
 

1 
 

Briefing Paper: What is ‘neglect’? Challenging and redefining 
discriminatory concepts 

The way neglect is currently conceptualized in the mainstream child welfare system is 
highly focused on parents’ behavior – it assigns the responsibility of “failure to provide 
for or protect the child” to the child’s immediate caregivers. However, family difficulties 
are much more complex, and are intensified by failures in income support, housing, 
education, community, health, and social servicesi. 

Poverty, racism and discrimination, inadequate housing, and limited access to services 
and supports have consistently been shown to be the driving factors underlying the 
over-representation of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis children and youth in the 
mainstream child welfare systemii. As reported in the 2016 Census, Indigenous children 
under the age of 14 represent 52.2% of all children in foster care, despite only 
representing 7.7% of children in Canada. Of the Indigenous children placed in care, the 
majority were First Nations (82%), while about 14% were Métis and 4% were Inuitiii. This 
relationship between poverty and child protectioniv placement is particularly powerful for 
highly marginalized populations including Indigenous, Black, racialized, and migrantv 
families, who have experienced systemic discrimination, racism, and genocidalvi 
policies. How we view child neglect must go beyond parents, families, and communities 
to encompass the role and responsibility of governments in creating these inequitable 
conditionsvii. 
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This role and responsibility must go beyond reactive interventions aimed at separating 
children from their parents and focus on keeping families together through prevention 
and early intervention. 
 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada’s Final Report and the 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG) Calls to Justice have 
greatly contributed to documenting Canada’s colonial history and the genocidal policies 
aimed at destroying the core of Indigenous nations: the family. The forcible removal of 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis children from their families and communities during the 
residential school eraviii continued even as institutions closed. Child welfare authorities 
apprehended large numbers of Indigenous children from the 1960s to the 1980s - 
known as the “60s Scoopix”- placing them in non-Indigenous homes, often without the 
knowledge or consent of their families or communities. Indigenous family separation 
continues today at disproportionate rates – termed as the “Millennial Scoopx” - in a 
misguided effort to ‘save’ children from families who are experiencing the effects of 
systemic racism, discrimination and intergenerational trauma. 

Restoring the rights of First Nations, Inuit and Métis to care for their children, families, 
and communities is at the heart of reconciliation in child welfare. The United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) recognizes the “right of 
Indigenous families and communities to retain shared responsibility for the upbringing, 
training, education and well-being of their children, consistent with the rights of the 
child”xi. Yet, this inherent right is being undermined – gross inequities in funding and 
services deny First Nations, Inuit, and Métis families the opportunities provided to non-
Indigenous families in Canada to safely care for their children. Funding is insufficient to 
address the most important needs, including prevention and family support. 

“The patchwork of services available for First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities are 
inadequate and have not meet needs. Federalism displaced Indigenous governance 
and split power, authority and jurisdiction between the federal government and the 
provinces. The federal government has a fiscal responsibility to First Nations 
communities through treaties and the Indian Act but funding falls significantly short from 
what other Canadians receive.  Lack of culturally appropriate, accessible and locally 
delivered services remain a barrier for First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples living in 
urban and rural communities.” Campaign 2000, p. 12xii 

Acknowledging Canada’s systemic neglect of Indigenous communities helps us better 
understand the overwhelming numbers of Indigenous families who, through systemic 
and deeply embedded colonial influences, are forced into situations of poverty, 
struggling with poor mental health, addictions, and family violence – situations that 
place children at great risk and often lead to child removals because of 
‘neglect’.  Moving forward requires that we recognize the harms that have been done 
and that persist to this day and that we find equitable and just ways of relating to First 
Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples. 

