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This past year has been both very exciting and challenging introducing new pro-
grams and activities. The young people that are introduced to UNYA and those who 
continue to visit us and choose to participate in healthy and positive activities are 
inspiring and bring a vibrant energy to the programs and sites.  On the other hand, 
we continue to struggle with funding for very important prevention and intervention 
programs and activities related to arts, culture, and music. Funding for these programs 
tends to be short-term or unstable. We continue to offer these opportunities where 
we can in all of our programs, by raising funds through our own measures such as our 
UNYA Gear, or the Annual Bentwood Box Auction.  

We are excited to have been able to have our newest program, the Native Youth 
Health and Wellness Centre, up and running for a solid year, continuing to build new 
partnerships to offer a variety of health and wellness resources, including the nurse 
practitioner, registered midwives, counsellors, psychiatrist and our Elder, who provides 
spiritual and cultural support. 

Another partnership with the Coming Home Society was able to bring a new pro-
gram to UNYA called Wisdom of the Elders. This wonderful opportunity brought Elders 
and Traditional Knowledge keepers to several UNYA programs.  This was an opportu-
nity to have knowledge transfer between the Elders/Knowledge Keepers and youth 
attending programming. This initiative was a very successful and welcomed addition 
to our UNYA roster of programs and will be carried over to programs for many years to 
come. 

We continue to work hard to ensure that the Native Youth Centre capital cam-
paign is still alive and well. Our efforts to ensure that Native youth have a culturally 
appropriate and welcoming youth centre to call home is realized sooner rather than 
later. We invite all of our staff, volunteers, partners, and supporters to join us in this 
effort by spreading the word about the importance of the NYC, donating to the capital 
campaign, encouraging their provincial MLAs and federal MPs to support the NYC, and 
suggesting avenues of funding. Together we can make the NYC a reality!  More info can 
be found at www.nativeyouthcentre.ca 

Of course, this important work could not be done without the dedication, knowl-
edge, and enthusiasm of our staff, board members, volunteers, and partners. Our staff 
and volunteers have been doing great work with urban Native youth. Their efforts help 
to ensure that youth have access to meaningful opportunities to reach their goals and 
full potential. In addition, we are grateful to our 225+ community partners who help to 
ensure that youth are able to access welcoming and relevant services throughout the 
community. Thank you for your commitment to youth and trust in UNYA as an organi-
zation. The UNYA Team and I look forward to doing more great work in the future!

Dena Klashinsky
Executive Director

Executive Director’s Message



Jerry Adams is Nisga’a from the Eagle Clan. He has been on the board for eight years. 
He has been in the social service field for over forty years and is currently the Executive 
Director of the Circle of Eagles Lodge Society. He was the Executive Director of UNYA for 
thirteen years, is a youth advocate, and champion of the Native Youth Centre capital 
campaign. Jerry has been married to his lifelong sweetheart Linda for thirty-nine years 
and the proud papa of three grown children.

Daniel Cook is from the Huu-ay-aht First Nation of the Nuu-chah-nulth peoples on 
his father’s side, and is of the Ganada Clan of the Nisga’a on his mother’s side. He 
attended UBC in the Native Indian Teacher Education Program. Daniel has worked for 
various organizations in the community, including UNYA (Native Youth Drop-In Centre), 
Vancouver Native Housing Society (Elders Program), and Circle of Eagles Lodge Society 
(Eastside Aboriginal Space for Youth, other youth programming, and Finance). Currently, 
Daniel coordinates the Eagles Youth Program at COELS. Daniel joined the UNYA board in 
2011, and is currently Board Treasurer. He hopes to continue working for the youth in the 
community. 
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Board of Directors

André Bessette is of Métis, Croatian and French descent. He is a relative of Cuthbert 
Grant Jr., who led the Métis of the Red River area in their first armed resistance against 
the Hudson’s Bay Company at the Battle of Seven Oaks. As an Indigenous youth working 
with Indigenous youth, André’s involvement with UNYA is cohesive with his life and work. 
He first came into contact with UNYA through his work as the Youth Native Courtworker 
at Robson Courthouse. Most recently, he has been employed at the Native Education 
College. This frontline experience has put him into contact with Indigenous youth in 
Vancouver, giving him a unique understanding of what they need to thrive today.

