM
Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto provides summary legal advice
and representation in the following primary areas of law: tenant
rights, social assistance, employment insurance, Canada Pension Plan,
Indian Act matters, provincial and federal human rights, criminal
injuries compensation, and police complaints
In addition to summary advice and casework, the clinic performs
law reform activities, provides public legal education sessions, and
performs test case litigation. ALST has made it a priority to become
involved in test case litigation. In some cases this means bringing
cases forward on behalf of individuals or groups. In other cases, ALST
intervenes in cases that have been brought by other parties. In an
intervention, ALST is concerned that the perspectives of Aboriginal
people - particularly urban Aboriginal people - are brought to the
attention of the court.
Last year, Legal Advocacy Program staff opened 193 new case files and
are currently managing over 1000 open case files. In this same year
they provided brief services to 183 clients, summary advice to 521 clients and provided referrals to 249 clients.
Legal Advocacy Program staff also makes public legal education presentations in the areas of victim rights, the Indian Act, and Aboriginal
rights and participate in law reform activities relating to public inquiries,
human rights cases, and Supreme Court of Canada and Ontario Court
of Appeal interventions, relating to Aboriginal issues. (See Section 7.8
for a list of the diverse activities of ALST in the areas of case litigation,
law reform and advocacy, and inquest participation)
The Legal Advocacy Program is currently operating with a staff consisting of 3 lawyers, an articling student, a community legal worker, a
membership clerk, a tenant rights worker, a victim’s rights worker, and
two administrative support workers.
VICTIM RIGHTS ADVOCACY PROGRAM (KAGANOODAMAAGOM)
The Victim Rights Advocacy Program was created in response to
the high level of victimization in Toronto’s Aboriginal community.
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Guided by an Elder’s Council, the program seeks to provide culturally appropriate services to Aboriginal people who have been harmed
by acts of violence. Currently the program is helping approximately
85 victims of crime.
YOUTH PROGRAM
The Youth Program at ALST offers youth the opportunity to participate in a diversity of recreational and cultural activities. The program
provides a High Risk/ Specialized Youth Worker trained in the areas
of mental health, cognitive impairment, and addictions who offers
support to Aboriginal youth who are either involved with the law or
at risk of becoming involved with the law. The caseworker performs
community outreach and facilitates access to housing, health services, education and training, employment, and traditional cultural
approached to healing.
The Youth Drug and Alcohol Abuse Prevention Circle is a venue for
youth between the ages of 12 and 21 who feel that alcohol and/or
drugs are a problem in their lives. The circle is intended to provide
a safe and respectful space to confront addictions and unhealthy
behaviour and to work in community with others to begin living well.

7.7 The Emergence of Key Themes
This case study of ALST has led to the emergence of five key themes
unique to the organization:
1. Urban Aboriginal community governance
2. The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs and services
3. The needs and characteristics of ALST clients
4. Organizational stressors: funding, staff turnover, office space,
and workplace safety
5. Organizational strengths and opportunities

1

Urban Aboriginal community governance

ALST has, since its inception, been a key player in the movement
towards greater Aboriginal self-determination in the areas of law and

150

TORONTO ABORIGINAL RESEARCH PROJECT

justice in Canada. Through a diversity of programs ALST has made
great strides in creating Aboriginal spaces of restorative justice where
the community is empowered to determine the justice needs of its
members. ALST also works hard to reform non-Aboriginal laws and
regulations to better reflect Aboriginal interests and values.
In terms of responding to the law and justice needs of Aboriginal community members and agencies in Toronto, thirty percent (30%) of
respondents indicated that ALST provides an important legal voice
that advocates for and empowers community members. A number of
respondents (25%) further understood ALST as playing a role as the
legal council of community governance in Toronto.
We speak for the community when we go to court for systemic issues and the
community now expects us to pay attention to these larger issues and pursue
them in the interests of the collective. For example, we have been asked by
several clients to review the HST amendments in Ontario as well as Bill C3
(McIvor) where we intervened at the lower court.
This organization could be a legal arm of a more formally organization
Aboriginal governance. For example we already provide legal support for
Aboriginal organizations and demonstrations. Aboriginal governance requires
knowledge of non-Aboriginal laws.

