EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

British Columbia is in the midst of a child welfare crisis. One out of every five
children in the province lives below the poverty line.! Over 9,271 children are
living in foster care, more than half of whom are Aboriginal.2 For generations

the system has consistently failed children and their families in spite of legisla-
tive reform, internal reorganization and changing governments.

In 1996 the Child Family and Community Services Act
(“CFCSA”) came into force, promising a new direction for
child welfare in British Columbia. This forward thinking
legislation promised a different style of service provision dedi-
cated to supporting families to care for children in the home,
improving services for Aboriginal families, using apprehen-
sion only as a last resort, and reunifying children as quickly as
possible when temporary placement is necessary.

This report examines whether child protection practices are
living up to the principles set out in the CFCSA — the founda-
tion of B.C.s child protection system. Our conclusion is that
current child protection practices in B.C. violate the guiding
and service delivery principles that are set out in law. We find
that the system, despite legislative reform, internal reorganization
and changing governments, is failing to follow its own mandate
and keep its promise to keep B.C.s children safe.

This report looks at the child welfare system from a
number of perspectives, including those of service providers,
social workers, and lawyers representing parents in child protec-
tion cases. However, the major focus of this report is the expe-
riences of parents whose children are or have been involved
with the child protection system. These voices have often been
silenced in the debate surrounding child welfare reform. This
report highlights the important and unique insights that these
parents have into the strengths and weaknesses of B.C.’s current
system. Their participation in this project is a testament to
their commitment to helping improve the system for families.

As a whole, this report argues that the system continues to fail to
address the systemic factors impacting children’s well being, such as
poverty, the legacy of colonialism and the lack of social supports for
single mothers. We conclude that as long as those systemic factors
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are ignored, B.C.’s government is not in a position to claim that it is
genuinely acting in the best interest of children.

Supporting families to care for children in the home

Physical abuse and sexual abuse are not the primary reasons
that children are removed from their parents. In fact, physical
harm by a parent was only cited as a ground for removal in ten
percent of child protection cases in the Lower Mainland. Sexual
abuse or exploitation by a parent was cited as a reason for
removal in less than one percent of cases.d Apprehensions are
generally the result of a parent’s struggle with poverty, addic-
tion, mental health issues or family violence. The government’s
lack of commitment to providing publicly funded services has
severely undermined the ability of the Ministry of Children
and Family Development (“Ministry”) to take a preventative
approach to child protection issues.

e Doverty: Inadequate income assistance rates, the lack of
safe and affordable housing, costly public transit and inac-
cessible childcare all negatively impact the ability of poor
women to care for their children.

o Mental health: People with mental health diagnoses and/or
learning disabilities face discrimination as parents. Additional
supports would assist them in caring for their children.

e Domestic violence: Women survivors of violence are
poorly supported and, at times, re-victimized by the child
protection system which sees them as making poor choices
and failing to protect their children.

¢ Drug and alcohol use: There is an urgent need for
enhanced treatment and harm reduction options for
mothers struggling with addiction.



Improving services for Aboriginal families

Aboriginal children are nearly ten times more likely to be in
care than non-Aboriginal children. In spite of growing aware-
ness of the systemic impacts of the residential school system
and foster care system on Aboriginal families, child protection
cases continue to be handled on an individual basis that ignores
the systemic nature of the problem. While the Ministry has
taken some steps towards preserving the cultural heritage and
kinship network of Aboriginal children, in 2006, the number
of Aboriginal children in care surpassed the number of non-
Aboriginal children for the first time. Less than 16 percent of
these children are placed with an Aboriginal caregiver.

Apprehensions as the last resort

The CFCSA recognizes that the removal of a child from
their family home is a very serious intervention and that

the least disruptive measure should always be used in deter-
mining a safety plan for children. However, the spirit behind
this principle is lost where there are inadequate resources

in place to employ the “least disruptive” intervention. The
problem is twofold: social workers often do not have time to
do a proper assessment of the alternatives to apprehension
for a family; and even when social workers have the time,
the resources to which they would like to direct families

do not actually exist. The lack of supportive and preventa-
tive services is not only a violation of the provisions of the
CFCSA4, it is indicative of a short-sighted, crisis driven style
of child protection work that fails to support the integrity of
families or the best interests of children.

Reunifying families

Little emphasis is placed on return planning once a child is
taken into care. Parents reported that they are given little direc-
tion in terms of what is expected of them before their children
can be returned. In some cases when a parent feels they have
understood and addressed the Ministry’s expectations, a series
of new expectations arise, further delaying the return of the
child. In other cases, the resources needed to fulfill the expecta-
tions are not available or have long waitlists. The ambiguity in
the Ministry’s expectations and the inordinate delays involved
in communicating with social workers lead mothers to lose

hope that their children will ever come home.

