Anti-Racism Youth Camp 

A highlight of the Anti-Racism work undertaken by the First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC) in 2004 was the facilitation of the Anti-Racism Youth Training Camp, held in Vancouver, BC, October 26-29, 2004.  The Anti-Racism Youth Camp was supported by funding from the Ministry of Community, Aboriginal and Women’s Services (CAWS).  

FNESC sent out a call for participants across British Columbia, targeting Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students between the ages of 18 and 25. One goal of the training camp was to teach participants skills in countering stereotyping, discrimination and racism.  Another objective of the camp was to develop leadership competency within the young people attending, and to teach them the skills to be able to speak out about racism in their own lives and communities.  The selection criteria for successful participants took into account geographical regional spread, gender balance, Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal representation and age appropriateness. In total, 26 youth from around BC were selected and notified that they had been chosen to participate.

At the camp, the youth were given the opportunity to learn about anti-racism from other youth.  The youth leaders who facilitated the training came from various backgrounds rich in social justice issues and anti-racism activism and included Michelle Ryan, film maker, Priscilla Wolf, Youth Advocate, Tina Matthew, Simon Fraser University (SFU) student and Vancouver School District Support Worker and Peter Morin, Redwire Magazine Art Director and Anti-Racism Advocate.  The ‘youth training youth’ model was extremely effective as the youth facilitators were able to relate to the realities faced by the participants and to share their own experiences with them. Similarly the youth participating found it easy to relate to leaders close to their own age and could identify with their recent experiences and exposure to racism.

Additionally, in most instances, the youth facilitators had achieved some fame for work they had done in addressing social injustice with a particular emphasis on racism.  For example, Michelle Ryan, winner of a BC Film award for her film “Expressions of Aboriginal Youth’, shared her stories about the process of making that film and her second video “Racism for Reel’.  Both films were used during the camp as resources for the training and participants felt extremely privileged to count Michelle as one of the youth leaders at the camp.  

Peter Morin, Production Manager for Redwire Magazine, shared his views on racism regarding Aboriginal representation in print media, other than newspapers, and shared his own personal story with participants.  Tina Matthew presented to the group on Racism and Aboriginal people in the media. A Masters student at SFU, Tina is a youth leader in her community and a seasoned presenter with particular strength in the field of anti-racism.

The camp took the form of a series of workshops, presentations and discussions.  The youth facilitators were mentored by, then Anti-Racism Officer, Nora Greenway and met frequently throughout the three days to discuss and address concerns that arose during the camp.  During the camp, decisions were made to divert from the scheduled agenda to meet the immediate needs or concerns of the participants. This flexible, learner centered approach was extremely successful and allowed participants the opportunity to explore and seek advice on their own particular areas of concern or interest.

The Anti-Racism Youth Camp concluded with a powerful closing circle activity.  Each participant spoke of the impact that the camp had on them as individuals and as a group and of the need for the work that has to be done to counter the social and community problems brought about by racism.  The participants acknowledged the power of the ‘camp’ philosophy in enhancing the group coherence and camaraderie that is necessary for successful leadership training and formally recognized the contribution by the youth leaders and the facilitators.

In November 2004, three of the youth from the camp participated in an Anti-Racism panel presentation at the 10th Annual Provincial Conference on Aboriginal Education hosted by FNESC and the BC Ministry of Education.  There is an expectation that all participating youth are obliged to conduct at least two anti-racism presentations within their own communities over the next two years. FNESC is in the process of developing an Anti-Racism Toolkit targeted at youth to assist them in this endeavor. The toolkit will include videos, books and other resource material.  The knowledge and leadership skills that the youth acquired during the training camp and the ongoing support offered to them by the FNESC anti-racism team will ensure that the participants will go on to become committed, passionate and effective advocates for anti-racism within their own communities. 

