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LEVEL is a youth engagement initiative of
Vancouver Foundation that aims to address

racial inequity. We do this by investing in the
leadership capacity of Indigenous, racialized,
immigrant, and refugee youth to create more
opportunities throughout the non-profit and
charitable sector.

Despite being the fastest-growing youth
populations in British Columbia, Indigenous,
immigrant, and refugee youth don’t have the
same opportunities as other young people.
Race continues to be a factor that hinders their
ability to have a say in decisions that impact
their lives.

LEVEL empowers these youth by building

their capacity to challenge and change those
systems that hinder their ability to build a more
just world.

LEVEL consists of three pillars of
work to advance racial equity

1. LEVEL Youth Policy Program
2. LEVEL Youth Organizing
3. LEVEL BIPOC Granting

About the LEVEL
Youth Policy Program (LEVEL YPP)

The LEVEL Youth Policy Program (LEVEL
YPP) brings together young people between
the ages of 19 and 29 from across British
Columbia who identify as being Indigenous or
racialized immigrants or refugees. Indigenous
and racialized newcomer youth are dispropor-

tionately impacted by certain public policies 1. httpsy/wwwictinc.

ca/blog/indigenous-peo-
implementation of public policy process. The ples-worldviews-vs-west-

LEVEL YPP aims to provide these youth with ern-worldviews

but are rarely included in the development and

equitable training and leadership opportunities
to better navigate the public policy landscape,
and to develop new tools and skills to influence,
shape, and advocate for policy changes that
are relevant in their own communities. Having
young people directly involved in shaping
policies that impact their lives is essential to
creating systemic, meaningful change. The
LEVEL YPP’s training is grounded from and
within Indigenous peoples’ worldviews, which
the program acknowledges, could vary from
person-to-person or nation-to-nation. Indig-
enous worldviews place a large emphasis

on connections to the land. This perspective
views the land as sacred; where everything
and everyone is related and connected; where
the quality of the relationships formed are

key in life; where what matters is the success
and well-being of the community, and where
there can be many truths as they are based
onindividual lived experiences.! As such, an
important premise of this training is to centre
and place a particular focus on the fact that
the work that has gone into developing this
training, as well as the training itself, has

taken and will take place on unceded (never
given away/stolen) territories of the hang
'amin 'sm-speaking Musqueam peoples, of the
Halkomelem-speaking Tsleil-Waututh peoples,
and of the snichim-speaking Skwx wi7mesh
(Squamish) peoples.
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Boozhoo! Shelby-lynn Soney (she/they) is
Anishnaabe and Kanien’keha’ka from
Bkejwanong First Nation in Southern Ontario.
Raised in the small urban city of Windsor, ON,
she got to experience nature only on weekend
trips to the Rez and in short moments of quiet
in public parks. Shelby attended the University
of British Columbia (UBC) where she studied
First Nations and Indigenous Studies, and
hopes to pursue further qualifications to
become a land and Ojibway language teacher.
She is a lifelong language learner and hopeful
polyglot, who is passionate about Indigenous
language revitalization.

After working as a camp counsellor for many
summers, with both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous youth, she saw a gap where the
possibility of connection and community
existed. She is an advocate for language and
land-based learning, believing connection to
the Earth being essential to well-being and
overall health. Shelby has been a passionate
advocate for human and Indigenous

rights since she first began learning about
colonization, and is a strong supporter in
liberation movements for people all over the
world. She believes that children should be at
the forefront in these movements, including
language and culture revitalization pursuits,
which is where her passion for land-based
learning stems from.

Executive Summary

This policy proposal advocates for the creation and expansion of land-
based education programs rooted in Indigenous ways of life that are
specifically designed to serve Indigenous, Black, POC, and Immigrant
children and youth in urban settings.

These programs are crucial to fostering
strong, resilient communities and for bridging /'\\ / o~

?\\
cultural, social, and environmental gaps that 2 2NN

persist within the urban space. Investment in

land-based education rooted in Indigenous
ways of life is an investment in the future of our Investment in land-based

shared communities, our shared environment, education rooted in ,ndigenous

and our shared humanity. ways of life is an investment in the
It is my belief and experience that these fUture Of our sh‘ared communities,
programs are able to foster connections our shared enwronment, and our

between various different groups, communi- shared humanity.
ties, and individuals who otherwise may not

have connected, thus creating community and This policy proposes several actionable
allyship. By participating in these programs, items including:

Indigenous, Black, POC, and Immigrant youth

will have the opportunity to build meaningful 1. Capacity Building

relationships, share experiences, and cultivate - Educator Training: Develop mandatory
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mutual respect and understanding.