Justin Bige is Lutsel K’e Dene, Plains Cree and Hungarian.  He first came to UNYA for 
help updating his resume.  Within months, Justin learned of and successfully applied for 
a summer employment opportunity at UNYA.  Because youth leadership is so important, 
Justin was inspired to become involved in the Board and use his skills after completing 
his summer position.  He is often busy working towards his Creative Writing degree, 
writing, going to rallies or transiting.  As a new youth participant of the UNYA board, 
Justin looks forward to utilizing the skills he learned as both a former member of the 
Student Association Council and a member of a social justice organization at Kwantlen 
Polytechnic University.



Denise Williams is a member of Cowichan Tribes and is of both First Nations and 
Scottish ancestry.  Denise is Vice President of the UNYA Board of Directors. For the 
last ten years, she has focused on capacity-building efforts amongst First Nations, 
specifically through education and technology.  She recently completed a Masters 
in Business Administration through Simon Fraser University.  Denise is the Executive 
Director of the First Nations Technology Council, a role that inspires and challenges 
her.  She has greatly appreciated the opportunity to develop and implement a 
social enterprise business model for the Technology Council, and the opportunity to 
connect with First Nations communities across the province.  Denise also serves as 
the President of the Vancouver Aboriginal Community Policing Centre Society.

Rick Lavallee is Métis from Manitoba. He is currently Board President. He is a 
Vancouver Police Department Constable working as the Aboriginal Liaison to help 
build relationships with the Aboriginal community, especially youth.  He is the Board 
President, and has served on the Board of Directors since 2008.  He is also the Vice-
President of the Circle of Eagles Lodge Society.  Rick organizes and participates in 
activities with youth, such as day hikes and canoe pulls.  He is on our board as he 
believes strongly in Aboriginal youth empowerment.

Claire Robertson is of Métis ancestry.  She has lived in Vancouver for almost 
a decade.  Claire also serves as a youth Board representative for the Vancouver 
Aboriginal Policing Centre Society.  Currently an undergraduate student studying 
political science at UBC, Claire plans on attending a Canadian law school and 
practicing intellectual property law.  She has worked with the First Nations 
Technology Council on the FN in BC Knowledge Network project, a space to exchange 
information between First Nations communities in BC.  She became involved with 
UNYA through her work at the FNTC.  Through her work on the board of directors for 
UNYA, Claire hopes to positively impact Canada’s Indigenous peoples.

Brittany Stewart is a member of the Sliammon and Nisga’a First Nations. Born 
and raised in Vancouver, she first started visiting UNYA with her mom when she was 
younger. Now a regular at UNYA for 6 years, she particularly enjoys activities in the 
Overly Creative Minds (OCM) and AYF Sports & Recreation Programs, and partici-
pating with the UNYA canoe family on canoe journeys. She feels it’s important to 
take the time to participate in traditional practices with Elders and cultural men-
tors. Brittany joined the board in 2012 as a youth because she feels her knowledge 
about UNYA makes her able to represent her peers well, with a strong voice. Brittany 
serves as our Board Secretary.
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Leila Williams is of Wet’suwet’en and Carrier descent from Moricetown, B.C. Now 
in her second year on the UNYA board, she is a youth board member, and Secretary 
of the Board.  Leila also volunteers at the Collingwood Neighbourhood House as a 
youth worker in the Collingwood Aboriginal Youth C.R.E.W. (Cultural.Recreational.
Education.Work.) Program.  For more than a decade, she has been a participant in 
about 10 different youth programs in Vancouver, and she is also involved in various 
community events.  The help Leila has received from many youth workers over the 
years has inspired her to pursue youth work as a career, and she is currently working 
towards attaining a youth and child care degree.  Leila is fueled by a desire to give 
back to the communities she grew up in.
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A Brief History of UNYA
Urban Native Youth Association (UNYA) was formed in 1988 to address 
Indigenous youth concerns, at a time when growing numbers of young people 
began leaving reserves for the city. Thirty years later, young people continue 
to arrive in Vancouver with few job skills, minimal training or education, and 
little or no knowledge of where to go for help. UNYA is meeting these needs by 
providing a wide range of services, resources, and opportunities that support 
Vancouver’s Indigenous youth to excel. Today, UNYA delivers 20+ programs, with 
175+ volunteers, 100 staff, and more than 200 community partners.
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Highlights
•	 Safehouse staff able to collaborate with other youth workers on 

Integrated Case Management meetings - offering unique insight 
into youth’s needs and abilities from residential point of view

•	 Youth reunited with family through mediation process, with 
staff advocating for and supporting youth as they engage in 
healing process.

