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Space to Growé A message from YCF staff    
 

Youôll notice a recurring theme throughout this edition of YCF: Inside Out ï youth space. The óshout-outô 

goes to the Round 7-funded SôLam Youth Hub, an initiative that is creating a youth-led space in Steeles-

LôAmoreaux. Our óyouth spotlightô features Byron Gray, Focus on Youth Program Manager at The 

Spot, funded to develop a youth-led space in Jane-Finch Community & Family Centre. And our YCF staff 

profile showcases the work of Community Grants Developer Omar Yassin Omar, who has developed 

expertise in space development managing the bulk of YCFôs Creating Youth Spaces initiatives.  

Three years ago, YCF staff asked young people what would make their communities better for them, and 

the response was overwhelming: youth need their own space. Although each of the priority 

neighbourhoods is different, with its own unique set of challenges, they do have one thing in common. 

They all lack safe, accessible spaces for youth to gather, share ideas and challenges, and run programs 

and services.  

As a result, YCF has always focused efforts on creating space specifically for youth in the 13 priority 

neighbourhoods. We know that when youth have space to call their own, they feel a stronger connection 

to their community and feel empowered to use their experiences to influence it. In total, YCF has 

supported the development of 34 youth-designated spaces in Toronto, including 13 major capital 

investments through our Legacy grants. Youth will benefit from accessing these spaces for years to 

come. But equally important is how they are taking ownership from the beginning, playing crucial roles in 

planning, designing and developing the spaces with their community partners. 

Our partners play a vital role in ensuring these spaces are sustainable, particularly given the short-term 

nature of YCF as a funding body. In order to turn concepts into physical realities, it takes ongoing 

commitments from not only the youth leaders, but many diverse partners in the community, such as 

government, school boards, community-based organizations, public institutions, donors and the private 

sector.  
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As our partners at Toronto Community Housing put it: ñThe collaboration with YCF has been a learning 

opportunity for the organization in terms of how we best coordinate systems and structures to enable 

positive youth development initiatives to occur. It is a tremendous example of how investments in youth-

driven initiatives can result in sustainable change in the lives of individuals as well as in communities as a 

whole.ò 

 

May 2009: BADCôs Set It Off Girls Group participants 

at the YCF Celebration at Tropicana Community 

Services on May 7, 2009.  

 

 

 

 

Shout Outéto the SôLam Youth Hub      

The priority neighbourhood of Steeles-LôAmoreaux is home to a diverse youth population. However, they 

tend to live in isolation from one another, in smaller communities divided by strict turf boundaries.  

The Youth Challenge Fund has provided funding to several youth-led initiatives within Steeles-

LôAmoreaux, such as Gashanti Unity, Glendower Demanding Change, Youth In Power, and Creating 

Leaders in Chester Le. These initiatives have similar goals but serve youth in different sections of the 

community.  

Now they are collaborating ï for 

the first time ï on a new initiative 

that will bring together youth from 

across the entire community. With 

mentorship and support from YCF 

and institutional partners such as 

Toronto Community Housing 

(TCH), youth are turning a 

formerly underused space into a 

safe place for young people to 

become involved and engaged in 

their community.  

The initiative is governed by a 

youth collective, which will lead 

the renovation and beautification 
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of a 4,000 sq. ft. space within a TCH building at 365 Bay Mills. The space ï aptly named the SôLam Youth 

Hub ï will be youth-designated and shared with the community.  

SôLam will be a place where emerging youth-led groups can not only run relevant programming for their 

peers, but also access training and supports that will build their capacity as organizations, and ultimately 

develop a strong base of influential youth leaders in the community. 

Though SôLam is still in its infancy, the collective has accomplished a great deal of the ólegworkô involved 

in starting an initiative from scratch. Three youth have been hired to coordinate the space development 

process and engage young people from the community to actively participate in decision-making. In 

collaboration with TCH, the collective is planning community consultations to give local residents an 

opportunity to inform the design of the space.  