When asked to ‘describe the role that ALST plays as part of the larger
practice of urban Aboriginal community governance in Toronto and
the GTA’, several respondents (15%) spoke of the Executive Director’s
political work in the community as a member of the Toronto Aboriginal
Support Services Council (TASSC) and of ALST staff participation in
the Toronto Aboriginal Agencies Network (TAAN).
A majority of respondents (69%) also spoke of ALST’s high level
of coordination and cooperation in the community with other
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal agencies. Aboriginal clients are often
referred to ALST from other non-Aboriginal agencies and ALST has
extensive involvement with the courts, tribunals, and a diversity of
public, social service providers
We need to be well connected otherwise we wouldn’t get anywhere in supporting
our clients. We of course work closely with the courts as ‘friends of the court’ as
well as landlords, housing tribunals, ODSP, OW, social services, CAST, and NCFST.
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We rely on non-Native agencies for clients through referrals and of course we
have a close relationship to the courts, the police, and Crown Attorneys.
We work closely with other Aboriginal organizations and are often called
upon for legal advice. Also, the GiiwedinAnang Council is an Aboriginal
alternative family dispute council for families that works closely with Native
Child and Family services.

Respondents also spoke of several interrelated ways in which ALST
is held politically accountable to the Toronto Aboriginal community.
The Board of Directors, The Community Councils, and the Elder’s
Council were identified by some (23%) as three important ways that
ALST remains accountable to the Aboriginal community in Toronto.
The Community Council is completely community driven and has been since
its inception. The council runs the program…it sets program policy and make
decisions. We also have an Elder’s Council which was mainly designed for the
Victims program, but is now on call for any advice that we need.

One respondent suggested that the organization’s community accountability can be understood in terms of its overall program development
as a direct response to community needs:
Because we respond directly to what our clients are telling us they need, we are a
very busy place with seemingly no end to the work that we could do.

Another respondent indicated that ALST can be held accountable to the
community through its complaints process as well as its ‘open door’
management style. It was noted by some (15%) respondents that most
of the employees of ALST are directly accountable to the Aboriginal
community in Toronto because they are part of it and will be made personally aware if there are outstanding grievances with the organization.
We have an open door policy for complaints and we have a board of directors that
is elected by the community. Complaints are taken very seriously.
The Aboriginal community in Toronto is relatively small. If somebody is pissed-off,
we will hear about it as members of the community. This is not the same for nonAboriginal agencies.
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2 The role of Aboriginal culture in the delivery of programs
and services
The integration of Aboriginal culture(s) into the delivery of ALST programs and services is understood as being critical to the organization’s
successful operation. Articulated within the Mission Statement is the
desire to strengthen the capacity of community members through the
provision of ‘Aboriginal controlled and culturally-based justice alternatives’, a message that clearly resonates with the majority of all employees.
When respondents were asked if there was a culture or ‘way of doing
things’ at ALST that made it different from related non-Aboriginal agencies, a significant majority (92%) said yes, within only 8% being unsure.

Percentage

Chart 7B: Organizational Culture of ALST Different from Related Non-Aboriginal
Agencies (n=13)
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The majority (92%) of the respondents that indicated that there was
a difference spoke to the strong presence of Aboriginal culture(s)
within the organization. More specifically they spoke of the cultural
influence of the Community, Family, and Elder’s Council within the
organization, the Aboriginal employees, the ‘lunch and learn’ teaching
sessions, and the annual ceremonial days provided to all employees.
They further shared that smudging, the practice of kindness and generosity were a regular part of the ‘way things were done’ at ALST.
The majority of our employees are Aboriginal and so they bring their cultures into
the agency and this is really encouraged here.
Culture is really important to this organization. There is a lot of community and
Elder involvement through the Elder’s Council and the Community Council. As well
there is a lot of teachings and cultural programs available for our youth.

Chapter 7: Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto

153

In June of 2009 we feasted our sacred items as an organizations. This was a very
important event for me.
There is always a lot of smudging here and we often feed our clients either at
socials or food left over from meetings.

A number of staff (15%) also spoke of the prevalence of Aboriginal
culture(s) at ALST in terms of the practice of respect, inclusion and nonjudgment within the organization, which extends to both staff and
clients and which leads to a healthy and productive work environment.
I feel comfortable here. There is a good knowledge of traditions and cultures and
I know that I am not going to be judged or treated like a number. People here are
professional, but not impersonal and they make an effort to get things done right
away…not 6 months later. If this place didn’t exist there would be a lot of people
that wouldn’t know where to get help.
We are very culturally-based here and this leads to a healthy and supportive work
environment. Upgrading is encouraged and the management is knowledgeable
and always takes the time to listen to staff concerns.
We treat our clients as human beings and not problems of law. We respect and talk
to our clients and build long term sharing relationships with them. We will work
with anyone and we do not turn people away unless for a very serious reason.

One respondent, however, suggested that the organization might be
compromising its cultural integrity by being too accommodating of
intoxicated clients in allowing them to access the office and participate in culturally-based programming.
In many ways we are very cultural, but I think that as an organization we might
be too accommodating of our client’s use of drugs and alcohol. I don’t believe
that it is culturally appropriate for our youth clients to smoke up out back of the
building before coming in to participate in teachings and ceremonial work.