•	 Safehouse staff able to offer emotional and spiritual support, 
alongside Elders and counsellors, to youth experiencing loss 
due to overdose crisis.

Challenges
•	 Youth are being turned away in months with 

higher need

•	 Difficulty sustaining food and transportation for 
program with increases in cost of living

•	 Housing options for youth are scarce with 
Vancouver housing crisis: inadequate level of 
rental subsidies, waitlists of over one year for 
supportive housing and BC Housing

•	 Difficulty retaining relief workers due to funding 
levels and wage gaps

Aboriginal 
Safehouse

Average 
Occupancy 
Rate 
2016-17

16 youth turned away in 
September due to safehouse 
reaching maximum capacity
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Highlights
•	 Youth consistently came back week after week for Young Women’s 

Drum Group. We were able to support cultural exchange with 
shared songs, teachings, and protocols, with children, youth, and 
families celebrating together as Indigenous people.

•	 Hosting a Seven Teachings workshop with Elder Bruce Robinson, 
in partnership with Native Youth Learning Centre.

•	 Aboriginal Youth Worker Tashina Lewis was one of four panelists 
at Vancouver Foundation’s Fresh Voices Forum, talking  about 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and how to build 
relationships to create social change. UNYA youth were able to 
address the forum with closing remarks.

Challenges
•	 Limited cooking supplies for the cooking program. Tashina has 

made use of her great creativity and ingenuity to make full meals 
using just a rice cooker and griddle.

•	 Still searching for suitable volunteer to enhance activities in the 
cooking program.

Aboriginal 
Youth 
Worker
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Highlights
•	 Began a music program with a volunteer music instructor offering 

twice-monthly music lessons to student in UNYA’s Overly Creative 
Minds space. 

•	 Cultural activities included weaving sessions, monthly pipe 
ceremonies, and a talking circle about healing with Elder Bruce 
Robinson.

•	 Musqeuam Elder and Vancouver School Board Knowledge Keeper/Elder 
in Resident Shayne Point spoke with students about winter ceremony.

•	 Workshops included: Out In Schools talking about equality, gender 
identity, and right; nursing students talking about how students can 
advocate to get their needs met in the medical system.

Challenges
•	 Changes in staffing prove challenging 

in terms of strengthening relationships 
with you, ensuring they feel supported 
through transitions.

•	 Increases in program attendance 
means budget is strained, making it 
difficult to plan regular activities, and 
provide progress incentives.

Aries
Alternative
School

Increasing daily program attendance
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Highlights
•	 Smooth transition to the new school year in September, due to Aries and 

Cedar Walk summer programming. This allowed us to stay in contact with 
many returning students and build relationships with new students, easing 
the changeover back to school in the fall. 

•	 Cultural activities included cedar weaving, pow wow dancing lessons, 
medicine bundle workshop, soapstone carving, and a visit to Wxi’Wxa Library 
at UBC’s First Nations House of Learning.

•	 Elder Bruce Robinson led a healing circle and cedar brushing. Students got 
to joined Elder Bruce for a nature walk, harvesting cedar bark, and boughs to 
cleanse the Cedar Walk space.

•	 Many previous students continue to stay in touch with staff at Cedar Walk for 
connection and support.

Challenges
•	 Transportation to and from school and programming continues to be a 

barrier for youth, complicated by difficulties and confusion for students 
regarding the Vancouver School Board’s Compass Card system.

•	 Staff shortages mean insufficient time is available to attend to 
administrative duties to support the program, resulting in loss of 
productivity and staff morale.

Cedar Walk
Alternative
School



11	 Urban Native Youth Association
Annual Report 2016-17

Canoeing with the Aboriginal Youth First Sports and Rec Program: old faces 
returning, and new ones eager to experience what it’s like to work together as a 
team on the water.