Despite progress, this process is not without its challenges. The collective has encountered those who 

donôt believe young people have the interest or ability to lead community initiatives. The desire amongst 

youth in this community to challenge these perceptions is what got the initiative off the ground in the first 

place, and changes wonôt happen overnight. But the youth leadersô ongoing experiences of ageism and 

bias highlight the importance of their work, as well as the need for the SôLam Youth Hub to exist as a 

place where young people are supported and empowered. 

The SôLam Youth Hub will provide access to a space where young people feel welcome and safe, no 

matter which part of the community they live in. And ultimately, it will help reduce the isolation, violence 

and social exclusion facing youth in Steeles-LôAmoreaux, making the neighbourhood a safer, more 

vibrant place to live.  

 

Spotlight onéByron Gray    

Focus on Youth Program Manager at The Spot at Jane-Finch 

Community & Family Centre 

What is The Spot? 

Initially the Jane-Finch Community and Family Centre facilitated youth 

programming out of a space at Jane and Milo. However, the space was 

shared with a lot of different groups and it wasnôt working.  So the members 

of our Youth Leaders program created a plan to develop a youth-

designated space in the neighbourhood. Established in 2006, The Spot is a 

safe place for young people to hang out in the Jane-Finch community.  We offer drop-in activities as well 

as after-school programming.  Young people can access information about resources in their community 

as well as one-on-one support from staff. 

What was it like developing a space using a youth-led process? 

Initially, the young leaders did a survey of 400 youth to identify the top three issues facing youth in the 

Jane-Finch community. The results were unemployment, violence and lack of safe space. The youth then 

analyzed the data and, with the support of staff, wrote a funding proposal to develop a youth space in 

Yorkgate Mall. We received funding from YCF, Ontario Trillium Foundation and the City, which covered 

renovations, furniture, staffing and programming costs.  
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Following a youth-led model meant there was buy-in from the young people from the beginning. This was 

crucial as they were the ones who would ultimately use the space. Youth informed the space design, for 

example what artwork should go in the space and how we should separate office and programming 

space.  They defined drop-in activities and resources that would be available in the space. Staff 

supported this process by bringing in different perspectives. The process gave youth a sense of 

ownership ï maybe too much. That was a challenge we had. Everyone wanted to be ñthe boss.ò But over 

time the young people have defined what a safe space means for them and they work to maintain it. They 

have become a second family.  

Have you been able to develop partnerships since the space has opened? 

The Jane-Finch Community and Family Centre thrives on partnerships, as we realize this is a good 

strategy to continue our work. The Spot has been accessible to several YCF funded initiatives free of 

charge including: Mujer, H.A.I.R, Black Action Defense Committee and Project Canoe.  

How has an accessible youth-designated space impacted the Jane-Finch community?  

It has created a bridge for young people to learn about resources in their community that they never knew 

existed. It has created employment opportunities, as we hire local youth to lead various programs and 

provide training for youth which has enhanced their transferable skills development. Through the supports 

and programming opportunities we offer, The Spot basically helps youth to make positive decisions.  

 

YCF Staff Profile       

Omar Yassin Omar, Community Grants 

Developer 

What do you do at YCF? 

I would describe my role at YCF as two jobs in one. The first is to manage 

initiatives to ensure they comply with our funding criteria and are successfully 

doing the work outlined in their proposals. The second job is more focused 

on community development. I meet with youth who live in the communities we serve and who havenôt 

traditionally been engaged by funders. I work with them to build their capacity to have a voice in decisions 

that affect them and their community. At YCF, we do more than provide funding for youth programs. We 

provide funding to help youth and their community partners grow, develop and work together to create 

and implement processes to change how these programs are created, run and evaluated.  

Youôve been the lead on most of the Creating Youth Space initiatives. What have you learned 

about youth space in Toronto?  

Iôve learned that itôs scarce ï there isnôt much youth-friendly space in this city. But where it does exist, it 

has profound effects on both individuals and the community as a whole. When marginalized youth have 

access to a safe space they can call their own, it gives them a grounding in their community. The space 

becomes a place to be, think, belong, discuss issues, and share ideas. It changes how they perceive 

themselves. They no longer see themselves as products of their environment, but as agents of change. 

