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Justice for ALL Families 
This Family Day, we remember and fight for the children who have been separated from their 
parents and torn from their families. This Family Day, we take action and call for justice for ALL 
families.  
 
While the flurry of outrage over family separation at the US-Mexico border has slowed for now, 
the violence of separating children from their parents continues. Not only that – but it is a horror 
with a longer history and wider scope than the recent media attention, as important as it has 
been, may imply. The structures, policies, and practices of the Canadian state also work to 
violently separate families, particularly Indigenous, migrant, and racialized ones. Let us broaden 
the conversation, and direct our grief, anger, and efforts for change towards the many ways that 
families are torn apart, south of the border and right here at home. 
 
#nofences #noborders #familiesbelongtogether 
 
 

 
 
 
Borders Separate Families 
 
Thousands of migrants are held in detention centres in Canada. Though their cases are 
non-criminal, many detainees are held in maximum-security prisons, and for indefinite periods of 
time. Canada is one of few countries that does not impose a maximum term for detentions; the 
UN has deemed this a violation of human rights.  
 
Children of detainees are either placed in foster care or live in detention with their mothers 
(fathers are typically detained separately). The plight of these kids can’t be addressed in 
detention reviews, since the law does not acknowledge the existence of detainees who are 
minors. The alternative to detaining children is separating them from their detained parent(s). 
Both options are unjust.  
 
Meanwhile, refugees seeking asylum in Canada are assessed individually, and often children 
are granted asylum while their parents or siblings are denied. In these cases, parents must 



choose between abandoning their children to state care in Canada, or subjecting them to the 
unsafe conditions they fled abroad. Appeals of these separations can be made only (and with 
difficulty) on a case-by-case basis; there is no official provision for keeping families, already 
fleeing persecution, together.  
 
Take Action:  
Support the grassroots work of No One is Illegal, which supports migrant rights by organizing 
campaigns, collecting resources, and educating the public. Follow them via newsletter and 
social media, and donate to fund their vital work. 
 
To demand reform of detention policy, contact Ralph Goodale, the Minister of Public Safety and 
Emergency Preparedness. In particular, demand an end to maximum-security holdings, and a 
stop to indefinite detentions (the UN recommends a 90-day cap). 
 
Learn More:  

● No One Is Illegal and their End Immigration Detention resources  
● Toronto Star’s 2017 exposé of detention conditions, “Caged by Canada”  
● Neverhome.ca: a multimedia project that documents nine years of the federal 

government’s immigration changes. 
● Asylum-Seeking Children's Experiences of Detention in Canada: A Qualitative Study 

 
 

 
 
 
Colonialism Separates Families 
 
Canada has a violent and ongoing legacy of removing Indigenous children from their homes. 
Indigenous families were separated by the residential school system for more than a century, 
until 1996. For more than two of those decades, the Sixties Scoop also took Indigenous children 
from their families and placed them in non-Indigenous homes. This disturbing pattern of family 
separation persists today in the guise of child welfare programs that remove Indigenous children 
from their homes at alarming rates, and against the children’s best interests.  
 
2016 StatsCan information shows Indigenous children accounting for nearly 48% of all children 
in foster care, despite accounting for only 7% of the overall child population. Minister of 
Crown-Indigenous Relations Carolyn Bennett has called the situation a “humanitarian crisis,” 
and acknowledged that Canada’s child welfare systems are motivated by “perverse incentives.” 
The state’s apprehension of Indigenous children is one of many systemic injustices whose 
intersection leaves Indigenous communities in distress, and precipitates tragic crises including 
epidemics of youth suicides. 
 
Take Action:  

https://toronto.nooneisillegal.org/support
http://ralphgoodale.ca/
https://toronto.nooneisillegal.org/
https://endmigrantdetention.wordpress.com/
https://www.thestar.com/projects/short/2017/03/17/caged-by-canada.html
http://www.neverhome.ca/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276849648_Asylum-Seeking_Children's_Experiences_of_Detention_in_Canada_A_Qualitative_Study


The First Nations Child and Caring Society advocates for the rights of Indigenous children; their 
work includes a successful Human Rights Tribunal case against the Attorney General regarding 
discriminatory child welfare practices. Consult their knowledge portal, and make a donation to 
support their advocacy. 
 