This policy also emphasizes the importance of
teaching youth about sustainable practices,
environmental stewardship, and the recip-
rocal relationship between humans and
nature. Globally, youth have long been strong
advocates for the land, from Autumn Peltier
to Greta Thunberg, and it is my belief that
this passion and love for the land exists in all
children and can be nurtured and encouraged
through land-based education programs.
Grounded in Indigenous knowledge, these
lessons are vital for addressing the environ-
mental challenges of today and tomorrow and
for creating future advocates for the land.

specialized training programs for
educators to undergo if they are to
participate in these programs. These
training programs should be able

to equip them with the skills and
knowledge to deal with Indigenous
students, practices, and ways of life with
understanding and openness.

« Youth Leadership Development:

Establish leadership programs that
empower Indigenous, Black, POC, and
Immigrant youth to take on the role as
educators, facilitators, and mentors
within their communities.
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« Partnerships and Collaboration:
Fostering partnerships between
Indigenous communities, educational
institutions, local governments, and
other organizations as a means of
co-creating these programs. This will
ensure the programs are culturally
appropriate and community-led.

2. Infrastructure

+ Invest in Public, Accessible, and
Outdoor Community Learning
Spaces: Community gardens, outdoor
classrooms, and cultural centers are all
examples of possible outdoor learning
spaces. These act as a bridge for folks
who may not be able to access further
outdoor spaces to connect with and
learn about nature.

- Transportation Support: The financial
burden of many land-based education
programs can be enough to deter
many participants, and the further
cost of transportation may be enough
to make many programs inaccessible.
Investment into free and subsidized
transportation is necessary to ensure
that all youth, especially those in remote
or underserved areas, can participate in
land-based education programs.

- Financial Aid for Participants: The cost
of land-based education programs is one
of the biggest barriers that many families
face, as most programs cost hundreds
of dollars, which is unfeasible for many.
Investing in long-term subsidies, grants,
and overall financial support is essential
to bridging the financial gap.

3. Policy Integration

« Integrate Indigenous Land-Based
Learning into Existing Educational
Institutions: Existing educational and
organizational institutions are urged
to integrate Indigenous land-based
education into existing educational
frameworks and policies. This would aid
in the recognition of these practices as a
vital component of holistic, inclusive, and
equitable education.

- Land Access Agreements and
Partnerships: Promote legal agreements
and processes that
secure access to
traditional land for
educational purposes,

ensuring Indigenous lndigenous land-based

communities havethe  education offers a unique

autonomy to access
and use the lands

opportunity to bridge
. . social, cultural, and

according to their .

customs and traditions enwronmental gaps

and needs. within our communities.
This policy proposal is rooted in the belief
that Indigenous land-based education offers a
unique opportunity to bridge social, cultural,
and environmental gaps within our commu-
nities. By empowering and investing in Indig-
enous, Black, POC, and Immigrant youth

with knowledge that honors and connects
them to the people of the land, we can culti-
vate a generation of leaders who are deeply
committed to sustainability, equity, and
community resilience.
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Background

Indigenous land-based language and cultural
education is essential for preserving and
promoting Indigenous culture, and ensuring
that the next generation is equipped to become
strong and healthy Indigenous leaders. On
reserves, these opportunities are popping up
more frequently as communities realize how
important it is to have land-based learning
for children and youth, and even families.
However, in the urban sphere, there may be
many different camp/day-camp programs and
possibly land-based ones, but opportunities
that are based in Indigenous culture and ways
of being are less common. This leaves Indig-
enous youth in the urban space with limited
options for land-based cultural learning.

Further, the urban sphere contains many
different people, communities, and cultures.
This diversity provides a unique opportunity
to create connections and deep understanding
between these different communities. By
investing in and supporting land-based educa-
tion programs based in Indigenous ways of

life that target Indigenous, Black, POC, and
Immigrant children and youth, we can foster

connections to the land,
promote cultural understand-
ings and bridge gaps leading to
stronger urban communities
built on allyship and friendship.

