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The Val-d'Or Native
Friendship Centre dedicates
this paper to Denis, Roderick,
Huguette, Morgan, Ruby, Hugo
and Lydia, our First Nation and
Inuit brothers and sisters who
remind us daily that we must
care for each other.
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Homelessness: Val-d'Or and the First Nations - Back  ground

The Val-d’Or Native Friendship Centre appreciates the opportunity to put into perspective a new
reality in Val-d’Or concerning First Nations: that of Aboriginal homelessness. This submission,
presented as part of the consultations by the Commission des Affaires sociales du Québec, is
intended as a complement to the submissions tabled by our colleagues from the Montreal Native
Friendship Centre (MNFC), the Regroupement des Centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec
(RCAAQ), the Assembly of First Nations of Québec and Labrador (AFNQL) and its Health and
Social Services Commission (FNQHSSC).

It is with full solidarity that the Val-d’'Or Native Friendship Centre joins with its First Nations
partners who also contribute to seeking and implementing long-lasting solutions to address the
increasing homelessness phenomenon among our members. We join our voice to those of First
Nations who urgently request access to decent and affordable housing for both on- and off-
reserve Aboriginal citizens.

The Val-d’Or Native Friendship Centre’s perspective on First Nations and Inuit homelessness is
that of the frontline people who have been working on a daily basis for 35 years. Based in
downtown Val-d'Or, the Friendship Centre’s workers occupy a front-row seat and witness a
contemporary reality that no longer affects only large urban centres across the country: that of
homelessness and more specifically the one affecting First Nations members in Val-d'Or.

An Increasing Urban Aboriginal Population

For many years now, the urbanisation of Aboriginal people has been highly noticeable in Val-
d'Or and its acceleration was predictable. According to a joint study conducted in 1990 by the
Val-d'Or Native Friendship Centre and the Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue, the
Aboriginal population in Val-d'Or was estimated at 2.5%. Statistics Canada’'s 2006 census
shows that the resident Aboriginal population for the Val-d’Or centre now represents 6.2%. To
this resident population, we must add the Algonquin population from the neighbouring
communities of Lac Simon and Kitcisakik with their 1 716" members who visit Val-d’Or on a daily
basis. Another significant data that allows to measure Aboriginal presence in Val-d'Or is the fact
that the Cree nation has chosen Val-d'Or as an important place of convergence. For example,
the Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay reported 5 4622 Cree patients and
escorts who came to Val-d'Or in 2007-2008 to obtain services from the region’s health
institutions. An interesting fact is that practically all Cree babies were born in Val-d'Or! The
Commission des affaires sociales du Québec itself refers to Val-d'Or as “one of the main poles

of attraction for Aboriginal people”.’

! L'observatoire de I'Abitibi-Témiscamingue : Profil de la MRC Vallée-de-I'Or, March 2003

2 Cree Board of Health and Social Services of James Bay: Annual Report 2007-2008

3 Commission des Affaires Sociales: Le phénoméne de litinérance au Québec, document de consultation, June 2008, page 5.



In Abitibi-Témiscamingue, Val-d’Or remains the Aboriginal “metropolis” of the North. Most of
these newcomers to town are seeking a better life for themselves and their children. This is a
daunting challenge considering that, as opposed to the aging Canadian population, 62% of the
country’s Aboriginal population is under the age of 29. Young people are no longer the future,
they are the present. Service organisation in urban areas must respond to this population’s
unique and specific needs. Aboriginal people who settled in the city have to overcome huge
obstacles to preserve their culture and identity. Many are faced with racism and discrimination
and this makes them question their identity and values.

Aboriginal people living in urban centres are faced with an unfamiliar system, with barriers that
are difficult to overcome such as language, prejudice, lack of understanding of Aboriginal
realities... In their desire for a better life for themselves and their children, First Nation members
arriving in the city will naturally go to the Friendship Centre to obtain assistance and to have a
place where they feel at home and that allows them to express a distinctive urban Aboriginal
identity. In order to significantly contribute to reduce the urban Aboriginal people’s vulnerability,
services must be based on a culturally sensitive and holistic approach to health.

Val-d’Or: A Northern Eldorado?
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