When asked to consider the ‘cultural competency’ of ALST in relation
to other related non-Aboriginal organizations that vast majority of
respondents indicated that ALST was very ‘culturally competent’ while
related non-Aboriginal organizations were not. Using a scale with ‘very
culturally competent’, being the highest ranking and ‘not very culturally competent’ being the lowest ranking, Chart 7C illustrates that 92%
of respondents indicated ALST as being ‘very’ culturally competent.
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In contrast, 84% of respondents felt that related non-Aboriginal
organizations were ‘not very’ culturally competent while only 6%
indicated ‘somewhat’.
Chart 7C: Cultural Competency: ALST Compared to Related
Non-Aboriginal Organizations
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Those respondents that indicated that related non-Aboriginal organizations were ‘Somewhat’ culturally competent spoke to the presence
of a minority of Aboriginal people working in these agencies and the
possible impacts of cross-cultural, sensitivity training.
The majority of respondents (84%) however, referred to the problem
of racism as well as impersonal/hierarchical management styles as
important barriers to non-Aboriginal agency ‘cultural competency’.
I have seen a lot of racism in non-Aboriginal agencies. As well I think that the
hierarchical management structures of many non-Aboriginal agencies make them
less welcoming to Aboriginal clients. Here I see respect and care for our clients in a
friendly environment where the managers are approachable and easy to talk to.

Respondents further indicated that when these factors are combined
with a lack of understanding of Aboriginal culture and social service
needs, Aboriginal clients tend not to feel comfortable, and therefore
shy away from these agencies.
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Non-Aboriginal agencies have a lack of knowledge of the customs or the
medicines. I have experienced discrimination and racism in these agencies and
often I get non-Aboriginal advice that is not very helpful.
I cannot stress enough the importance of this agency in representing our clients
at housing boards and in the courts. It can be so frustrating trying to get nonAboriginal agency social workers to understand the needs of our clients and how
best to help them stay housed and off the streets.
Clients just don’t feel comfortable with the non-Aboriginal agencies. For example
the Y’s Youth Substance Abuse Program workers will meet here at ALST with their
Aboriginal clients to help make them feel more comfortable.

3

The needs and characteristics of ALST clients

When asked about ‘the major challenges facing clients today’, a
significant number of respondents (77%) spoke of the core issues of
poverty and addictions stemming from the intergenerational trauma
associated with the residential schools. A number (38%) of respondents
further spoke of the related challenges of inadequate housing and
homelessness, mental health, cultural loss, and identity confusion.
Several respondent (30%) specifically identified the challenges of
youth clients as including homelessness, unhealthy diets, low selfesteem, high dropout rates, and low levels of employment.
Poverty and addictions relating to intergeneration trauma from the residential
schools are the major problems facing our clients.
Our clients suffer from low self-esteem and education and are mostly without
employment. All of our clients have either a drug or sexual addiction and many mix
the two in high risk ways which contribute to high rates of HIV in Gladue cases.
It is very sad, but many have simply stopped caring.
The biggest challenges facing our Youth clients is the lack of housing and
employment. Many are in shelters and are couch surfing. What is really sad is that
often their self-esteem is so low that they don’t want to go to school and then get a
job. They don’t feel that they deserve it. Most have a poor diet and the younger ones
(13 to 15) are skipping school while the older ones (16 to 21) have dropped out.

A recent (2000) program evaluation of the Community Council
Program (based upon the data from files of 106 CCP clients) documented a similar array of interrelated client challenges, with the
further identification of issues of high levels of transience and social
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isolation from community and support service providers. The client
challenges recorded in this report included:
§§ An unstable or traumatic childhood - at least half of the 1995-97 cohort had
been adopted, placed in foster homes or had attended a residential school
§§ A low level of education - two-thirds of this cohort have less than a high
school education
§§ A high level of substance abuse problems - approximately 60 per cent have
problems with alcohol and/or drugs
§§ A large proportion of repeat offenders - three-quarters have had criminal
convictions prior to their involvement with the CCP
§§ A low level of employment - less than one-fifth were employed at the point
of diversion
§§ Little connection with the Aboriginal community - over half had no
involvement with Aboriginal organizations or services
§§ Little contact with services that could assist them with their problems almost 90 per cent had had no contact with social workers, psychologists
or psychiatrists
§§ A high level of transiency - many efforts to locate and contact these clients
as well as more recent ones were unsuccessful

Respondent also spoke of the prevalence of racism and prejudicial
discrimination experienced by clients generally and specifically
when they encounter the justice system. Moreover, the lack of client
understanding of the law and the legal process was indicated as an
important challenge for clients.
Easily up to 75 percent of my clients have shared with me their experiences of
being discriminated against by their landlords or potential landlords because of
their poverty or because they are Aboriginal.
Aboriginal clients have little understanding of how the legal system works. There
is definitely a need for more Aboriginal probation officers to help the youth with
their legal issues.