Learn More:  

● First Nations Child and Caring Society  
● Follow #idlenomore and #notonemoreindigenouschild, @caringsociety, @cblackst on 

Twitter 
● https://apihtawikosisan.com/2012/04/the-stolen-generations/ 
● https://www.groundworkforchange.org/child-welfare-systems.html 
● Aboriginal And Non-aboriginal Children In Child Protection Services 

 
 

 
 
 
Capitalism Separates Families 
 
Many of the migrant caregivers who move to Canada under the Temporary Foreign Worker 
Program (there are currently some 70,000 of them working in this country) must leave their kids 
and partners behind in their home countries. Under the current system, a pilot program that is 
set to run until November 2019, caregivers must work here full-time for two or three years before 
they can apply for permanent residence.The Caregivers Action Centre says that it often takes 
another year after that for permanent residency to be granted, making it several years before 
migrant workers can even try to bring their families to Canada. 
 
But the federal government announced that if caregivers haven’t achieved that two-year mark 
by November 29, 2019 they won’t be able to apply for permanent residence. The government is 
reviewing the pilot programs (one for those taking care of kids and the other for those working 
with high-medical-needs adults). This means that after this announcement and during this 
review period, many caregivers working here now face uncertainty about whether they will be 
able to become permanent residents, which is the main pathway to being reunited with their 
families. 
 
Take Action:  
The Caregivers Action Centre and other community organizations call for caregivers to be 
granted permanent residency status on arrival, to help keep families together and protect 
migrant caregivers from abusive workplace situations (since a successful permanent residency 
application often relies on a positive reference from their employer). Send a message to the 
federal government during this review period to say that you support the Caregivers Action 
Centre’s call for permanent status on arrival and sign their petition at www.landedstatusnow.ca  
 

https://fncaringsociety.com/ikp
https://fncaringsociety.com/donate
https://fncaringsociety.com/welcome
https://apihtawikosisan.com/2012/04/the-stolen-generations/
https://www.groundworkforchange.org/child-welfare-systems.html
http://www.nccah-ccnsa.ca/docs/fact%20sheets/child%20and%20youth/NCCAH_fs_childhealth_EN.pdf
http://caregiversactioncentre.org/
http://www.landedstatusnow.ca/


Learn More:  
● http://caregiversactioncentre.org/permanent-status-now/key-facts/ 
● http://caregiversactioncentre.org/permanent-status-now/campaign-updates/  
● https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/c

aregivers.html 
● https://www.thestar.com/news/immigration/2018/02/05/canadas-immigration-program-for

-migrant-caregivers-under-review.html  
 
 

 
 
 
Racism Separates Families 
 
Throughout Canada, Black children are disproportionately taken from their families and placed 
in the custody of child welfare agencies. In Toronto, 8.5% of the city’s population is Black, yet 
Black children and youth make up 40.8% of clients in the Children’s Aid Society of Toronto. This 
means that Black children and youth are over-represented in care at five times their 
representation in the Toronto population. Additionally, Black children and youth are 40% more 
likely to be investigated by child welfare than their white counterparts, with investigations often 
resulting in apprehension. 
  
By removing Black children and youth from their families, children’s aid societies deny Black 
children cultural and kinship connections that are essential to their well-being. Anti-Black racism 
permeates Canada’s child welfare system and paints Black parents and families as inherently 
aggressive, criminal and unfit to care for children. Black families are penalized for experiencing 
intergenerational trauma due to colonialism and enslavement, living in poverty, lacking access 
to social services or simply not being aware of Canadian child protection laws and services. 
Rather than offer supports to preserve families, child welfare agencies prioritize child removal, 
reinforcing the physical, emotional, mental and social consequences of systemic racism on 
Black families. 
  
Take Action:  
Educate others about the pervasiveness of anti-Black racism in the child welfare system and 
financially support organizations, like Project Next of Kin,which offer children and youth 
anti-racist alternatives to the mainstream child welfare system.  
 
Learn More:  

● Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies. (2016). ONE VISION ONE VOICE: 
Changing the Ontario Child Welfare System to Better Serve African Canadians: Practice 
Framework Part 1: Research Report.  

http://caregiversactioncentre.org/permanent-status-now/key-facts/
http://caregiversactioncentre.org/permanent-status-now/campaign-updates/
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/caregivers.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/caregivers.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/immigration/2018/02/05/canadas-immigration-program-for-migrant-caregivers-under-review.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/immigration/2018/02/05/canadas-immigration-program-for-migrant-caregivers-under-review.html
https://www.projectnextofkin.com/


● Ontario Association of Children's Aid Societies. Race matters in the child welfare system 
[Infographic]. 
http://www.oacas.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Race-Matters-African-Can...  