INDIGENOUS
RELAT'ONSH | P Community gardening,
TO LAN D East Vancouver.

Photo by Hu Gadarn,

Wikimedia Commons.

For many Indigenous peoples, the land is not
just a physical place/space but rather a living
entity who is integral to their cultural, spiritual,
and social lives. The land provides everything
that we could need and asks for nothing in
return other than that we be thankful and take
care of her. In many Indigenous cultures, the
connection to land is even deeper than just
being a provider, viewing the land as “Mother
Earth,” our original mother. This distinction
shows the deep connection to and respect that
Indigenous cultures have for the Earth and all
she provides. Being on the land allows Indig-
enous children to learn about their identity,
history, and traditional knowledge in a way that

In the urban sphere, there may be many different
camp/day-camp programs and possibly land-based ones,
but opportunities that are based in Indigenous culture
and ways of being are less common.
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is deeply rooted in their culture. The benefits
for land-based education for Indigenous youth
are profound; it helps them develop a sense of
self, strengthens their cultural ties, improves
mental and physical health, and helps them
foster a sense of belonging and pride in

their culture.

IMPACTS OF SETTLER
COLONIALISM

Settler colonialism has had a profoundly
negative impact on Indigenous peoples
throughout colonial history. Indigenous
peoples’ connection to the land was a big
target of the colonial project as it was under-
stood that their connection and understanding
of the land made it very difficult to control

or to assimilate them into settler society.
Dispossession is one of the key tools of settler
colonialism, whether it be in the form of forced
removal from ancestral lands, the imposition
of Western land ownership concepts, or the
destruction of traditional lands and ways of
life. These have all contributed to the loss of
land-based knowledge and practices in
Indigenous communities.

CHALLENGES
OF THE URBAN SPHERE

In urban spaces, there is often a lack of acces-
sible green spaces and opportunities to learn
about the land and Indigenous peoples. The
urban environment, characterized by concrete
landscapes, deprives youth from connecting
with the land in meaningful ways. Because of
this, many people grow up thinking they are
“not into nature” simply because they were
never given the opportunity to experience it
and instead develop a fear or dislike of the
natural world.

BENEFITS OF THE
URBAN SPHERE

One of the best things about urban spaces
is the vast diversity. You can sit on any busy

corner and watch the people
go by in an endless sea of
cultures, races, abilities, and
walks of life. By working with
children and youth of diverse
backgrounds, you are able to
foster connections through
identifying similarities or
differences and celebrating
and honoring those.

Working, in particular, to
foster connections between
youth who have had similar
experiences with settler
colonialismis away to
create space for mutual
respect and understanding.
For example, working with

The benefits for land-
based education for
Indigenous youth are

profound; it helps them
develop a sense of self,
strengthens their cultural
ties, improves mental
and physical health, and
helps them foster a sense
of belonging and pride in

their culture.

displaced Palestinian children and Indigenous
children could create a space for youth to learn
about the vast impacts of settler colonialism
and some of the other people who have been
impacted. This would also be a great place to

foster cultural connections through dance,

song, games, etc., between different groups.

BENEFITS TO

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Many Indigenous cultures and communities

have values like love, acceptance, kindness,

etc., built into their cultures and belief systems.

However, settler colonialism divides Brown,

Black, and Indigenous folk by creating scarcity

that forces communities to compete for and
defend the little resources that they have. This

can cause misunderstanding, distrust, general

8 POLICY BRIEF 2024  SHELBY-LYNN WASA ANUNG SONEY

; F R =
. =~ "\ '\~
=A==

dislike, and, in some unfortunate cases, hate.
This hate is learned by individuals as children
from their parents, and creates a cycle that
repeats until there is education and the oppor-
tunity to build/rebuild relationships and
learn/unlearn.

Issues like racism, anti-Blackness, and anti-im-
migrant sentiments are oftentimes problems
in Indigenous communities. Some Indigenous
peoples feel upset by the lack of support and
funding for their own programs and put the
blame on other communities who are also just
trying to fund their own programs for their
people. Fighting between different commu-
nities does more harm than good by creating
issues with each other rather than working
together to create stronger communities,
where we are able to learn about and support
one another, and work together to meet every-
one's needs.

