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Saskatchewan's aboriginal population to grow rapidly
 

 

BY JASON WARICK, THE STARPHOENIX  DECEMBER 8, 2011
 

Nearly one-quarter of Saskatchewan's population will be aboriginal by
2031, the highest proportion of any province, a new Statistics Canada
report says.

"It has huge implications for all the people of Saskatchewan," said Metis
Nation-Saskatchewan president Robert Doucette.

The province's current aboriginal population - a combination of all First
Nations and Metis people - sits at 16 per cent. Twenty years from now,
that will grow to 21 to 24 per cent, according to various scenarios
calculated by the researchers.

Manitoba ranks second at 18 to 21 per cent, while the Canadian average
is projected to be in the range of four to five per cent.

Doucette thinks the current Saskatchewan number is much higher due to
problems with census and declaration methods. He said the projected
percentages "will happen a lot sooner. That's my belief."

Like Doucette, Saskatoon Tribal Council Chief Felix Thomas said the
number of aboriginal people in Saskatchewan is likely higher than the
current figures state. Many marginalized First Nations people are not
counted in the census.

The growing aboriginal population means federal and provincial
commitments to education, infrastructure and other areas "must be made
now. If we don't do it now, all of our children and grandchildren in this
province will be left to deal with it," he said.

Statistics Canada says among Canadian cities, Saskatoon and Regina,
along with Winnipeg and Thunder Bay, are the only communities
expected to have aboriginal populations between 12 and 15 per cent by
2031.

The provincial and federal governments are taking some measures to
address the impending demographic shift, but far more needs to be
done, Doucette said.

For example, Doucette cited a report commissioned by the Gabriel
Dumont Institute that pegged the benefits of closing the aboriginal
education gap in Saskatchewan at $90 billion.

The report by University of Saskatchewan economist Eric Howe said a
more educated population would create a more skilled workforce and
save massive amounts on social services, justice, health care and other
areas.
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Doucette said the task seems monumental, but he remains confident.

"I'm ever hopeful. The future for Metis people is on the upswing,"
Doucette said.

"When you have healthy, strong Metis and First Nations families, it's a
benefit to the whole province."

Other conclusions of the report include: . First Nations population growth
will occur faster on reserves than off reserves. The total population of
First Nations people on-reserve in 2006 was just under 60,000. That will
rise to more than 100,000 by 2031 under the study's projections.

. The aboriginal population is aging, even though it's still younger than
the general Canadian population. Decreases in fertility and increases in
life expectancy are the main reasons cited for the median age of
aboriginal people increasing to 26.6 years in 2006 compared with 24.7 in
2001.
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