And lastly, one respondent noted that an important legal challenge
for clients of ALST is the conservative nature of the Canadian justice
system. ALST works diligently to support clients in their involvement
with the justice system, divert them into culturally appropriate forms
of restorative justice, and reform laws and legal processes that are
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oppressive to Aboriginal people, but the success of this work hinges
on the cooperative effort of reform within the legal system itself.
One major challenge for our clients is that judges and Crown attorneys are reluctant
to change their ways of doing things and are not updating themselves and trying to
understand the Aboriginal situation and seriously engage with Gladue.

4 Organizational stressors: funding, staff turnover, office
space, and workplace safety
ALST is experiencing a diversity of interrelated organizational stressors.
Stress relating to insufficient and unstable funding levels relates closely to high rates of staff turnover and inadequate office space. However,
staff concerns over workplace safety relate more to competing perceptions of the organizational culture of respect and inclusiveness rather
than funding levels.
In outlining the concerns raised by respondents over these issues, it is
important to first note that in 2009, ALST had an operating budget of
$3 million that was supported by six major funders:
§§ The Department of Justice (Canada)
§§ The Ministry of the Attorney General (Ontario)
§§ The Ministry of Children and Youth Services (Ontario)
§§ Legal Aid Ontario
§§ MiziweBiik Aboriginal Employment and Training
§§ Individual Donors

A significant number (54%) of respondents spoke of a diversity of
challenges relating to funding, including: shortages, instability, heavy
reporting requirements, and rigid spending guidelines that do not
account for the unique considerations of working with the Aboriginal
community. Two respondents identified Legal Aid Ontario as being
particularly insistent that their funding contributions be spent on
legal aide services exclusively, a requirement at odds with the integrative approach of ALST.
There is multiple reporting requirements yes and some funders are very specific
how money should be spent. For example Legal Aide Ontario wants to fund
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our legal clinic exclusively even though we are a multi-services agency. And
so we really are separated into the ALST Legal Clinic, and the remaining
ALST services that we provide.
Legal Aid has a ‘Quality Assurance Program’ funding evaluation model that may
be appropriate for lawyers working in Toronto, but does not apply well to this
organization because of the additional services that we provide and the many
responsibilities of the Executive Director and Executive Assistant.
Funders tend not to consider the differences associated with being an Aboriginal
agency….because there are many extra costs when working with Aboriginal people
like communication and travel that funders do not realize or do not want to accept.

Several (30%) respondents spoke of the problem of the lack of adequate long-term funding for important programs such as the Victims
Rights Advocacy Program and the real challenge of both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal, inter-agency competition for scarce resources.
A threat to the agency is that funding dollars motivate other agencies to offer
competing programs. For example Native Child and Family Services has 3 justice
positions, and non-Aboriginal agencies want to do justice programs as well. We
tend not to be well known by funders, even though we are by the courts.
It often comes down to funding and the difficulty in accessing it. For example we
no longer have funding for Our Victims Rights program. Also, other Aboriginal
agencies like Native Child and Family Services Toronto and the Ontario Federation
of Indian Friendship centers pull funding away from our organization with the
development of their own justice initiatives.

These shortages lead to a generalized stress felt within the organization where all employees are expected to work harder and for longer
hours, and where significant levels of human resource, administration,
and financial responsibilities are being shifted up to the Executive
Director. Moreover, staff is compelled to work primarily with clients
in crisis, while not addressing serious, albeit less pressing complaints.
The ED is severely overworked. She is an in-house lawyer, proposal and report
writer, and human resource and payroll manager. There is a lot of reporting that
goes on here and because much of our funding is unstable, there are proposals
to be written every year.
We could easily use three more lawyers, and because of shortages in staff and
fundings we have to take a ‘triage’ approach to our cases. I am never as prepared
as I would like to be in hearings.
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Because of core funding short falls, we lack a clear middle management,
particularly in the area of human resources. Our managers are having to run their
programs while also doing significant case work.
If a complaint is not an emergency and the client is not at immediate risk of becoming
homeless then I don’t have time for it. My main focus is dealing with eviction notices
and keeping my clients off the streets by responding to warnings, attending Landlord
and Tennant Board hearings, and ideally negotiating out of court settlements.

