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Every child deserves a home

Children who have a government as their parent, no
matter how well-intentioned or necessary that
arrangement is, are often damaged by it.1 The evi-

dence of this harm is extensive and consistent. It’s time we
made it a priority in Canada to find permanent homes for
children and youth in the care of child welfare agencies.

This November marks the 20th anniversary of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child,
which is ratified by 193 countries, including Canada. Sig-
natories of the Convention recognize that “the child, for the
full and harmonious development of his or her personality,
should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere
of happiness, love and understanding.” Yet each year in
Canada, of the estimated 30 000 to 40 000 children in care
who are legally available for adoption, only 2300 are
adopted on average. Most children “age out” of the system
without permanent families.

The cost is high. Youth in care are 17 times more likely to
be hospitalized for mental health issues than the general pub-
lic, according to Kids, Care and Crime, a report published in
February 2009 by British Columbia’s representative of chil-
dren and youth and the provincial health officer.2 By 21 years
of age, 41% of children and youth in care have been in con-
tact with the justice system, compared to only 6.6% of the
general population in the same age group. Of those in contact
with the justice system, 72% have been reported, while in
school, to have had serious mental illness, behavioural prob-
lems or fetal alcohol spectrum disorders.

This is not the case for most children who are adopted
from care. Over time and with effective post-adoption sup-
port, most adoptees become attached to their new families
and their problems diminish.3 Their quality of life improves,
along with their sense of self.

Yes, we should focus more on reducing the number of chil-
dren who need to be taken into government care by providing
birth families with effective forms of social and educational sup-
port. But even with optimal services, there will always be some
children who need the system.

Warehousing children in foster care — no matter how car-
ing the warehouse — is simply not good enough. Adoption
through the public system is far less expensive and results in
far better outcomes for children than long-term foster care,
according to a recent Ontario report on infertility and adop-
tion entitled Raising Expectations.4

Incredible inroads are being made by governments that

have recognized this truth and begun providing the
resources needed to find permanent homes for children in
care. In 2002, the United Kingdom set a target to increase
the number of such children placed for adoption by 40%,
and supported that target with an increased budget.5 The
result was that 1000 more children were adopted in Eng-
land during the period 2003–2004 than during 1999–2000
— an increase of 37%.6

In several American states, agencies whose sole mandate
is to find permanent homes for older children and teenagers
are being hired by child welfare authorities. One such agency
in New York City, You Gotta Believe, is placing 50–60
young people over the age of 18 in permanent homes every
year. Here in Canada, the New Brunswick Adoption Founda-
tion was created in 2002 to increase adoption awareness in
that province, with 25 social workers hired to focus on perma-
nent placements. Adoption rates in New Brunswick jumped
300%, from an average of 25 children per year before 2002 to
about 100 children per year.

But most provincial governments are lagging behind. Just
2% of the child welfare budget in Ontario, for example, goes
toward finding adoptive homes.4 Children aged six and older,
who make up the majority of children in care, are often con-
sidered unadoptable simply because of their age.

Let’s change such outdated thinking and make it easier for
Canadians to open their homes to children and youth in care,
whether that be through adoption, legal guardianship, custom-
ary care or kinship care.

First, to drive change, we need to agree that a specific
amount of time spent in care of the state — two years is a rea-
sonable benchmark — constitutes an adverse outcome. To
improve accountability, we need to insist on public reporting
of system outcomes, good or bad.

Second, we need to make it easier for potential adoptive
parents to learn about children who might be good matches.
All levels of government should contribute to programs
(e.g., national and regional photo-listing services) that sup-
port this goal.

Third, interprovincial adoption should be made easier than
international adoption. The provinces and territories need to
draft memoranda of understanding that will allow families to
adopt out-of-province children who would not otherwise find
permanent homes.

Fourth, we need to dismantle legal barriers to adopting
children who still have contact with their birth families, asD
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proposed in Quebec. For instance, a birth family’s court-
ordered access should not automatically prevent adoption.
Open adoption has become more common, and our laws need
to keep pace with current realities.

And finally, once children are placed in permanent homes,
we must ensure that the supportive resources needed to treat
their mental and physical health issues move with them.

Our complacency harms not only children in care but also
their children. Ultimately, we will all pay.
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