








Executive Summary |

Children and young people are experts on their own lives. They are the ones
who are living their lives and know best how certain situations afect them. They
can provide valuable feedback and insight into their circumstances and can
inform decisions and policies related to them. They can be powerful advocates
for themselves and can help create better outcomes for their lives.

As a State Party to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC), Canada has a duty to participate constructively in the periodic review
of implementation. Current global best practice is for that participation to
include meaningful consultation of children and young people throughout the
various stages of the review process. This project brought together some of
Canada's leading child rights and participation organizations to engage
children and young people on the federal government's behalf.

It is important to consult children about their rights under the UN Convention
because it ensures that children are aware of their rights and that they are being
respected. It also gives children a sense of ownership and empowerment, as
they are in control of their own rights and have a say in how they are
implemented. Additionally, consulting children about their rights can help to
identify any gaps in the implementation of the Convention and help to ensure
that all children’s rights are being respected and upheld.
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By working with children and youth—and not just “for them”—governments in
Canada will find a willing partner that can help identify areas where
children’s rights could be better upheld, so that more appropriate
intervention and support can be provided. It is the hope of all involved that
this report contributes to that collective goal.

OVERALL RECOMMENDATION #1: “What we want is action.” Children
and youth want to see a clear strategy for the implementation of
children’s rights in Canada that includes reporting back to young
people what the government is doing to ensure that they can realize
their rights.

RECOMMENDATION #2: Implement accountability systems for
government and child welfare agencies that are visible, accessible,
understandable, and accountable to children and young people.

RECOMMENDATION #3: Implement meaningful opportunities for
young people to engage with governments, institutions, and systems.

RECOMMENDATION #4: Increase mental health support for children
and young people, especially in the wake of the pandemic.

RECOMMENDATION #5: Prioritize the rights of Indigenous children
and young people, including their rights to health and environment
(clean water, healthcare, climate change).

RECOMMENDATION #6: Prioritize eliminating racism and
discrimination faced by too many Canadian children by ensuring
cultural rights are met, and that structurally vulnerable communities
are prioritized.

RECOMMENDATION #7: Increase awareness and education on
children’s rights at an early age
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Glossary of Terms

CANADIAN DELEGATION

CHILDREN’S
HUMAN RIGHTS

CHILDREN
AND YOUNG PEOPLE

LIST OF ISSUES

Federal, provincial and territorial government
ofcials who represent Canada when it appears
before the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child. The Canadian delegation is responsible
for communicating Canada’s progress on
children’s rights and for responding to questions
from the Committee.

Rights are things that every child, young person
or adult should be able to have, enjoy, or do.
Children (anyone under 18) have additional
rights as set out in the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the First
and Second Optional Protocols to recognize the
extra protection and empowerment they need to
experience their rights equally.

The Convention defines the ‘child’ as those under
the age of 18. In this report, we use the
terminology ‘children and young people’
recognizing that the term ‘young people’ is often
used by older children themselves instead.

The List of Issues is put forward by the
Committee on the Rights of the Child before the
Review as a list of specific topics on which the
Committee would like to receive more
information and clarifications.
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Letter to Members of
Canadian Delegation

Dear Members of the Canadian Delegation to the UNCRC,

We are the members of the Post-Engagement Children and Young People’s Advisory
Team, located across the country. Together, we have created this letter to you to
introduce our report for the children’s engagement project of 2022.

Children and young people in Canada are calling for serious change. Although every
child and young person has their own unique story, it stings to see that so many of us
have had similar experiences of our rights being unheard. As a result, our mental
health, our right to a healthy environment, and our cultural rights sufer from
intensifying harm, even as we write this letter.

Before you meet with Canadian civil society groups, and Indigenous organizations,
we hope that this report will help you to better understand the situation for children
and young people. We hope it helps you to be more empathic to and aware of the
issues we are facing. However, this report is not just for you. We need the views,
ideas and experiences in this report to reach as many people as possible that are
working with, and making decisions about, children and young people locally,
provincially and nationally.

We need duty bearers of all jurisdictions to take collective action to make the situation
for children in Canada better. During this process, there must be accountability
systems put in place to ensure that our rights can be realized appropriately. Atthe
same time, we know that there needs to be targeted action towards diferent children
and young people, as not everyone faces the same challenges and barriers.

Our final message to you is that the mentality of governments towards children’s
rights must change. We must stop arguing over who is responsible and move towards
a system in which children’s rights are at the front of all decisions. Children and young
people are the future of society. Accordingly, we must be respected, loved and cared
for, regardless of cultural background, ability, race, gender, sexual orientation,
and/or religion.