As a result, a ripple effect occurs. Youth begin to engage with their community in a different way, as 
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stakeholders with valued opinions and needs. This affects how other members of the community perceive 

them.  

Iôve also learned that the development of a community space is a long, arduous, expensive, and intensely 

political process, largely due to the scarcity of and high demand for space. Many stakeholders want to 

have their own space ï whether itôs to house programming, provide a service or sell a product ï and the 

voice of racialized youth is often left out when decisions are made about who gets it. Thatôs where YCF 

comes in. Our role is to bring their voices to those tables, and ensure they are heard by the community. 

We do this by building the capacity of these youth to clearly and effectively articulate their needs, as well 

as by building the capacity of institutions to recognize the value of listening, and working with them to 

address these needs. 

How has your learning/working journey led you to this role?  

My experiences as an immigrant to Canada have profoundly impacted my views on community, identity 

and what it means to be Canadian. I had to actively become Canadian. I had to shape and re-shape my 

language, dress and the way I interacted with teachers, friends and everyone else. This process of 

developing the Canadian version of myself gave me clear insights into what is ómainstreamô and what is 

ómarginalizedô.  Inequity and racism become glaring when one is trying to fit in. It was this experience that 

planted the seed of passion for social justice within me.  

I graduated in 2005 from McMaster University in Hamilton with a degree in psychology. Iôve always been 

interested in how people interact with each other, and through my studies, I learned how oneôs 

environment can affect them as well as how one can affect their environment. From here, it felt like a 

natural transition for me to pursue a career in the social service sector. While I was in school, I worked at 

SOYAT (Somali Youth Association of Toronto) as an Outreach Coordinator. I was very active in Torontoôs 

Somali community, working to address issues such as criminal justice and access to education. My next 

job was at the Canadian National Institute for the Blind in Toronto as a coordinator of the Mentor Match 

program, where I worked with people with disabilities. Then I worked at the Canadian Council on 

Rehabilitation and Work as a Job Developer. My last role prior to starting at YCF was at Dixie Bloor 

Neighbourhood Services, where I worked with newcomers as a Job Developer.  

How have you seen changes in the city since you came to YCF? 

YCF was launched at a time when youth issues were starting to get a lot of attention from the non-profit 

sector. What Iôve noticed since is that a much stronger network of youth leaders has developed in the 

north and east ends of the city. Theyôve been empowered to recognize they can affect change, and now 

they are sharing ideas, challenges and spaces with each other. Perhaps more significantly, most have 

abandoned the ñvanguardò mentality and are instead encouraging their peers to join them in a collective 

effort to create lasting change. YCF has given youth the skills to challenge the systems and the audacity 

to try and re-create it.  

What is your favourite thing about living in Toronto? 

My favourite thing about Toronto is having access to more information, services and experiences than 

anywhere else in the country. We can do something completely different each day ï go to the opera one 

day and a STOMP show the next. I also love that thereôs such a vibrant culture of intellectualism in this 

city; the subversive isnôt marginalized here, and I think thatôs due to the willingness of institutions within 

Toronto to discuss difficult concepts and challenge themselves to see and do things differently.  
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What do most people not know about you? 

I think most of my colleagues at YCF know too much about meé but most people donôt know that Iôm 

interested in science ï biology, technology, physics, math ï Iôm awestruck by it. I like to learn the practical 

applications of those complex systems and see how theyôre relevant in everyday life. Science is also one 

of the few vehicles we use to see how people think rather than what they think ï itôs fascinating.  

              

 

August 2009: Members of the Dorset Park 

Youth Council take a time-out at the launch of 

a new sports pad at McGregor Park Recreation 

Centre to pose with YCF Executive Director 

Pamela Grant. These youth led the 

development of the space from start to finish ï 

leading community consultations, planning and 

designing the space, and advocating to local 

government on behalf of the Dorset Park 

community. The youth council is currently 

busy developing a second space initiative ï 

an indoor youth-priority space at the 

McGregor Park Recreation Centre.  