The child protection process:
Barriers to effective service delivery

The child protection system is purported to be oriented
toward family supports and ensuring the best interests of the
child. However, there are multiple barriers to effective service
delivery.

The web of surveillance: Mothers living in poverty are subject
to a high degree of scrutiny by the Ministry of Children and
Family Development, other government ministries and by
the general public. As a result these mothers experience stress
and distrust and may be reluctant to reach out for help in
times of need, particularly when they believe that disclosing
their personal difficulties could result in their worst fear — the
removal of their children. As a government ministry that

is mandated to provide the services necessary to assist and
strengthen families, their investigative role inevitably creates a
barrier to building trusting relationships with families.

Transparency: Parents are consistently deprived of basic infor-
mation related to their case at every stage of the child protec-
tion process. Being informed about the Ministry’s concerns

is crucial for parents to be able to take steps to improve their
circumstances and work towards the return of their child.
Parents reported not being told that an investigation was
underway, or informed of the steps they need to take to have
their children returned. Despite the duty of social workers to
keep parents informed about the status of their file and the
plan for their child, mothers felt they were consistently unin-

formed and sometimes given misinformation.

Placements and visits: Children taken into care continue to be
placed far from their family, siblings, and community, often in
culturally inappropriate homes. Parents and grandparents are also
concerned about the low priority placed on ensuring visits with
children, the way in which visits are supervised, and the lack of
accountability when visits are cancelled. A number of parents are
very upset about the quality of care their children are receiving
and the Ministry’s lack of responsiveness when they voice their
concerns. The CFCSA principle to preserve kinship ties and a
child’s atctachment to the extended family is, in many cases, not
being observed.

The role of the social worker: Social workers must play a
dual role which can be highly problematic in terms of their
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relationship with parents. They play a supportive role where

they are supposed to build trust with a parent and provide the
appropriate services and resources. On the other hand, they are
investigators who may eventually make the decision to appre-
hend or not return a child. These competing roles can impede
the creation of trust or rapport between the parent and social
worker. There is also a very high turnover rate among social
workers which creates a lack of continuity. Huge caseloads can
make it impossible to respond quickly to changes in parents
lives and appreciate the strides parents are making to address
the Ministry’s concerns.

The court system: The Courts play an important role in the
child protection system as decision-maker and reviewer of child
protection cases. Parents describe the court system as not only
overwhelming in its complexity, but also plagued with inordinate
and unreasonable delays. Many parents reported that while they
had legal representation they did not feel adequately informed
of what to expect at court dates and often did not understand
what had happened in court. Delays throughout the court
process leave many parents feeling hopeless and unheard. The
court system, which is intended to be an oversight mechanism to
ensure that child protection laws are being applied appropriately,
is viewed by parents as doing too little too late.

A broken system

This study is by no means the first to identify these shortcom-
ings of the child protection system. The CFCSA was brought
into force, in part, to address some of the very problems identi-
fied in this study, yet little has changed. The child welfare system
is in desperate need of a new approach in order to live up to the
promise of its own legislation.

B.C.s child protection system remains crisis driven. Child
protection social workers have too many cases and too few
resources for prevention or to address underlying social or
economic problems. The courts are backlogged, and child

protection teams do not have the time or resources to work
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toward family reunification. The end results are apprehensions
that could be avoided and children lingering in care.

Taking children into government care in order to ensure
their safety and well-being is not working. Outcomes for
children coming out of the foster care system are devastating.
Seventy-three percent of youth involved with the young
offenders system in B.C. are also involved with the child
protection system.4 Only 21 percent of former youth in care
graduate, compared with 78 percent of the general population.’®
In B.C., young women who are in the permanent care of the
province are four times more likely to become pregnant than
other young women who have never been in care.® When these
children become parents they disproportionately lose their
own children to the foster care system. Sixty-five percent of the
parents that took part in this study spent time in the foster care
system themselves as children. The key to reversing these trends
lies in supporting vulnerable families before, during, and after a
time of crisis.

The historical relationship between Aboriginal families
and the government has had long-term negative social and
economic consequences that are still being felt today. These
families continue to be poorly served by the child protection
system. Improving the system for Aboriginal people will require
a concerted effort to address the levels poverty and discrimina-
tion affecting Aboriginal people across the province as well
as a genuine commitment from the government to support
Aboriginal people in developing child protection strategies that
meet the needs of families and communities.

The child protection system can only begin to truly
satisfy its mandate to serve the best interests of children
if decision makers embrace the principles laid out in the
CFCSA. Without a genuine commitment to implemen-
tation, progressive principles cannot repair this broken
system. Implementation will necessarily require a long-
term commitment and substantial resources. As the
government of British Columbia, yet again, considers
reforms to the child protection system we hope that this
time the voices of vulnerable families will be heard.