By helping children and youth foster connec-
tions with other youth from different
backgrounds, they are able to learn about each
other. BIPOC and immigrant youth can learn
about the Indigenous peoples whose land they
are on, and Indigenous peoples get to learn
about the different communities who they live
beside. The long-term goal is to create partner-
ships, allyship, connections, and strong urban
communities built on similar values and goals.

BENEFITS TO BLACK,
POC, AND IMMIGRANT
YOUTH AND FAMILIES

As a person who is not Black or an immigrant, |
can’t speak to what those communities’ needs
or wants are, nor would | want to. However, |
can say that | believe the goal of bridging the
gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people, and creating space for co-learning and
building relationships, would be something
they would be interested in, too.

For immigrant children and youth, these oppor-
tunities would be beneficial in allowing them

to learn about the Indigenous peoples, whose
lands they are living on, directly from those
Indigenous peoples, alongside Indigenous
children and youth. Whereas governmental
programs teach about general pan-Indigenous
beliefs and history, Indigenous land-based
pedagogies focus on the culture, teachings, and
building up each individual person.

11

Whereas governmental programs teach about
general pan-Indigenous beliefs and history,
Indigenous land-based pedagogies focus on
the culture, teachings, and building up each

individual person.
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Proposal

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1 Capacity Building.

«+ Educator training. Develop a training program/workshops for camp workers to
participate in who will be working with Indigenous communities and youth based on
cultural competency, and also learning about issues within the Indigenous community.
This training should educate workers on Indigenous culture and also educate on ways to
avoid white saviorism. Things like showing disgust at Indigenous practices, like hunting
and fishing, but showing adoration of art made from animal materials is harmful. These
sentiments should never be spoken around Indigenous children or workers, and if there
are concerns, non-Indigenous workers should know to go to their superiors, rather than
expressing them directly to Indigenous peoples or children.

These training sessions must go over issues of accessibility in relation to Indigenous
communities. Issues like Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD), Attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), mental illness, and general behavioral issues are all
unfortunately common in Indigenous children. These issues could cause children and
youth to be labeled as “bad kids,” when really they are kids who are struggling. This
training should also contain tools and tips for managing these conditions and the
associated behaviors.

Develop a training program/workshops for camp
workers to participate in who will be working with
Indigenous communities and youth based on
cultural competency, and also learning about issues
within the Indigenous community.
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+ Youth Leadership. Communities should invest in programs that empower Indigenous,

Black, POC, and Immigrant youth to become the teachers and leaders in their own
communities. Creating programs where they can grow within the program and build
on their skills and knowledge through the years will allow them to develop into leaders
while building their own self-esteem and self-worth.

Partnerships and Collaborations. Fostering and strengthening partnerships between
Indigenous communities, educational institutions, local governments, and other
organizations can be a means of co-creating these programs. By creating partnerships
these programs could begin to see more long-term sustainable funding and support.
Many institutions and organizations have access to much larger pools of money and
resources than Indigenous communities. These partnerships can alleviate some of the
financial and administrative strain from the individual communities, and also allow for
greater spread of information due to their larger networks.

2 Infrastructure.

« Invest in public, accessible, and outdoor community learning spaces. In the urban

sphere, green spaces are often rare. Metro Vancouver is a different story, where nature
reserves and lush green parks are located all over the Lower Mainland. However, in
many other urban environments, this is not the case. In Windsor-Essex county, only
5.7% of the land is forested and between 2011-2019, the region saw

a 29% reduction of green space (Chen, 2023). These are pretty grim c’::_ -- -.;’o,\\ \
statistics, despite the city of Windsor celebrating the tree-planting — — =\
programs that they have begun, with many residents saying the

progress is too slow and not enough. Community gardens, outdoor Commum'ty gardens,
classrooms, and cultural centers are all examples of possible outdoor  outdoor C’assrooms, and

learning spaces. These act as a bridge for folks who may not be able cultural centers are all
to access further outdoor spaces to connect with and learn about .
examples of possible

nature and Indigenous culture. .
Transportation support. Further on the lack of green spaces in urban outdoor ’ea""ng spaces.
settings, if one wishes to access farther green spaces, they must find

transportation, public or private, to do so. The cost of gas, food, supplies, etc., can be

prohibitive for some families to even consider trips like these. The financial burden of

many land-based education programs can be enough to deter many participants, and

the further cost of transportation may be enough to make many programs inaccessible.