 

Youth Opportunities          

Employment: 

The Environment & Diversity Project is an exciting four-year collaborative initiative designed to help the 

Ontario environmental NGO community consider, develop and implement strategies to better reflect and 

engage under-represented communities. The project is looking for keen, action-oriented young people 

who are passionate about diversity and creating inclusive communities to fill the following positions:  

Bay Area Restoration Council - Diversity Coordinator 

Clean Air Partnership - Diversity Intern 

Community Environment Alliance - Project Animator 

Ecojustice - Communications Associate 

Sierra Club Ontario - Grassroots Coordinator 

Wildlands League - Ethnic and Cultural Communications Director 

The application deadline for all postings is Thursday, December 31, 2009. For more information and job 

descriptions, please visit http://sustainabilitynetwork.ca/.  

 

 

http://sustainabilitynetwork.ca/
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Volunteering: 

1) H.E.Y.Y. (Hearing Every Youth through Youth) ï H.E.Y.Y. is looking for volunteer counsellors to 

provide non-judgmental peer-to-peer support for youth over the phone and on-line. Youth interested in 

volunteering must submit an application by January 31, 2010. Application forms can be downloaded 

here: http://www.heyy.net/heyy/media/youthvolunteer.pdf. Training begins on March 3, 2010. Training 

topics will include: counselling, harm reduction, mental health, eating issues, violence, STIôs, birth control, 

healthy relationships, HIV/aids, homophobia, transphobia, anti-oppression, anti-racism, and crisis 

counselling. For more information, call 416-423-4399 Monday-Friday, 6-9 p.m. or visit http://www.heyy.net 

2) Black Youth Coalition Against Violence (BYCAV) ï BYCAV is holding elections for one vacant 

position on its Board of Directors (Steering Committee). The election will take place on January 17, 2010 

at 3 p.m. at the BYCAV office,  21 Sussex Ave, Toronto, Rm. 415 (4th floor). If you are interested in 

becoming a member and eligible to vote or be nominated in the board election for a steering committee 

role, please email your name, phone number, email address and any questions to 

membership@bycav.com.  

Please note: To be eligible to vote and/or be nominated for a position, one must be 13-30 years old and 

have been in attendance at least two BYCAV meetings (general/open or planning meetings). The 

commitment for these positions (office hours and meetings) is approx. 4-8 hours per week. For more 

information, please visit http://www.bycav.com.  

3) The S.P.O.T. (Success Power Opportunities Teamwork): The S.P.O.T.  initiative is currently 

recruiting young people who reside in the Malvern community for volunteer positions as Steering 

Committee Members and Volunteer Youth Advisors. Both positions offer opportunities for youth to get 

involved and voice their ideas about the design, governance, and programming of the space.  In return 

youth will gain the experience and skills that can be transferred to other aspects of their lives, earn 

valuable volunteer hours, as well as network and meet new people.  

 

For more information about the project or how to get involved, contact: Femi James, Project Coordinator, 

The S.P.O.T, Malvern Library, 30 Sewells Road, Scarborough, femi.james@gmail.com OR come by the 

Malvern Library to see us (small committee room). 

 

Call for Participants: 

Shameless Magazine: A progressive magazine for teen girls and young women that has been publishing 

in Toronto for more than five years. Shameless is currently looking for young women ages 20 and under 

who are not enrolled in college/university to participate in a free, hands-on journalism training program. 

The program will take place every second Saturday from January to April 2010. Lunch and TTC tokens 

will be provided. Through the program, youth will learn the basics of reporting, writing and editing, how to 

come up with story ideas, pitch them to editors, and get published, and meet and learn from professional 

journalists. 

To apply: Email wire@shamelessmag.com by December 31, 2009 with your full name, date of birth, and 

answers to the following questions:  

1. Why do you want to be part of Shameless Wire? 

2. If you are in high school, what school do you go to? Do you like it? Tell us why or why not. If you are 

not in high school, tell us why that is, and a bit about how you spend your time. 

http://www.heyy.net/heyy/media/youthvolunteer.pdf
http://www.heyy.net/
mailto:membership@bycav.com
http://www.bycav.com/
mailto:femi.james@gmail.com
mailto:wire@shamelessmag.com
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3. Do you speak, read and/or write in any languages other than English? Explain briefly. 