In partnership with the Circle of Eagles Lodge Society and Coming Home Society, 
youth in our canoe family from the Pulling Together Canoe Journey had the 
opportunity to carve their own paddles over the winter, under the tutelage of Wes 
Nahanee.
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Highlights
•	 Youth leaders, seeing how popular our weekly volunteer-run fitness 

sessions were, took initiative to offer a second weekly fitness session, 
led by youth.

•	 A First Nations youth was the snowboard team instructor this year, 
bringing her tremendous energy and enthusiasm to the team.

•	 Weekly yoga sessions led by the Native Youth Health and Wellness 
Centre’s nurse practitioner provided great opportunity for her to 
connect with youth and talk about the health clinic.

Challenges
•	 Loss of indoor venue for lacrosse due to 

renovations - inconsistency of gym availability 
resulted in diminished participation in this 
program.

•	 Cost of running the First Nations Snowboard 
Team has increased substantially from previous 
years.

Aboriginal 
Youth 
First
Sports & Rec
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Aboriginal Youth First Sports and Rec’s Open Mat Monday sessions at the Dojo 
allow youth independence to work on their techniques with assistance of peer 
leaders and staff.



Average # of mentor & mentee pairs per month

Kinnections

Mentorship
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Highlights
•	 Group activities with Mentorship and Kinnections mentors and mentees 

included:
•	 Traditional medicine and tea making workshop with Musqueam 

Elder Jeri Sparrow
•	 Cedar weaving with Haida weaver Todd DeVries
•	 Trip to Squamish Nation Pow Wow

•	 Participated in Women’s Memorial March with program mentors, honouring 
the lives of missing and murdered Indigenous women and all women’s lives 
lost in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside.

•	 Met with Grade 6/7/8 students at the KidSafe Leadership Program career 
fair, talking about careers in human services and UNYA programs.

Challenges
•	 Difficulty recruiting male mentors, resulting in long waitlists for male youth.

•	 Long criminal record check process (6 weeks to be processed) resulting in 
delays to begin mentorship.

Kinnections
and 
Mentorship
Programs
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Highlights
•	 Use of social media has increased successful 

contact with youth and parents, significantly 
reducing no-show appointments, which was an 
ongoing concern in the past.

•	 Increased presence at school programs has 
been helpful in giving youth an outlet to express 
frustrations and work on coping strategies.

•	 Parents are engaging more in family sessions. 
Both youth and their families are consistently 
accessing weekly mediation and counselling.

Challenges
•	 Families and youth are struggling with food security, especially around 

the holidays.

•	 Youth are experiencing bullying on social media.

•	 Youth over 18 looking for couples counselling lack support: this falls 
outside of program mandate, and limited accessible resources outside of 
UNYA are available to them.

•	 Lack of resources for youth under 16 looking for emergency housing. 
Engaging in safety planning with those who feel they have nowhere to go.

Mediation

Average of 10 youth and 
families consistently accessing  

mediation weekly
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Highlights
•	 Created a new substance support initiative, SAGE, a trauma-informed, 

culturally empowering support circle, supporting youth in harm reduction 
strategies, and work related goals. Covered topics such as fear, personal 
goals, nutrition, and social stigma.

•	 Facilitated staff training in the MANDT system, a comprehensive approach to 
preventing, de-escalating, and if necessary intervening when an individual’s 
behaviour poses a threat of harm to themselves or others.

•	 Cultural integration through smudge, cultural teachings, making medicine 
pouches and dance regalia with Elders.

Challenges
•	 Some youth most in need of counselling are older than the age mandate of 

the program.

•	 Older youth are struggling to find adequate housing, and are stuck in 
environments that are unhappy and/or unsafe. It is difficult to support them 
to find affordable housing, given current housing crisis.

•	 Rate of no-shows for new referrals is high

•	 Contact with youth is increasingly difficult through summer months.

Clinical 
Counselling

Individual youth

May 2016                             Feb 2017 

Youth visits
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Highlights
•	 Sexual Health Night series in collaboration with YouthCo’s Y’uusnewas pro-

gram, an Indigenous peer-led education program that provides workshops 
on HIV and sexual health.

•	 Youth are regularly accessing midwife services

•	 IUD insertions will become available at the clinic going forward.