Investment into free and subsidized transportation is necessary to ensure that all

youth, especially those in remote or underserved areas, can participate in land-based

education programs.

Financial aid for participants. The cost of land-based education programs, especially

overnight camps, are very expensive to enroll your children in. It is one of the biggest
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barriers that many families face. Land-based education programs cost hundreds of
dollars, which is not feasible for many. Investing in long-term subsidies, grants, and
overall financial support for families is essential to bridging the financial gap and getting

kids back out on the land.

3 Policy Integration.

« Integrate Indigenous land-based learning into existing educational institutions.
Existing educational and organizational institutions are urged to integrate Indigenous
land-based education into existing educational frameworks and policies. This would
aid in the recognition of these practices as a vital component of holistic, inclusive, and

equitable education. Organizations that run land-based day camps,
overnight camps, and general environmental programs should
begin this process by reaching out to Indigenous communities

and organizations to begin developing policies and programs that
incorporate or center Indigenous knowledge and ways of life.

This policy ask also calls on educational institutions, like public and
private schools, to incorporate Indigenous land-based learning as
an important and essential part of the curriculum. Yes, we should be
educating youth on the violent colonial history of this country, but
we should also provide opportunities for children and youth to learn
about, and on, the land to truly have them understand the culture.

7

=
W= =
/ ~

A~

&

L . S——a
= .

Existing educational

and organizational
institutions are urged

to integrate Indigenous
land-based education
into existing educational
frameworks and policies.

- Land access agreements and partnerships. Promote legal agreements and expedite
processes that secure access to traditional land for educational purposes. Ensuring
Indigenous communities have the autonomy to access and use the land according to
their customs, traditions, and needs is essential in allowing Indigenous peoples their

right to self-determination and their right to their own stolen lands.
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Conclusion

The investment in and development of, Indig-
enous land-based education programs that
are designed for Indigenous, Black, POC, and
immigrant youth, is not just an investment in
education but a crucial step towards reconcil-
iation, cultural preservation, and social equity.
These programs offer pathways to healing
the historical wounds inflicted by settler
colonialism, fostering connections to the land
that are vital for the cultural and spiritual
well-being of Indigenous peoples. Addition-
ally, they provide invaluable opportunities for
cross-cultural learning and solidarity, helping
to break down barriers of racism, anti-Black-
ness, and anti-immigrant sentiments that have
pervaded Indigenous communities.

This policy ask is calling for communities,
organizations, and programs to recognize
Indigenous land-based education as valuable
and important, and to begin to develop and
improve these opportunities. We call for the

These programs offer pathways to
healing the historical wounds inflicted
by settler colonialism, fostering
connections to the land that are vital
for the cultural and spiritual well-being
of Indigenous peoples.

nurturing of a generation of youth who are not
only more connected to the land, but who are
also more connected to each other. This is a
unique opportunity to create a future in which
diverse communities come together in mutual
respect and understanding, learning from the
land and from each others’ experiences. We
urge policy makers to recognize the profound
benefits of these programs and to create the
physical spaces and opportunities to make
these programs available and accessible. The
time to act is now, to ensure that all youth,
regardless of background, have access to the
transformative power of land-based education.
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Vancouver Foundation is Community Inspired. We are a community foundation
that connects the generosity of donors with the energy, ideas, and time of people
in the community. Together, we've been making meaningful and lasting impacts in
neighborhoods and communities since 1943. We work with individuals, corpora-
tions, and charitable agencies to create permanent endowment funds and then
use the income to support thousands of charities. We recognize that communities
are complex and that collaboration between multiple stakeholders is needed to
help everyone thrive and evolve. Vancouver Foundation brings together donors,
non-profits and charities, government, media and academic institutions, local
leaders, and passionate individuals to build meaningful and lasting change in the
province of British Columbia. We see young people, their voices and experiences
as part of that vision to building meaningful change.

200-475 W. Georgia Street
Vancouver, BC, V6B 4M9
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