With thanks,
Post-Engagement Youth Advisory Team

January 2023
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PHASE 2:
2 IN-PERSON & VIRTUAL
CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE FORUMS

For Phase 2 of the project, the CCRC worked with the Students Commission of
Canada (SCC) to hold two children and young people forum discussions on
children’s rights.

The SCC is a charitable organization that works to improve the livelihood of
children and young people across the country. They conducted work in 2017 and
2018 on child and youth engagement, with the hope of drawing attention to
important children’s rights issues.

The SCC considers their annual children and young people forums, titled
#CanadaWeWant, to be a pivotal element of their engagement with young
people.

In March 2022, the SCC invited CCRC and UNICEF Canada representatives to
facilitate two children’s rights discussions among children and young people
participants from diverse social locations.®!

During the forums, the children and young people participants shared their lived
experiences in relation to the UNCRC. Especially due to loss of in-person
interactions during the COVID-19 pandemic, we considered it to be crucially
important to include in-person engagement when working with children and
young people.

[51The conference methodology is grounded in the SCC’s Young Decision Makers (YDM) model which
focuses on Studying, Discussing, Deciding and Disseminating children and young people
recommendations. Youth identify a theme they’d like to explore and then spend the conference
working through the YDM process to generate their recommendations. They then share their findings
with other children and young people attending the group in an exercise called cross-pollination. This
model was used to produce an excellent report at the 2018 #CanadaWeWant conference.

METHODOLOGY 18
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Figure 1: #CanadaWeWant Thematic Word-map

Throughout the group discussions at the #CanadaWeWant Conference, many
perspectives of the children and young people participants were similar and
shared overarching themes. Figure 1 is an amalgamated depiction of the ideas
that were put forward at the conference using keywords. The themes that were
most popularly addressed are larger in size in order to highlight the importance
that it has in the lives of children and young people participants.
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PHASE 2:
ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION

3

The third phase of the project included the three roundtables for children and young
people with relevant government representatives leading up to the Review. The topics
for these three roundtables were decided by children and young people themselves
(through the Phase 1 poll discussed above), and in consultation with the CCRC & federal
government stakeholders to coordinate securing participation by the relevant
representatives. The CCRC invited member organizations to participate in this process

by inviting children and young people, and their allies to be part of these conversations.

The goal of these roundtables was to look at the List of Issues and Canada’s responses,
and give government representatives a chance to hear from children and young people
about how to make the review productive. The roundtables occurred virtually in the
weeks leading up to the UN appearance by Canada in front of the Committee.

All three children and young people
engagement sessions were held over
Zoom, which resulted in trans-regional
participation from children and young
people all over Canada. To ensure that
the discussions reflected a wide variety
of children and young people’'s
experiences, participant selection was
framed around diversity, with attempts
made to look at ethnicity, gender,
region, class, ability, and education.

Delegates and other key government
ofcials were invited to participate in
the sessions, including the Head of the
Canadian delegation for Canada’s
appearance before the Committee
provincial counterparts from Nova
Scotia, Quebec, and Saskatchewan,
and civil servants from the Department
of Indigenous Services, Justice Canada,
PHAC and PCH.

The government hosted the sessions over
Zoom, with the help of facilitators, and
took care of technical issues. Each session
lasted for an hour and a half, including
breaks and check-ins with group
facilitators. The Indigenous children’s
rights session was led by Assembly for
Seven Generations, and the other two
sessions were led by Co-LAB, a facilitation
group based in Halifax.

Children and young people, along with the
government, decided to connect on three
separate themes: Children and Youth in
and from Care; Mental Health and
Disabilities; and finally, Indigenous
Children’s Rights. These topics, in
particular, were chosen in order to provide
adequate focus and attention to
marginalized identities that are often
discriminated against or overlooked.

METHODOLOGY
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OVERALL RECOMMENDATION (#1):
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This recommendation is echoed in the barriers listed below. As you will see,
there are many ways that systems could be more accountable to young people,
and do a better job of upholding children’s rights. With this in mind, we now
explore some of the major findings in more detail.

Child protection systems’ lack of responsiveness:

bycie AnilpAA cil 11006ATACINOATAIE TEiAN» Alse TUANIEDAB

Children in care face particular In each of the previous reviews of children’s
vulnerabilities that both government rights in Canada, the UN Committee on the
and civil society are aware of. Rights of the Child has also made

Children in care are less likely to recommendations to address the failures to
graduate from high school, less respect the rights of children in child welfare
likely to receive treatment for systems.

mental health issues, and more

likely to become involved in the As noted above, all three phases of the project
youth criminal justice system (that oversampled young people in and from care.
applies to children and young This meant that we were able to gather
people aged 12-17). These particularly rich data about this important
pervasive and structural problems topic. While children in and from care face

in the child welfare system need to numerous challenges in realizing their rights,
be addressed for all children who the young people engaged in all three phases
come into care. Investigations into of this project consistently emphasized their
the deaths of children in care have belief that Canada’s child protection systems

repeatedly pointed to the need for are not responsive to children’s rights to
systemic reform. provision, protection and participation.

