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About us  
 
Onyx provides voluntary, confidential, support services to youth under the age of 19 who identify themselves, or are 
identified by others as being sexually exploited. Our objective is to assist these youth to leave the sexually exploitive 
situation they are in, create a safer life, and ultimately leave the service system. We are the lead agency and provide 
these services in partnership with Children of the Street Society (COS). 
 
COS provides prevention and awareness workshops to youth, families and members of the community throughout 
the Vancouver/Coastal Region. The program is funded by the Ministry of Children and Family Development (MCFD). 
 
Our workers respond with immediate support to the youth who contact us. We work with them to address their safety 
issues, and access the concrete and practical assistance and they need. These may include health services, a safe 
place to live, detox or treatment for substance misuse, and one-to-one support.  
 
Onyx works from a strengths-based approach. Youth are encouraged to participate in an assessment of their needs, 
and the development of a service plan, including a safety plan. We utilize all available resources and, if existing 
resources are not accessible when we need them, we have some capacity to create or purchase these. We connect 
youth with a network of community and support services, assist them to exit their situation and provide follow up 
support to create a safer future. 
 
Onyx services are available and delivered in Vancouver, Richmond, the North Shore, the Sea-to-Sky communities 
(Squamish, Whistler, Pemberton, Mount Currie), the Sunshine Coast (Gibsons, Sechelt, Powell River) and the 
Central Coast (Bella Bella, Bella Coola). 
 
Young people may access our services on their own, through MCFD, other youth serving agencies, school, the 
police, or via other organizations. Priority is given to youth who are in immediate danger, are pregnant, who lack 
basic needs or who have been referred to us by MCFD. Youth are actively encouraged to reconnect with Onyx at 
any time. 
 
PLEA has been providing Onyx services since March 2006. 
 

Who we served… 
 

Profile 2018-19 2017-18 2016-17 2015-16 2014-15 2013-14 

# of cases  61 68 73 80 77 69 

# of youth  59 67 72 78 73 66 

% young women 87 88 87 91 93 92 

% young men 12 9 7 1 3 6 

http://www.plea.ca/
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% self-identified as transgender  1 3 6 8 4 2 

% self-identified as Indigenous   33 33 36 35 33 48 

Average age when cases were opened by 
case 

15 16 16 16 16 16 

Average # of days in program by discharged 
cases 
(N= number of discharged cases) 

226 
(N=35) 

260 
(N=39) 

261 
(N=43) 

233 
(N=47) 

246 
(N=45) 

320 
(N=41) 

# of cases is greater than the # youth because one youth was re-referred.  
 

Although we had a decrease this year in the number of youth served, the average age of referral dropped to 15 
years old, reflecting the increase in the number of younger youth in need of support services and earlier 
interventions. 
  
 

How we did…service delivery 
 

Service delivery 2018-19 2017-18 2016-17 2015-16 2014-15 2013-14 

Average monthly caseload 28 25 33 36 32 33 

# of referrals (25-50 is the target) by case 33 47 43 52 45 54 

# of direct service hours 2670 2006 2328 2629 2203 
 

2525 
 

Average # of days wait for a worker (by 
opened cases, N= opened cases) 

9 
(N=33) 

25 
(N=39) 

6 
(N=40) 

5 
(N=48) 

9 
(N=49) 

18 
(N=43) 

 
Monthly caseloads and number of direct service hours increased this year with the successful expansion of the 
OnyxWorks program. By having youth in work placements, Onyx Workers were able to offer more continuous 
supports and connect more readily with youth. 
 
 

How we did…against last year’s goals 
 
i. Maintain ongoing relationships with employer-mentors through the OnyxWorks program; placing sixteen youth 

in work placements and empowering youth to have financial independence 
OnyxWorks had an extremely successful year thanks to the implementation of a full time Youth Development 
Worker to coordinate the program. Thirty-two youth accessed OnyxWorks for both pre-employment, 
employment readiness and job placements. Seventeen youth were placed in twenty job placements and three 
youth completed two 10-week placements. Employer mentors were found in a variety of fields and work 
sectors, including cafés, a gelato shop, a daycare, restaurants, hair salons, clothing stores/retail, food 
prep/commissary kitchen, a bookstore owned by a local Indigenous woman and a floral studio. More than half 
of the employer-mentors recruited to participate in the program this past year were women who have started 
their own local businesses. Our experience working with women entrepreneurs to create trauma informed, 
safe and empowering work opportunities for Onyx participants has been extremely successful this past year 
and we hope to continue these mentoring relationships long-term. The mentors often become a part of the 
youth’s support network and contribute to setting a strong example for program participants in determining 
short term and long term employment goals. The program has been able to establish ongoing relationships 
with employer mentors in Vancouver, Langley, Surrey, Burnaby, Abbotsford and North Vancouver by including 
youth from the Regional SEY (Stop Exploiting Youth) community partners.  