The lack of adequate, long-term funding leads to an over reliance
on project driven, contract positions within ALST. Moreover, these
positions are considered ‘entry level’, training employment contracts,
which offer relatively low rates of pay, few benefits, and little room
for professional advancement. As a result, a significant number of
respondents (53%) considered the high rates of employee turnover to
be an important organizational challenge for ALST. Staff is commonly
trained for a year and then recruited by other Aboriginal and nonAboriginal organizations that can offer better pay and benefits as well
as career development options.
We tend to hire people that are younger where this is either their first or second
job, often they are temporary MiziweBiik training positions. They come here
and we train and mentor them and after a while because we are a relatively flat
organization, there is little room for their professional advancement and so they
get scooped up by other Aboriginal organizations that can pay them more and
provide the professional development that they are looking for.
We have some permanent staff through the Legal Aid Ontario positions which
includes our lawyers, community legal worker, Executive Director, and assistant,
but many of our other positions are program based and/or temporary training
positions. So many of our staff eventually gets plucked by other organizations that
can offer them more.
Even though I prefer to work on the Aboriginal side of things, I will probably go
and work for a non-Aboriginal organization when my contract runs out. I think
that because of the lack of permanent positions here and that a lot of people have
it in their minds that their jobs will eventually end.

Further related to insufficient organizational funding, a majority of
respondents (70%) spoke of the lack of office space as an important
organizational stressor experienced by ALST. The primary issues identified by respondents revolved around office overcrowding, inadequate
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storage for sensitive case files, and the lack of private space for clients
to share confidential matters
The lack of space is really a problem as we are often unable to provide a
confidential room for our clients and our case files are not well organized and
some are in boxes in the hallway.
We are crammed in here and we get bounced from room to room as people look
for privacy. The Gladue interviews are sensitive and confidential and require
appropriate space that our office is not always able to provide.

In contrast to funding related organizational stressors such as high rates
of employee turnover, and insufficient workspace, staff concerns over
workplace safety relate more to competing perceptions of the organizational culture of respect and inclusiveness rather than funding levels. A
significant number (62%) of employees spoke of the problem of allowing intoxicated clients and/or those clients with a known pattern of
violent behaviour access to the office. More specifically, respondents
spoke of their desire to establish an organizational policy that better
balances the cultural values of respect and inclusiveness with the need
for appropriate boundaries to ensure employee safety.
Some of our staff have been assaulted by clients and so there can be a lot of fear
in our office when these clients are around and nobody is sure what to do and
so some staff just leave out the back door. There is a ‘Joint Health and Safety
Committee’ that is working to set policy on this.
We tolerate a lot of inappropriate behaviour from our clients and need to set better
boundaries. Clients can be physically intimidating and there is one couple that
comes here and fights. We all kind of watch out for each other….I think that we
need a clear safety policy.

5

Organizational strengths and opportunities

One of the key strengths of ALST is the high level of employee satisfaction combined with an organizational ethic of hard work and
dedication to the clients and towards an overall sense of justice for
Aboriginal people. When asked ‘How might you describe the level of
employee satisfaction with this organization?’ a significant majority
(70%) indicated ‘very satisfied’, while thirty percent (30%) indicated
‘satisfied’(See Chart 7D below).
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When asked to elaborate as to why, given the organizational stressors
identified in the previous chapter, there existed such a high level of
employee satisfaction at ALST, respondents pointed to the practice of
good management, a high perception of meaning and social impact in
their work, a genuine care and concern for their clients, and an overall
‘healthy’ work environment free of harassment and lateral violence.
One of the specific strengths of this organization is the heart of the people that
work here. Each employee is passionate about what they do and they believe in
the difference that their work makes…together this gives us a lot of strength.
This is a really healthy place to work and the management is very knowledgeable,
informal, and non-confrontational and you can’t help but work hard here when
you see how hard they work.
It is really exciting to be working here and having a role in some of the major cases
affecting Aboriginal people in Canada. We have excellent and supportive management
and ‘esprit de corps’ among staff in spite of severe shortages in staff and funding.

In addition to the high level of employee dedication and hard work,
ALST has been successful in fostering a high level of long-term community support. Volunteers in the community have contributed their
time and expertise at the Board level as well as within the Community,
Family, and Elder Councils. As one respondent put it:
One of the strengths of ALST is the community commitment that exists for this
organization and the work that we do. Our volunteers, either on the Board or in
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the Community Councils, receive no pay or glory for the work that they do, but
they are very committed to the issues….we have between 30 to 40 volunteers on
the Community Council alone.