We strongly encourage all eligible youth to apply, especially transgendered and queer youth, youth with 

disabilities, immigrant youth, youth of colour and First Nations youth. 

 

For more information on Shameless Magazine, visit www.shamelessmag.com/about 

*Check out the ñOpportunitiesò section of YCFôs website for current employment and volunteer 

opportunities: http://youthchallengefund.org/index.php/pages/opportunities  

 

 

August 2009: Youth graduates celebrate at Centennial 

Collegeôs HYPE (Helping Youth Pursue Education) 

Program graduation ceremony. Approximately 300 

students have graduated from the six-week summer 

program since 2007, 180 of whom have continued 

their learning by enrolling in full-time post-

secondary studies. Centennial College will 

continue to create opportunities for youth to 

access experiential and alternative educational 

opportunities as a partner in The S.P.O.T legacy 

initiative in Malvern. 

 

 

Upcoming Events & Activities       

Urban Arts After School Arts program:  Learn new techniques from professional and emerging artists! 

Music, visual arts, creative writing, and dance programs available. September 28, 2009 to May 28, 2010 ï 

Monday through Friday, 3:30-5:30 p.m. Daily snacks provided. Location: 19 John Street (Weston Road & 

Lawrence Avenue). For more information, call 416-241-5124 or e-mail lennox@urbanartstoronto.org.  

Heritage Skills Development Centre's Scarborough East Afterschool Program for Kids began on 

November 16, 2009. Located at 400 McCowan Road, Ground Floor (Eglinton & McCowan/Danforth Rd), 

students in grades 2 through 12 can receive tutoring in any subject. To register or to receive additional 

information, please call HSDC at (416) 345-1613 or e-mail at heritageyounsters@yahoo.ca.  

The CaribbeanTales Youth Film Festival 2010 Celebrating Black History Month screens Africentric 

films for audiences of high school and university students and educators. The festivalôs gala launch will 

take place Thursday, January 21, 2010 at 6.30 p.m. at William Doo Auditorium, 45 Willcocks St. 

Toronto. Tickets are $20. CaribbeanTales Youth Film Festival runs February 2-25, 2010 at 9:30 a.m. and 

1:00 p.m. weekdays at William Doo Auditorium, 45 Willcocks St. Toronto. Tickets are available at U of T 

tix Box Office (416) 978-8849 www.uofttix.ca or at the University of Torontoôs Central Box Office open 

Mon-Fri 11 a.m. - 5 p.m. in Hart House, UofT. For more information, please visit 

http://ctyfilmfestival.com/?p=851.  

http://www.shamelessmag.com/about
http://youthchallengefund.org/index.php/pages/opportunities
mailto:lennox@urbanartstoronto.org
mailto:heritageyounsters@yahoo.ca
http://ctyfilmfestival.com/?p=851
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The Ontario Black History Society will launch February as Black History Month with its annual kick-off 

brunch at The Westin Harbour Castle Hotel on Sunday, January 24, 2010 from 1-4 p.m. The theme is 

The Time is Now! For tickets, sponsorship, posters or promotional opportunities, please call 416-867-

9420 or fax 416-867-8691. 

The Central Ontario Building Trades is hosting a Toronto Marliesô game at Ricoh Coliseum on 

Saturday, February 20, 2010. The Marlies will host the Manitoba Moose. Game starts at 4 p.m. Tickets 

cost $15, and $5 from the sale of each ticket will go toward the YCF-funded Hammer Heads initiative. For 

tickets: call 416-263-3910 or visit www.torontomarlies.com.  

*For more upcoming activities and events, visit the YCF website: 

http://youthchallengefund.org/index.php/pages/events  

 

 

  

November 2008: Youth from YCF-

funded initiatives took part in a 

Procter & Gamble Leadership 

Training session at P&G 

Headquarters. Youth participated 

in an all-day leadership workshop 

with P&G staff as part of a 

partnership with YCF. The 

program also has an ongoing 

mentorship component through 

which youth are paired with P&G 

employees to network, build 

relationships and learn from each 

other.  

http://www.torontomarlies.com/
http://youthchallengefund.org/index.php/pages/events