 
ii. Develop an orientation training manual for Onyx, specific to the issue of sexual exploitation in BC, including 

laws, recent cases related to the issue, and how to effectively work with, and talk to, youth who are being 
exploited. 
Our team continues to work on this training manual as Onyx staff identified this project to be more complex and 
multifaceted from its original inception. After reviewing current resources and training information, the team 
identified that this subject matter can be overwhelming for participants and it was decided the information could 
be broken into multiple booklets. One manual would be for Onyx participants as part of an education workbook, 
specifically addressing: age of consent/protection laws, power dynamics, and online safety. The second 
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resource would be an information guide where to access supports for sexual assaults, as we saw a dramatic 
increase in referrals and disclosures relating to sexual violence.  
 

iii. Build networks and relationships with relevant services specific to youth who are 11 to 13 years of age and for 
those aging out of services to better serve participants in the program. 
With an increase in youth being referred to our programming at a younger age, as well as supporting young 
people leaving our services when they turn nineteen, our team continues to adapt and expand our connections 
with community partners in order to increase our capacity for service delivery. In order to effectively make 
connections with younger people and provide timely interventions, we partnered with Children of the Street to 
target specific schools or resources to have their TCO2 (Taking Care of Ourselves and Taking Care of Others) 
and Redefining Manhood workshops provide education, awareness and prevention. When youth were ready 
for discharge from the Onyx program, we looked to transition them to age appropriate resources for continued 
support and made several referrals to our KidStart Mentoring program to have them paired with a mentee for a 
more long-term, supportive relationship. For the participants aging out of care, we continue to increase our 
knowledge and resource base of options available for youth in transition. Three of our Onyx youth attended an 
agedout.com workshop to learn about resources available to youth who are transitioning to independence.  
 

Selected accomplishments…  
 

i. Although late in the fiscal year, and extremely exciting announcement particularly pertaining to the Onyx 
program, was made on March 14, 2019, at Children of the Street’s Annual Celebration of Success. Executive 
Director, Diane Sowden announced her impending retirement on July 1, 2019, as co-founder of the agency 
and confirmed that PLEA Community Services would continue to operate core preventative educational 
programming and services currently offered by Children of the Street. The transition is a natural fit as our two 
agencies have been working together  and partnering for many years as the prevention and intervention 
services offered to keep kids safe from all forms of sexual exploitation.  

 
ii. On March 6, 2019, the Vancouver Community Action Team hosted a workshop for alternative school students 

and service providers entitled Sexual Empowerment vs. Sexual Exploitation in a digital age. This event was 
hosted in recognition of BC’s 21St Annual Stop the Sexual Exploitation of Children and Youth Awareness 
Week. The event was held at the Vancouver Friendship Centre and approximately 40 youth and 25 service 
providers participated in the day. The event opened with a traditional welcome by Terreia Harris, who currently 
works for the National Inquiry into Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls. She shared her own 
personal story of strength as a survivor of sexual exploitation and her deep and genuine commitment to 
supporting those impacted by gendered based violence and her focus to shift our culture and pave a path for 
justice for generations to come. The second guest speaker was Dee Stacey, a Sexual Health Educator in 
Vancouver, who provided the group with a fun, safe, inclusive, non-judgmental and sex positive workshop. 
Dee discussed how to be safe in the online world, especially pertaining to sexual images and image sharing. 
She focused on the importance of a healthy self, sex positivity and empowerment and the difference between 
sexual exploitation, reviewing themes and legalities of online image sharing and the potentially negative 
ramifications. She discussed consent, age of sexual consent, power dynamics and healthy relationships. Dee 
closed with tools and tips of where to report if a personal image or video is shared without consent. Our last 
presenter was Hayden Averill from Children of the Street Society. Hayden delivered his Redefining Manhood 
presentation, which was an interactive workshop that educates male students about sexual boundaries to 
prevent them from crossing the line. Addressing the demand side of sexual exploitation is a crucial step 
towards preventing boys from becoming buyers of illegal sexual services and it reduces the number of males 
who groom children and youth into sexually exploitation situations. The workshop addressed topics including 
consent, the #MeToo movement, “Locker Room” talk and the stigma around being a male victim of sexual 
abuse. Terreia closed the day with a traditional song and drumming which beautifully captured the powerful 
and impactful day shared together. The event was extremely well received with lots of positive feedback. 