FINDINGS
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For some young people in care, the
situation felt very dire: they reflected on
the stigma of growing up as a foster child
and expressed concern about becoming a
statistic, i.e.: becoming homeless, not
finishing school or becoming pregnant
early. Once brought up, homelessness and
related anxiety was a shared experience
among children and young people. One
participant noted: “growing up, a really
big fear of mine wasn’t of spiders or of
heights; it was of being homeless.”

Children in and from care spoke about the
need for an amplified children and young
people voice, both from a systems
perspective, and on an individual level.
Several children and young people talked
about the lack of opportunity to express
their views during the child welfare
process.

In terms of people working with children in
care, respondents noted that teachers,
school guidance counselors, group home
staf, other children in care, and therapists
were helpful, along with some social
workers.

That young people found that there
was inadequate and inequitable
access to physical and mental health
care services, food, and housing;

Youth voice is too separate from
policy in the child welfare system;

The large caseload of social workers
is detrimental to providing quality
care;

Trauma-informed child-welfare
systems would better suit children in
and from care.

However, the feeling was that social
workers tended to have overwhelming
caseloads, and be working within a system
that wasn’t designed to prioritize
children’s rights. Respondents repeatedly
mentioned specific service providers who
positively impacted their lives, but often
described them as being exceptional,
going “the extra mile,” or otherwise
working against the general trend of
systems and institutions.

For many young people in the care system,
trauma was close to the surface, and
deeply impacted how they saw the world.
The young people who participated in the
project noted that they would change the
care system to ensure the importance of
the voice of children, to emphasize the
importance of providing care is
trauma-informed, fully screened and
trained, and that service providers
understand cultural diferences. Some
expressed concern with the entire child
protection regime and said that the system
causes more harm than good, suggesting
that it be entirely dismantled.
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Focus on mental health challenges was
exacerbated by pandemic restrictions.
Children and young people noted the
struggles associated with not being
able to see friends and loved ones
in-person and that pandemic
restrictions forced them to be confined
in abusive home environments, which
added to the struggles of maintaining a
balance between a healthy home and
school life. They noted that these
struggles increased their levels of
anxiety and depression. Youth also
expressed that their educational rights
were negatively impacted, specifically
around not being consulted on COVID
protocols during their transitions from
virtual to in-class learning.

RECOMMENDATION #4:

Simply put, the right to education was
denied through the drastically lowered
quality of education, leading to children
failing classes in successive years.

Some children and young people
expressed concerns that adults did not
take their mental health needs seriously
and expressed frustration over the lack of
targeted mental health resources
available to them. They suggested that
government ofcials do more to lower the
barrier to access services, including
addressing wait times, the high cost of
services, and raise public awareness of
the need and importance of having
mental health professionals in the health
system. Concerns about accessibility were
the most common points made.
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With school moving online in March 2020, and subsequent further lockdowns,
children and young people expressed the adverse consequences that it may have
on their mental health due to isolation, domestic violence, and lack of accessibility
that comes with staying at home. Students lack the resources they would get from
in-person schooling, bringing concerns about the right to education. Youth talked
about the fact that mental health resources are scarce and inaccessible due to
multiple factors, like its diFfculty in understanding how to access them. There was a
lack of a smooth transition in changes made in education and recreation because of
the pandemic afecting mental health. While more mental health supports are
re-opening, some are still using a hybrid model, which works well for some young
people but not all. There is a call towards the reintegration of in-person supports.
Some organizations are experimenting with hybrid models to accommodate larger
demographics at all stages and comfort levels as these aspects of virtual delivery
have been a positive experience for many children and young people.

FINDINGS
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Some children and young people voiced their experience of the reintegration of
in-person supports, with both positive and negative experiences. Overall, the need
for in-person supports and services is voiced by many children and young people

across the country.

Discrimination faced by Indigenous children on and of-reserve
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Article 2 of the UNCRC is unequivocal in
stating that all children should be able to
realize their rights without discrimination.
In Canada, we know that our history of
colonialism and systemic racism continues
to impact structurally vulnerable
populations to this day.