•	 Youth in programs are consistently voicing their preference for accessing 
health services through the Native Youth Health and Wellness Centre, over 
other clinics .

Challenges
•	 Youth needing primary healthcare had to be turned away for 

several months due to absence of nurse practitioner in the centre.

Native Youth 
Health & 
Wellness 
Centre
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Highlights
•	 Aboriginal Youth Worker’s Young Women’s Drum Group was very successful, 

providing a great way to introduce youth to the learning centre. 

•	 Began Wisdom of the Elders programming, with Elder Bruce Robinson shar-
ing traditional teachings, helping youth practice self-care, and supporting 
them while working to reach their goals, maintain wellness during school 
and employment.

•	 Westcoast LEAF delivered a workshop on Youth Rights in the Workplace.

•	 81 youth obtained certifications to increase their employability. 19 youth 
contacted the learning centre to let us know that they had successfully 
found employment.

Challenges
•	 Difficulty finding a reliable way to track youth who have accessed services 

who go on to find employment or return to school .

•	 Increase in numbers of youth who don’t have stable housing, or who are 
struggling with mental health or substance misuse.

•	 Participation in programming is inconsistent..

Native Youth 
Learning 
Centre
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Highlights
•	 Outreach with other community teams to build rapport with new youth 

and strengthen existing connections with other organizations.

•	 Youth have started to reach out to Outreach when they are intoxicated 
and require additional support (food, water, safehouse) - speaks to the 
trusting relationships that are building with the team.

•	 Outreach team has been successful using advocacy with various service 
providers to temporarily house youth facing housing challenges.

Challenges
•	 More youth are sleeping outside as warm weather increases. Conversely, 

many shelters fill up quickly in colder wet weather, making it difficult to 
find temporary housing solutions for youth.

•	 Increase in number of youth too young to access majority of safehouses 
in the Lower Mainland. Outreach is connecting with social workers to 
advocate for appropriate support.

•	 Increase in youth requiring basic medical care.

•	 More youth observed requiring food or not eating properly.

Outreach

Average number 
of youth visits 
per month
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Highlights
•	 Talking Stick Festival: 5 youth collaborated with 13 mentors and profession-

al artists to create an original Poetic Theatre piece. Artists coached youth 
in poetry, dance, and theatre to produce a multimedia performance for the 
festival. This process was empowering, challenging, and grounding for all.

•	 Elder nights established to help youth connect to culture, traditions, and 
pride - exceptional return rate of youth participants.

•	 Annual art show at Grunt Gallery: 7 youth artists’ work was exhibited, 2 
youth helped to curate the show, 2 youth performed poetry, and 1 youth 
edited 20 Talking Stick Festival videos, screened throughout the show.

Challenges
•	 Issues with inconsistency of funding through federal funding system.

•	 Need for more public media outreach to attract youth to drop-in and after-
school programs

•	 Number of youth with mental health issues is growing - need for mental 
health professional on evening programming team, as this is becoming a 
safety issue for youth and staff alike. Creates barriers to running safe and 
effective programming while attending to youth’s needs.

Overly 
Creative 
Minds 
(OCM)
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Highlights
•	 Group field trip with youth to the Festival of Lights at Van Dusen Gardens.

•	 After-school tutoring partnership established with Pacific Community 
Resource Society - Pathways to Education.

Challenges
•	 Low recruitment for relief workers means that staff are often working 

alone. Candidates have expressed that the hourly wage offered is too low, 
and the time to complete certificate requirements is a barrier. Current 
relief staff prioritize other part-time jobs due to low wage at Ravens Lodge. 

•	 Difficulty reaching social workers to communicate youth’s needs and case 
plans, and to complete referral forms for school placement.

•	 Youth are expressing frustration that social workers are unable to make 
time for them.

Ravens 
Lodge
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Highlights
•	 Two-spirit/LGBTQ+ summer series, including movie night, teaching circle, 

and two-spirit youth sweatlodge ceremony with lodge keeper Bon Fabian.

•	 Very successful weekly lunchtime drop-in groups at Templeton, Vancouver 
Technical, and Brittania secondary schools. Attendance continues to grow. 

•	 Leadership and Resiliency Program: youth-led presentation at McDonald 
Elementary about transition from elementary to secondary school.