The considerable commitment and dedication of both the employees
of ALST and the volunteers is apparent in that, as a relatively small
and underfunded organization, ALST has been able to successfully
provide critical legal support to its clients as well as engage in a significant number of national and international legal advocacy activities,
including: Supreme Court and Ontario Court of Appeal case litigation,
law reform, and inquest representation (See Section 7.8 for a full listing of these activities).
ALST programs are interrelated and have developed and grown
in response to community needs and through the application of a
unique organizational knowledge base, which has expanded over the
last twenty years.
As an organization we have a unique legal perspective based upon our program
experience. Our programs are linked and have really grown out of each other and
in response to community needs. For example, based upon what we learned in the
Community Council and Court Worker Programs, we formulated our arguments
and decided to intervene in the 1999 Gladue decision. From this decision, we were
then able to develop our Gladue program which, based upon our experiences
there, has recently grown to include two Gladue Aftercare worker.
No other organization can bring the perspective that we bring. We focus our
participation as part of larger strategic direction for Aboriginal people. For the
Supreme Court cases that we have decided to become involved in, we are the only
organization raising Aboriginal concerns. In terms of legislation for example, ALST
submitted a brief to the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights on Bill
C‑3 (Youth Criminal Justice Act), which raised the issue of overrepresentation of
Aboriginal youth in the criminal justice system.

Within ALST there is a ‘culture of willingness’ to respond to clients
in ways that are innovative and unique in Canada. When asked to
identify future opportunities for the organization, a majority (60%)
of respondents spoke of the need to expand the capacity of all ALST
programs in order to better meet the needs of clients. As well, some
(30%) respondents indentified specific areas for program development, including: prison law reform, small claims courts, police
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complaints investigations, criminal law, and family law. Several (38%)
respondents also spoke of the need to better promote ALST within the
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities in order to raise its organizational profile and better communicate the important impact ALST
is having on Aboriginal legal issues.
There is presently a huge demand for our services that isn’t being met. There seems to
be no end really. For example, we have to say no to requests for Gladue reports and
our legal clinics are overwhelmed. As well we are the only Aboriginal organization
that participates in inquests. There are always opportunities for more work within
and outside of Toronto, but there is not always available funding to support us.
Prison law is ripe for reform. There is a need to expand services in this area as an
application of Aboriginal rights to Corrections Canada. As well, small claims court
and police complaints are areas we could be more involved in. We need stable
long-term funding for programs and more lawyers to expand into these areas.

7.8 Summary: ALST Litigation, Law Reform,
and Inquest Activities
This summary lists the diverse activities of ALST in the areas of case
litigation, law reform and advocacy, and participation at inquests.
ALST Litigation
ALST has intervened in cases before the Supreme Court of Canada
and the Ontario Court of Appeal. Judgments from those cases can be
found below.
ALST at the Supreme Court of Canada
Corbiere v. The Queen
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in Corbiere v. The Queen
Corbiere and the Queen is a case involving a challenge to the
Indian Act that prevented off-reserve band members from voting
in Band Council elections. ALST supported the position of the
plaintiff that off-reserve band members should have that right.
The Court concluded that the Indian Act should be amended to
allow for voting by off-reserve band members
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R v. B.W.P.
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R v. B.W.P.
This case involves the interpretation of the sentencing provisions
of the Youth Criminal Justice Act. Specifically the case looks at
whether a judge can use the principles of general deterrence when
sentencing a young person. The case was argued at the Supreme
Court on November 10, 2005. A decision is expected in early 2006.
R v. Gladue
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R v. Gladue
In R v. Gladue the Court interpreted the meaning of s.718.2(e)
of the Criminal Code. The section states that when imposing a
sentence a court should look at all alternatives to custody paying particular attention to the circumstances of Aboriginal people.
ALST intervened in support of the Aboriginal person who was
seeking the benefit of the section. This decision by the Supreme
Court led to the creation of the Gladue Court – an initiative that
ALST has been very much a part of.
R v. Golden
R v. Golden was a challenge to the general police policy of strip
searching all accused persons after arrest. ALST has had many clients who have been strip searched by the police for no reason at
all and so intervened in the case in support of the defendant. The
Court ruled that the police could not strip search accused persons
simply as a matter of routine policy.
Hill v. Hamilton Wentworth Police
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in Hill v. Hamilton
Wentworth Police
Hill was a lawsuit brought by an Aboriginal person who was wrongfully convicted of a bank robbery. He sued the Hamilton Police. The
issue before the Supreme Court was whether the police could be sued
for negligent investigation. ALST supported Mr. Hill and placed the
argument in the broader context of Aboriginal over-representation.
The Court ruled that police could be sued for wrongful investigation
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but that Mr. Hill could not succeed in his case as the facts did not
support a conclusion that there was a negligent investigation.
R v. Powley
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R. v. Powley
R v. Powley is the first Supreme Court of Canada case to set out
the Aboriginal rights of the Metis people. The Supreme Court
found in favour of the Powley’s that they had an Aboriginal right
to hunt moose in Sault Ste. Marie and did not require a license
from the province.
R v. Sauve
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R. v. Sauve
R v. Sauve was a challenge to the Canadian Elections Act which
denied all inmates in federal penitentiaries the right to vote in federal
elections. ALST intervened in the case to support the inmates seeking
the right to vote and to provide the Court with context for how these
provisions impact Aborignal inmates specifically. The Court ruled
that the law violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms which says
that all Canadian citizens have the right to vote.
R v. Wells
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R v. Wells
R v. Wells was a follow-up case to Gladue. The case centered on the
appropriateness of using a conditional sentence – a sentence where
a person who would otherwise be sent to jail is given the opportunity to serve the sentence out of custody – for an Aboriginal
offender charged with sexual offence. ALST intervened to argue
for a broad interpretation of the appropriateness of conditional
sentences. In the specific circumstances of the case, the Court did
not think a conditional sentence was appropriate but did not rule
out such sentences in other cases.
R v. Williams
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R v. Williams
R v. Williams involved an Aboriginal accused person who wished
to ask potential jurors whether their ability to judge the case
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would be influenced by the fact that he was Aboriginal and the
alleged victim was non-Aboriginal. ALST intervened in support
of his application. The Court ruled that asking these questions to
potential jurors was appropriate.