 

iii. Onyx was invited to participate in a regional consultation as part of a Human Trafficking taskforce to help 
inform the Government of Canada in the development of a new national strategy to counter human trafficking. 
The event was hosted by Public Safety Canada. A select group of other key community partners working on 
the issues of sexual exploitation and human trafficking within the Provinces of BC and Alberta were present to 
discuss and identify current issues, gaps in services and how a new strategy can help support the current 
evolving Canadian context. 
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Selected stories…  
 

i. One youth was referred to Onyx due to concerns around grooming, recruitment and escorting. The young 
person was homeless, couch surfing, and living on the downtown eastside. As a means to address her basic 
needs, the youth accessed an online site called ‘seeking arrangements’, as she was estranged from her 
family and had no other support workers. Onyx connected her with multiple supports including shelters/safe 
houses, a transition worker, a housing worker and a social worker and advocated on her behalf. She was 
supported obtaining income assistance and finding appropriate market housing.  Onyx helped her research 
and attend multiple workshops to support her goal of becoming an aesthetician. The youth successfully 
completed a microblading course and a certification for lash extensions. She is currently living independently, 
on track to graduate high school in June, and supporting herself by working as a lash tech on the side.  

 
ii. A 15 year old youth was referred to the program for sending naked/intimate images to an older male for 

money. The young person struggled with anxiety and depression as well as low self-esteem and self-value. 
The adult male who was involved in exploited them was formally charged and our Onyx Worker supported 
the youth throughout the court process. In addition to supporting the youth with victim impact statements, 
online safety plans, and goals on identifying exploitative situations, Onyx engaged the participant in pro-
social activities and workshops. Together, they attended jewellery making workshops, art classes and 
crafting activities. The participant is now successfully out of their exploitative situation, and has a thorough 
understanding of exploitation and what it can look like both online and in the community. The youth has 
started their own jewellery making business and created a website to sell their handmade products. The 
youth is extremely resilient and has developed independence and confidence in themselves and their 
abilities.  

 
iii. In the beginning of 2018, we were referred a participant who was heavily immersed in drug dealing, was 

being sold by her boyfriend for sex work, and was couch surfing for places to sleep. An Onyx Worker was 
assigned and together the pair began to unpack various topics such as consent, healthy and unhealthy 
relationships, and the parameters of sexual exploitation. After working together for a few months, the 
participant was connected to a safe house, school, and employment, and completed two successful work 
placements with the OnyxWorks employment program. The Onyx Worker helped this participant obtain her 
BCID, get connected to MCFD for financial support, and joined the BladeRunners employment program. This 
participant is no longer involved in her sexually exploitative situation and is currently working in the trades 
and living on a youth agreement. 

 

Biggest challenges… 
 
i. This year we saw an increase in referrals from community members requiring supports for young people who 

were the victims of sexual assaults and sexual violence. We also had an increase in the number of disclosures 
pertaining to sexual assaults and as a result had a significant increase in our critical incident reports. As our 
program only has the capacity to support young people in sexually exploitative situations, we had to direct 
referrals to community counselling services, such as Women Against Violence Against Women (WAVAW), 
Vancouver Rape Relief and Battered Women’s Support Services for youth who had solely experienced 
situations of sexual violence. 
  

ii. Housing demands and exorbitant costs of living continue to be a major issue for our Onyx participants, 
especially those residing in the Metro Vancouver area. Many of our young people struggled to find safe 
housing and often were faced with sexually exploitative situations in order to address their basic needs. This 
was especially challenging for youth who were not connected to MCFD care or services. Additionally, we 
found more barriers to accessing safe houses as well as detox and treatment centres as there are limited 
resources available to youth, or the programming has closed down. As a result of these combinations, we 
frequently saw youth in a revolving negative cycle of substance use, living transiently and being sexually 
exploited.  
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iii. The program continues to serve folks who identify in a variety of ways based on their gender identity, gender 

expression, sexual orientation and sexual expression. Many young people are becoming more fluid, non-
binary in their identities which at times has proven to be challenging for folks leaving our program or who are 
unable to access various gender affirming and trans care services, such as but not limited to, hair, nails, 
clothing, etc. Although Onyx has been able to support many of these needs through our supplemental 
supports, when we have transition planned with some folks, they have engaged in sex work/exploitation in 
order to continue to have access to funds to purchased various items or validate their emotional needs and 
sense of belonging with their identity. 

 
 

 Our team…staffing
1
 

 
 

 
 

 

Our team…learning undertaken 
 
The Onyx team participated in a variety of educational workshops, courses and learning opportunities pertaining to 
the issues of sexual exploitation and human trafficking. Training undertaken includes: Privacy and Information 
Sharing Training for Contractors and Service Providers (MCFD); Engaging Boys and Men to Build Empathy and Help 
Stop Sexual Violence (COS Training); Monthly Anti-Trafficking Grantee Webinars with OnyxWorks funders 
(Canadian Women’s Foundation); Vikki Reynolds: Innovative Responses to Suffering, Pain and Oppression (Peak 