•	 Young Spirits Summer Program day camp was at capacity with 20 youth 
participating , daily attendance, engagement on target, and camp filled 
with fun, culture, recreation, workshop, resulting in positive outcomes and 
healthy youth.

Challenges
•	 High staff turnover throughout summer camps.

•	 Push back from schools regarding harm reduction approach, as schools 
have a zero-tolerance policy in place for drug and alcohol use.

•	 School interest in weekly lunchtime drop-in groups/workshops exceeds 
current staff capacity.

School
Support

An average of 60 youth 
participate in School Support 

programming every month.
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  Transition team 
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Highlights
•	 Partnership with Working Gear, and Dress For Success programs enabled us 

to schedule appointments for youth to get gear for work or job searches.

•	 Successfully connected youth facing substance misuse with Watari Day 
Treatment program for help with these issues.

•	 A number of youth in the program have been successful in becoming 
employed

Challenges
•	 Difficulty connecting with youth who have no cell phone and limited 

internet access. It is difficult for youth without regular access to these 
resources to schedule and keep appointments.

•	 Challenge to connect youth under 19 with housing, especially with 
supportive housing, on a reasonable timeline - waitlists are long for all 
resources.

•	 Housing youth once they age out of care also remains a huge barrier - 
again, waitlists are endless.

Transition
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Highlights
•	 Development of a Cultural Counsellor position, to contribute culturally 

focused direction and facilitation of the therapeutic process.

•	 Established a cultural committee, creating time and resources for a group 
of our Indigenous full-time staff to work on program development and 
staff training.

•	 Set up one of UNYA’s teepees in the lodge’s backyard for the month of 
September, creating space for teepee teachings with Curtis Clearsky.

•	 Started the Young Bears Lodge Garden Project, led by Kin Haxton, an An-
ishnabee Traditional Knowledge Keeper with extensive experience related 
to plant medicines and gardening. 

Challenges
•	 UBC Indigenous Garden lost funding, resulting in loss of this partnership. 

New partnership was developed with Harmony Community Garden on 
Capiilano Reserve for youth to volunteer at weekly.

•	 We realized that a significant portion of our management team’s hours 
(clinical counsellor, intake and referral counsellor, and program manager) 
are spent doing youth care counsellor duties such as giving rides, 
recreational programming, groceries/errands, and household duties. New 
schedule established to indicate when management is available to support 
programming, and when they are unavailable.

Young 
Bears 
Lodge
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UNYA Contact Information
Main Office/Administration
1618 East Hastings Street, Vancouver, BC, V5L 1S6
www.unya.bc.ca
www.nativeyouthcentre.ca
Phone: 604-254-7732
Fax: 604-254-7811
Email: info@unya.bc.ca

Aboriginal Safehouse
Phone: 604-254-5147
Fax: 604-254-5159
Email: safehouse@unya.bc.ca

Aboriginal Youth Worker
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: aboriginalyouthworker@unya.bc.ca

Aries Alternative School
Phone: 604-255-1326
Fax: 604-254-7811
Email: aries.manager@unya.bc.ca

Cedar Walk Alternative School
Phone: 604-708-9130
Fax: 604-708-8160
Email: cedarwalk.manager@unya.bc.ca

Aboriginal Youth First Sports & Rec
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: ayfcoordinator@unya.bc.ca

Kinnections
Phone and Fax: Main Office
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Email: kinnections@unya.bc.ca

Mentorship
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: mentorship@unya.bc.ca

Mediation
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: mediation@unya.bc.ca

Native Youth Health and Wellness Centre
Phone: 604-254-5885
Fax: 604-254-7234
Email: nativeyouthwellness@unya.bc.ca	

Native Youth Learning Centre
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: learningcentre@unya.bc.ca

Outreach
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: outreach@unya.bc.ca

Overly Creative Minds (OCM)
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: ocmprogram@unya.bc.ca

Ravens Lodge
Phone: 604-425-7343
Fax: 604-435-6193
Email: ravenslodge@unya.bc.ca

School Support
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: schoolsupport@unya.bc.ca

Transition
Phone and Fax: Main Office
Email: transition@unya.bc.ca

Young Bears Lodge
Phone: 602-322-7577
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