ALST at the Ontario Court of Appeal
R v. Hamilton and Mason
R v. Spencer
Factum of Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto in R v. Hamilton and
Mason and R v. Spencer
This case was an appeal by the Crown against the sentences given
to three drug couriers. In the cases, the trial judges took into
account the circumstances of black women and the provisions of
section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code. ALST intervened in the
case to provide our perspective on the application of this section
in criminal sentencing. The Crown was largely successful at the
Court of Appeal. Leave to appeal to the Supreme Court of Canada
in the Spencer matter has been requested.
R v. Powley
R v. Powley is the first case in Ontario to set out the nature of the
Aboriginal rights of Metis people. ALST intervened in support of
the defendants who stated that they had an Aboriginal right to
hunt moose in Sault Ste. Marie and did not require a licence from
the province. The Ontario Court of Appeal found in favour of the
defendants. The Ontario government appealed the case to the
Supreme Court of Canada and it was heard in March 2003. ALST
intervened in the case at the Supreme Court. The decision of the
Supreme Court in this case can be found above.
Law Reform and Advocacy
Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto is very involved in advocacy
and law reform activities. Below are some of the projects that they
have worked on.
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Amdendments to the Criminal Code
In 2006, the federal government proposed amendments to the
Criminal Code to restrict access to conditional sentences (Bill C-9)
and to increase the minimum sentences and add new minimums
for certain firearms offences (Bill C-10). ALST made representations
before the House of Commons Standing Committee on Justice and
Human Rights on both amendments (note the submissions regarding
Bill C-10 will appear shortly).
§§ Brief to the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights on Bill C-9
§§ Transcript of Committee Hearing Appearance
§§ Brief to the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights on Bill C-10
§§ Transcript of Committee Hearing Appearance (Note: ALST’s submissions
begin at 1555, near the last quarter of the transcript)

Policing
ALST has long been involved in issues relating to policing and the
Aboriginal Community. In 1997, they appeared before the Ontario
Legislative Assembly to provide our comments on the Police Services
Amendment Act, 1997.
§§ Appearance Before the Legislative Assembly Regarding the Police
Services Act, 1997
§§ In October, 2003, we appeared before the Police Services Board’s Joint
Working Group on Race Relations to comment on the Group’s report
§§ Written Submissions to the Joint Working Group on Race Relations

Youth Criminal Justice Act
Over the past few years, the federal government made a number of
proposals for replacing the Young Offenders Act with a new Youth
Criminal Justice Act. The first attempt at amending the Act was
Bill C-3. ALST appeared before the House of Commons Standing
Committee on Justice and Human Rights on March 1, 2000, to present our views on the bill.
§§ Brief to the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights
§§ Transcript of Committee Hearing Appearance
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Bill C-3 was replaced in 2001, by Bill C-7. The House of Commons
did not hold hearings into the bill, as they felt it was similar to C-3.
ALST appeared before the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and
Constitutional Affairs on October 23, 2001, to put forward our concerns regarding the bill.
§§ Brief to the Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs
§§ Transcript of Committee Hearing Appearance

In both our submissions ALST stressed the need for the new Act to
include provisions equivalent to section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code
- the Gladue section. This section was absent in both drafts of the bill.
Based upon these submissions the Senate amended the bill to include
a s. 718.2(e) section in the new Youth Criminal Justice Act.
International Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination
As a signatory to the International Convention of the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the federal and provincial governments are required to report to the United Nations on the progress
being made in this area. Canada recently submitted its 13th and 14th
reports to the Convention. ALST has filed what is referred to as a
Shadow Report in response to the government’s reports. It is our position that Canada and the provinces have failed to comply with the
Convention as it applies to Aboriginal Peoples in Canada.
§§ Shadow Report to the International Convention of the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination

