
   LIMBO TASK FORCE Minutes 

 

Members,                                                                                                                            Oct., 2017 
Children in Limbo Task Force. 
 
 
Dear Member,  
 
On Thursday 19th, the Children in Limbo Task Force met at the legal department of CAST from 
8:30 to 10 AM. 
 
Regrets: Ryna Langer 
 
Present: Gail Aitken, Marv Bernstein, Pat Convery, Sheryl Ederman, Gitte Granofsky, Gabrielle 

Israelievitch, Sharon MacKay, Sally Palmer, Mira Pilch, Kristina Reitmeier, Jonathan Golden (on 

conference call) 

Sally Palmer: Motherisk Commission Symposium September 12 and 13: 

THEMES CHOSEN FOR DISCUSSION (Sally’s Notes) 

Ensuring Reliability of Scientific Evidence in Child Protection  

Supporting & Empowering Families: Access to Legal Information and Independent 

Support  

Enhanced Substance Use Treatment Options 

Sustaining and Enhancing Collaboration across Sectors      

 

SUPPORTING & EMPOWERING FAMILIES: ACCESS TO LEGAL INFORMATION AND INDEPENDENT 

SUPPORT 

A basic principle of Commission’s investigation was not to focus on blame, but rather to reduce 

the risk of future errors in child protection services 

Another principle was to reach out to Indigenous and Racialized communities because of the 

over-representation of their children in protection caseloads 

About 20% of participants in the Symposium appeared to be from these communities—both 

parents and youths. 

Finding strengths in families 

Strengths in families shown by interviews with families and children: Motherisk staff reached out 

to all families and children in the 46 cases where tests contributed significantly to children being 

taken into care. 



Children almost all said they had wanted to stay in touch with their families and wanted to know 

more about their own histories. 

Parents who were interviewed said they felt powerless to challenge the results of scientific tests; 

compared it to the Biblical David challenging Goliath. 

 

Providing support to parents through Advocates and Mentors 

Parents could be assigned Advocates or Mentors to reduce the power imbalance between them 

and the CAS; these people often gave very practical support such as helping to clean and organize 

the household. 

Having an Advocate or a Mentor who is independent of the CAS also reduces the confusion of a 

protection worker acting as both an authority figure and as a source of support to parents, e.g. 

some parents felt they had established a trusting relationship with their worker and this 

crumbled when their test results indicated they were still using substances. 

 

The Commission recommends working with vulnerable communities to provide support to 

families that are struggling, rather than waiting for a crisis to involve child protection services: 

e.g. CASs could reach out to community organizations that support marginalized families and 

encourage them to work with families at risk of being referred to CAS  

 

Suggestion for training: Use the video with families speaking about their experiences among 

workers, new workers being trained, and social work students; the video shows parents as caring 

and able to speak up for themselves, if they have not been intimidated. 

 

Providing support to families in accessing supportive lawyers 

Investigation showed that Courts in child protection proceedings often lowered standards by 

allowing hearsay evidence and accepting CAS assertions, e.g. that drug testing was of a high 

standard. 

Defence lawyer is the logical person to insist on the rules of a fair hearing; should be ready to 

spend more time on a case, e.g. asking for adjournment to check evidence from the CAS which 

seems questionable. 

Judges should also maintain standards for disallowing evidence that is weak: e.g. one Judge 

accepted results of testing without any paper record, simply a CAS workers statement that a staff 

member answering the phone at the Motherisk Lab said: “She [the mother] tested high for 

cocaine.” 

Research by the Children in Limbo Task Force with children attending Court indicated that their 

lawyers were often unprepared, e.g. met them for the first time on the day of Court, and didn’t 

question the CAS witnesses. 



Legal Aid Organization needs to be better funded, so lawyers will be more positive about taking 

on child welfare cases 

 

Tell parents and children about their rights 

CASs should provide manuals about rights and responsibilities of parents and children in their 

dealings with the agency. 

An Australian lawyer at the Symposium told us that New Zealand had a practice of using 

Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) process with all cases involving child placement. 

The Court would not hear the case until the ADR had been tried; often this resulted in a plan 

being set up that would offer protection for children without placing them in care. 

The ADR experience helped families to be less intimidated: it was in a neutral setting, rather than 

a Courtroom, and they could bring in supportive people to help with the decision-making. 

 

A participant from Kenora, Dennis Petiquan, told Sally that the practice of ADR goes back 

centuries in Indigenous communities: he recalls, at age 5-6, being taken to meetings where the 

goal was to resolve serious problems within the community 

 

These meetings were led by respected Elders; children could listen and walk around the room, 

helping themselves to refreshments, during the meeting; this allowed children to hear what was 

happening, and older children could participate in the discussion 

 

Supporting parents to access treatment options for substance abuse 

Some parents felt they were treated as substance abusers first and parents second-- wanted their 

parental role to be recognized and valued. 

Principle accepted by Commission is that substance abuse is a symptom of other problems such 

as mental health or family violence. 

SP’s own exploration of research indicates that substance abuse by women is often a way of 

coping with earlier experiences of being abused in childhood. 

Protection workers tend to view some parents as oppositional, while treatment workers view 

them as being motivated by living with trauma—past and present. 

Some mothers are afraid they will lose their children if they leave home for treatment: a few 

programs allow children to be included in their mothers’ treatment (day or residential) thus 

dealing with the mothers’ fears. 

A Manitoba program for Indigenous and Metis families took entire families to a remote location 

for 3 months for treatment; included workers from F&CS: families healed together then returned 

to their communities. 



Indigenous participants recommended treating substance dependency with a goal of harm 

reduction rather than complete abstinence: e.g. using Methadone to reduce dependency is more 

tolerable for the user; main goal should be that the family’s children are being looked after. 

 

Some of the points emphasized in the meeting: 

 “hearsay” accepted as evidence in child protection cases 

 Language use important: “drug involved” or “drug dependent” rather that “addict.” 

 Trauma almost always the reason for drug dependency. 

 Treatment culture (if labelled addict has to prove zero use) versus harm reduction. 

 Revolving view of children. The new legislation requires children be involved. Shift from 

age based to capacity based.  

 Information of children and families important as well as support. Funding for this essential. 

 Indigenous families overrepresented in the system: band reps need to adequate funding. 

 Traditional indigenous practices of dispute resolutions. 

Task Force Symposium: 

 Written permission needed for filming and for use of product for educational purposes. 
We decided not to film the audience, but we still want to have questions heard. These 
could be written and read. Need to advise participants. 

 Workshops will not be videotaped. We might have a note-taker. Need of permission to 
use material for publication???  

Plans for November and December: 

 Nancy  Steinhauer will speak to us about her new book “Pushing the Limits.” 

 Cheyanne will talk to us about youth homelessness and the measures taken by “Away 

Home Toronto.” 

Next meeting:  

Thursday, November 16th from 8:30 till 10 AM, at CAST, 30 Isabella Street, 5th Floor. 

 

Gitte. 