Parenting capacity assessments are a common tool used in child welfarexiii. Their goal 
is to determine a parent’s “capacity” to raise their own child, if intervention is needed to 
support parents to meet parenting capacity requirements, or if it is probable that parents 
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cannot raise their child. The assessment practices used to make this determination are 
based upon the Euro-centricxiv definitions of family and employ methods that have not 
been defined nor endorsed by Indigenous or migrant populations. This approach 
reproduces colonialism in child protection by imposing assessment practices that are 
inconsistent with culturally diverse definitions of family and the central role of the child in 
community. Colonial definitions also cannot capture a ‘capacity to parent’ when the 
political and social realities facing marginalized parents, such as ongoing colonization, 
poverty and the impacts of racial discrimination and inter-generational trauma are not 
considered in the approach.    

When thinking about solutions, the perspectives of parents, children and youth are 
crucial to identifying how we can support families. Interventions also need to be locally 
defined, culturally grounded and safe, and seek to balance the power between child 
welfare agencies and familiesxv. And increasingly, they will have to be respectful of First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis laws. 

 

Additional Resources:  
 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada reports: 
http://nctr.ca/reports.php  
 
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG): 
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/  
 
Campaign 2000: Is Progress on Ending Child Poverty Stalling? 
https://campaign2000.ca/is-progress-on-ending-child-poverty-stalling/  

Namwayut: we are all one. Truth and reconciliation in Canada: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2zuRQmwaREY  
 
First Nations Child & Family Caring Society: https://fncaringsociety.com/  
 
Heritage Minutes: Chanie Wenjack: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_tcCpKtoU0  
 
Vice News, Indigenous Peoples in the Canadian Residential Schools: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9QMZaOVOin8&t=4s  
 
CBC News The National, Death at Residential Schools: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FydzIzkndA  
 
National Film Board of Canada, We Can't Make the Same Mistake Twice by Alanis 
Obomsawin: https://www.nfb.ca/film/we_can_t_make_the_same_mistake_twice/ 
 
CBC News, The 60s Scoop explained: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1PvnAroiZuk  
 
The 60s Scoop: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kH_bdlYNnFU  

http://nctr.ca/reports.php
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/
https://campaign2000.ca/is-progress-on-ending-child-poverty-stalling/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2zuRQmwaREY
https://fncaringsociety.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_tcCpKtoU0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9QMZaOVOin8&t=4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FydzIzkndA
https://www.nfb.ca/film/we_can_t_make_the_same_mistake_twice/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1PvnAroiZuk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kH_bdlYNnFU
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CBC The Current, The Millenium Scoop: Indigenous youth say care system repeats 
horrors of the past: https://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/a-special-edition-of-the-current-
for-january-25-2018-1.4503172/the-millennium-scoop-indigenous-youth-say-care-
system-repeats-horrors-of-the-past-1.4503179  
 
Sinclair, R. (2007). Identity lost and found: Lessons from the sixties scoop. First Peoples 
Child & Family Review, 3(1), 66-82. 
http://journals.sfu.ca/fpcfr/index.php/FPCFR/article/view/25 
 
Sinclair, R. (2016). The Indigenous child removal system in Canada: An examination of 
legal decision-making and racial bias. First Peoples Child & Family Review, 11(2), 9-18. 
http://journals.sfu.ca/fpcfr/index.php/FPCFR/article/view/310  
 

Grégoire-Labrecque, G. et al. (2020). ‘Are We Talking as Professionals or as Parents?’ 
Complementary views on supervisory neglect among professionals working with 
families in Quebec, Canada. Children and Youth Services Review, 118, 105407, DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105407 

 

 
This Briefing Paper was written by the Child Welfare League of Canada (CWLC) in 
collaboration with Dr. Gabrielle Lindstrom, Educational Development Consultant, 
Indigenous Ways of Knowing, Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning, University of 
Calgary; Leila Sarangi, Director, Social Action/National Coordinator, Campaign 2000 at 
Family Service Toronto; and Dr. Mónica Ruiz-Casares, Associate Professor, McGill 
University Department of Psychiatry and member of the Centre for Research on 
Children and Families and Institute for Health and Social Policy. 
 
Beyond Neglect is a CWLC project, proudly supported by Children’s Aid Foundation of 
Canada’s COVID-19 Child and Family Support Fund. 
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