Section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code
Section 718.2(e) of the Criminal Code is the basis for the Supreme
Court of Canada’s decision in R v. Gladue. ALST published an article
in the Globe and Mail (1999) in response to criticisms of the section
entitled ‘Aboriginal offenders and the Criminal Code: There is a good
reason why the sentencing provisions refer specifically to Natives’
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Legal Aide Services Act, 1998
Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto made a presentation to the
Ontario Legislative Committee examining the Legal Aid Services Act.
§§ Presentation on the Legal Services Act, 1998

From Punishment to Healing
Jonathan Rudin, Program Director at Aboriginal Legal Services of
Toronto, gave an address entitled ‘From Punishment to Healing’ at a
Canadian Institute for the Administration of Justice Conference. The
talk addresses incorporating principles of restorative justice into the
operation of the criminal justice system.
Inquests
There are two types of Coroner’s Inquests held in Ontario. Mandatory
inquests are held whenever a person dies in custody. Discretionary
inquests are held when the Coroner believes an inquest would serve
the public interest. When an inquest is held a jury is selected to hear
the evidence and to make recommendations as to how to prevent further deaths of the type that were the subject of the inquest.
Coroner’s Act
Aboriginal Legal Services of Toronto represents families of the deceased
or groups with an interest in the outcome of the issues in question at
inquests. The following are the recommendations of juries at Coroner’s
Inquests where ALST has participated.
Dubois Inquest
Mr. Dubois was an inmate who committe suicide while at the Thunder
Bay District Jail. The recommendations included more Aboriginal
programming at the jail whose population is largely Aboriginal.
Fobister Inquest
Mr. Fobister was a young Aboriginal man who was shot dead in
Grassy Narrows, Ontario after a stand-off with the OPP. One of the
important issues at the inquest was whether Mr. Fobister’s death
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was to be classified as a suicide or a homicide. ALST, representing
the family’s interest, was successful in convincing the Jury that the
death should be classified as a homicide.
Jamieson Inquest
Mr. Jamieson was a young Aboriginal man who died in car accident
in the St. Catherines area. ALST representing the family advocated
for over two years to have an inquest called. Among the recommendations were Aboriginal awareness training for the police force
and hosptial staff.
King Inquest
Mr. King was an Aboriginal man who died in the hospital at Red
Lake after having been in both the emergency shelter and the
police station. The jury’s recommendations focussed on changes to
policies at the shelter and the hospital.
Kitchkeesic Inquest
Mr. Kitchkeesic, an Aboriginal man, died in an OPP holding cell in
Armstrong, Ontario while being detained for having been drunk
in a public place. The jury’s recommendations included a change
in police policy for assessing the medical needs of individuals who
were unconscious.
Ladouceur Inquest
Ms. Ladouceur was an Aboriginal woman who committed suicide
while in custody at the Thunder Bay District Jail while waiting
for her bail hearing. A number of problems with respect to the
Thunder Bay District jail were revealed at the inquest. Several recommendations were made by the Jury. Of particular significance
was the recommendation that women no longer be housed at the
jail as it was found to be an unsafe environment.
Mitten Inquest
Mr. Mitten was a young Aboriginal man who committed suicide
while in custody at the Brantford jail while waiting for his bail
hearing. The jury made significant recommendations that ALST
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continues to follow up with. In particular, the Jury recommended the establishment of a Gladue (Aboriginal Persons) Court in
Brantford. If established, such a court will benefit Aboriginal community members in the Brantford area.
Teigesser Inquest
Mr. Teigesser was a homeless man who died of TB. ALST represented Anishnawbe Health Toronto, Council Fire and Native Men’s
Residence at the Inquest. The jury made several useful recommendations. In particular, they recommended that the Ministry of
Health provide additional funding to Anishnawbe Health’s Street
Patrol Program to allow them to hire a nurse practitioner to provide curb-side nursing services.
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7.9 Case Study Scenario
Racial Profiling in the Criminal
Justice System
In providing legal services to Aboriginal people in Toronto ALST
staff often hear clients complain of racial profiling in their dealing
with police and other members of the criminal justice system.
That is, they suggest that they are treated differently because
they are Aboriginal, often based on negative stereotypes. The
TARP study found that over 80% of Aboriginal respondents
believe that racial profiling pertaining to Aboriginal people exists
in Toronto. On the other hand, the police and other institution in
the justice system deny that racial profiling exists.
The sensitivity of the issue, the difficulty in quantifying it and
the contradictory perceptions of its existence make it difficult
to address. ALST, with its mandate to advocate with the justice
system on behalf of Aboriginal people can clearly take up the
issue. At the same time, staff need to work within the system to
be effective in meeting the needs of its clients and addressing this
sensitive concern may deflect it from its central mandate.

Discussion Question:
How can ALST address the sensitive issue of racial profiling within
the criminal justice system effectively?
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