● Safe Space podcast - When the Government Comes Knocking on your Door (May 2018) 
https://www.stitcher.com/podcast/metro-news-canada/safe-space/e/54622322 

● Follow @expose_CAST and @ccws_toronto on Twitter  
● Read Chapter Seven of Policing Black Lives by Robyn Maynard titled ‘Destroying Black 

Families: Slavery’s Afterlife in the Child Welfare System’ 
 
 

 
 
 
Incarceration Separates Families 
 
Incarceration separates families every day. Every year in Canada, approximately 350,000 
children experience the loss and trauma of parental imprisonment. And this state violence hits 
some communities harder than others. In Canada, Indigenous women make up 43% of women 
admitted into correctional facilities, while representing less than 5% of the Canadian adult 
population. This horrific overrepresentation is the result of racist policing and sentencing, but 
also, colonialism’s wider social impacts: state violence, colonial patriarchy, intergenerational 
trauma, rampant poverty, inadequate or inaccessible services and supports, and more. 
Research has shown that many of the charges Indigenous women face are driven by contexts 
of extreme poverty and often committed out of fear of state apprehension of their children. 
 
Approximately two-thirds of women serving time in Canadian prisons are parents and primary 
caregivers for their children. Those who are pregnant while in custody are often separated from 
their infants at birth, and prevented from bonding with or nursing their newborns. This 
separation is devastating for parents and children alike, and can lead to loss of custody, either 
temporary or permanent. We see the connections between residential schools, the Sixties 
Scoop and the mass incarceration of Indigenous mothers, and we mourn the devastating 
impacts that incarceration has on families and communities.  
 
Take Action: 
Bill S-251 won’t fix this deeply unjust system, but – by putting an end to the inflexible practice of 
mandatory minimum sentencing – it could get people home to their families sooner. It is 
currently under review by the Senate’s Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs: 
email the committee chairs Serge Joyal (Serge.Joyal@sen.parl.gc.ca), Pierre-Hugues Boisvenu 
(Pierre-Hugues.Boisvenu@sen.parl.gc.ca), and Renée Dupuis (Renee.Dupuis@sen.parl.gc.ca) 
to express your support for this reform. Then, join the broader fight against criminalization and 
incarceration!  
 
Learn More:  

http://www.oacas.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Race-Matters-African-Canadians-Project-August-2015.pdf
https://www.stitcher.com/podcast/metro-news-canada/safe-space/e/54622322
mailto:serge.joyal@sen.parl.gc.ca
mailto:pierre-hugues.boisvenu@sen.parl.gc.ca
mailto:Renee.Dupuis@sen.parl.gc.ca


● https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-nearly-half-of-youth-incarcerated-acros
s-canada-are-indigenous/  

● https://www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/FS-NWAC-PrisonIssues-20180803-FI
NAL-1.pdf  

● Canada's Mother-Child Program and Incarcerated Aboriginal Mothers: How and Why the 
Program is Inaccessible to Aboriginal Female Offenders, 
https://search.proquest.com/openview/80c44ad59b03849f8869ba5541d1b685/1?pq-orig
site=gscholar&cbl=28149 

● https://vanierinstitute.ca/supporting-health-mothers-babies-context-incarceration/ 
● https://www.lco-cdo.org/en/our-current-projects/family-law-reform/family-law-reform-rese

arch-page/aboriginal-mothers-facing-incarceration/  
● http://featforchildren.org/about-us/  
● https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/aboriginal-women-now-make-up-one-third-

of-canadian-female-prison-population-1.3089050  
● https://www.macleans.ca/opinion/too-many-indigenous-women-are-in-prison-but-sentenc

ing-flexibility-will-help/ 
● https://open.library.ubc.ca/cIRcle/collections/ubctheses/24/items/1.0073461  

 
 

 
 
 
This resource was compiled by the Kids and Families Team of Showing Up for Racial Justice — 
Toronto. Connect with us on Facebook at SURJ Toronto and SURJ Toronto Kids and Families; 
on Twitter at SURJto; on Instagram surj_toronto; or online at www.surjtoronto.com and 
https://surjtoronto.com/kidsandfamilies. Or email surjto.families@gmail.com to get involved!  
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