Respondents demonstrated an
understanding of the disparity in Canada
regarding access to basic needs, including
housing, medical services, and clean
drinking water. They expressed concern
about discrimination and inequality in the
provision of services and resources, and
emphasize the need for equitable access
for all children and young people in
Canada. Young people noted that the
governments are responsible for these
services and resources, and must be
transparent, committed, and accountable.
Respondents asked for concrete plans and
real evidence of action taken to protect
and advance children’s rights in Canada.

Indigenous children should be set up to be
able to be happy, respected, safe, and
empowered.

Jordan’s Principle states that all First
Nations children should be able to access
services when they need them, and that
governments should not be disagreeing
over who is in charge. Young people
alluded to Jordan’s Principle many times
in their comments. For instance, one
young person in the phase 3 roundtable
noted:

“How are you ensuring that each
child has access to an environment
that he/she can thrive in and have
opportunities in without necessarily
having the monetary means?”

Other young people specifically wanted
to talk about issues in their own
communities, such as what they viewed
as the law’s lack of responsiveness to
anti-Indigenous violence, and issues with
accessing basic needs such as clean
drinking water. They were also able to
connect these local issues to broader
concerns about climate change and the
disproportionate impact on Indigenous
children.

FINDINGS
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Leave their house without being
scared to do so;

Feel neutral, and not targeted, by the
police;

Not feel overrepresented within social
services

Feel fully supported to learn and know
their own culture;

Live beyond poverty, and when they
feel like an important part of the
country.

They encouraged Canada to take a proactive approach and not to wait for
something bad to happen to react, citing the example of Jordan’s Principle. They
also added that more resources are needed to make sure Indigenous children and
young people can participate in extracurricular activities regardless of the financial

situation of their parents.

Racism/discrimination against Black, Indigenous, Persons of Colour
(BIPOC), low-income, children with disabilities, and LGBTQ2S+ children

and young people
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Discrimination and injustice still afect the
daily lives of Indigenous and racialized
children in Canada, as well as those with
disabilities, and those who identify as
LGBTQ2S+;

BIPOC children and young people sufer
a great disconnect from their culture;

Cont’d
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While some children and young
people were very familiar with a
children’s rights discourse, others did
not have much knowledge about child
rights and protections. They talked
about confusion on what exactly rights
are, especially compared to
privileges, or that they only have a
very general knowledge surrounding
the topic. The first place that they look
for information is from UNICEF
Canada, rather than government,
parents, schools, or social workers.

Young people reported that their
knowledge of children’s rights falls on
the spectrum of null to
knowledgeable. Those who know
about rights learned it mostly from
interactions with systems (child
welfare, justice) or post-secondary
education. Most children and young
people otherwise do not know about
them. Some of the confusion lay in
how children’s rights can be
implemented in various situations
ranging from ofcial court cases to
broader political issues like the
environment.

RECOMMENDATION #7:

It was evident in conversations with
children and young people that education
about children’s rights is not made a
priority. They voiced that they are often a
second thought when it comes to policy
making, mentioning their frustration and
anger not being included in discourses of
issues that afect them. Youth are vital to
society and their importance is often
overlooked. Their contributions are
significant, and when given the chance
they are able to make amazing strides
towards advancing issues that are
important to them.

Though children and young people don’t
have the opportunity to learn about
children’s rights from their regular social
circles, the three phases of the project
gave them the opportunity to learn from
their peers’ lived experiences. It provided
an opportunity for children and young
people to delve into deeper discourses
pertaining to child’s rights and the issues
surrounding it. Through lived experiences
and the connections made through safer
spaces, children and young people were
able to learn and grow together sharing
their knowledge with each other.
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Early integration of children’s rights in education and elsewhere is needed
specifically for children and young people as they should be made of their own
rights specifically. Young people should learn their rights specifically when they are
children, not after the fact when they’re in their adult years. Many children and
young people reported that knowing their rights made them “feel good.”
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Prioritize the rights of Indigenous
children and young people, including
their rights to health and environment
(clean water, healthcare, climate
change).

Prioritize eliminating racism and
discrimination faced by too many
Canadian children by ensuring cultural
rights are met, and that structurally

vulnerable communities are prioritized.

Increase awareness and education on
children’s rights at an early age.

There is goodwill in Canada for
realizing children and young
people’s rights, but more needs to
be done to make these rights a
reality. This report highlights some
of the main issues that children and
young people see when they talk
about children’s rights, and how
they want to see change happen.
The recommendations mentioned
here are proposed ideas for ways
forward, but we know that
everyone will need to work together
— children, young people,
government, civil society - to make
these a reality.
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