                                                           
1
 # of individuals as opposed to FTEs as per March 31

st
, 2019 

59 
youth 

1 
Program 
Director 

1 
Program 
Manager 

3 Youth 
Workers 
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House); Mandt Training; Non-Violent Crisis Intervention Training; Trauma-Informed Practices; University level 
courses (Douglas and SFU) on Sexual Offenders, Sexual offences and Counselling Courses; Becoming a 
Behavioural Detective with Kim Barthel” Understanding and Supporting Complex Behaviours; Gabor Mate: 
Compassionate Inquiry; Gangs and Guns, with a specific workshop presented by VPD “Her Time”: Female Anti-
Gang Program. All training was identified by personnel as areas of development needed within the scope of their 
work. In addition to attending training, our team was also able to attend a couple fairs to share our program 
information. These included the Vancouver Youth Clinic Health Fair and the VSB Alternate/Alternative Programs 
Staff Mental Health Training day.  

 
In partnership with our OnyxWorks program, the team attended a variety of events and workshops and supported 
youth to attend various training opportunities to grow their pre-employment capacities such as Food Safe, New 
Image College Make-Up and Nail Technician workshops, and Serving It Right. Additionally, in order to address 
ongoing sexual exploitation concerns, the program also coordinated a Self Defence Introductory Training course and 
an in-house Assertiveness and Boundaries training session provided by a local Indigenous educator, Anna Soole.  

 

Our team… relationships 
 
i. We continued to partner with Children of the Street to deliver presentations for youth and professionals about 

the issue of sexual exploitation in the Vancouver Coastal Region. In addition, both agencies collaborated on 
a series of workshops for professionals from a variety of sectors. Highlights included workshops presented to 
high schools students and staff in Whistler, Vancouver and Richmond; UNYA Native Youth and Wellness 
Centre; parents and professionals on the Sunshine Coast, school administration, students and parents in 
Bella Coola, as well as MCFD Social Workers in Richmond and Vancouver, including the Vancouver Cambie 
High Risk Youth Teams.  
 

ii. Our Vancouver Community Action Team (VCAT), chaired by Onyx/PLEA was able to increase and expand 
membership this year. The Onyx Program Manager reached out to community partners to increase diversity 
and capacity of the VCAT and successfully recruited/gained membership from QMUNITY, Vancouver Police 
Department and Urban Native Youth Association (UNYA).  The City of Vancouver representatives whose 
positions had a portfolio specific to sexual exploitation and sat on the VCAT have still yet to be replaced. It 
continues to be unclear if these positions will be filled at all. The VCAT is still actively working to recruit other 
key community partners working on the issue for their membership to the committee.  

 

iii. We also made a new connection with The Canadian Centre to End Human Trafficking and successfully 
became a member of their Canadian Human Trafficking Hotline for the Vancouver Coastal region. Public 
Safety Canada chose The Centre to develop and implement this hotline and they have been collaborating 
with front line service providers across the country to build a National Referral Directory. The hotline will refer 
folks looking for support/assistance pertaining to human trafficking to the appropriate local emergency, 
transition and support services.  
 

 

Next year’s goals… 
 

i. As we are in our final two years of funding for our OnyxWorks program, we want to promote and seek out 

municipal and federal grants and funding in order to sustain the program’s lifespan and continue to offer 

employment opportunities for Onyx program participants under the employer-mentor framework.  
 

ii. Reconnect and build relationships with specific community partners working on the issue of sexual 

exploitation and providing outreach services, particularly Directions Youth Services and UNYA (Urban Native 

Youth Association) outreach teams.  
 

iii. Implement a clinical counselling component for our program participants to debrief from a therapeutic and 

trauma-informed lens in order to process trauma experiences pertaining to sexual violence/exploitation.  
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iv. Collaborate and inform the newly acquired Children of the Street programs to increase their programs 

capacity to provide educational and prevention awareness addressing systemic issues pertaining to gender 

based violence happening more frequently and earlier on in adolescence.  This would help Onyx establish 

better connections within various schools and community, allowing for more appropriate referrals,  as well as 

ensure that education is happening earlier on rather than as a response with Onyx interventions.  
 

v. Continue to establish relationships and increase our capacity with: programming that serves younger youth 

ages 10-15 and their support networks; Indigenous communities and professional partnerships; LGBTIQQ2S 

supports and resources to reflect the evolving, non-binary and gender fluid identities of folks we serve.  
 

vi. Develop in-house training resources. The first will be an educational work booklet for program participants 

specific to the issue of sexual exploitation addressing: age of consent/protection laws, power dynamics, and 

online safety. The second will be an information guide pertaining to sexual violence and sexual assaults 

supports and resources.  
 
 

For more information… 
 
Contact Lauren Mathias, Acting Program Manager, at 604-708-2647 or email lmathias@plea.bc.ca.  

 
 

mailto:lmathias@plea.bc.ca

