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Honouring our Caretaking Traditions:
A Forum on Indigenous Custom Adoptions
So all my former foster kids better ride

‘Cause they say the hope for my future has died
But you’re wrong,.ha hg, it’s still alive

tural values

document ade
of diverse Indige

The forum was organized a digenous Child
Wellbeing Research Network e Faculty of Human and Social
Development at the University of Victoria, the ICWRN is a provincial inter-disciplinary
network of researchers, service providers, community members and policy makers with an
interest in using Indigenous research in the transformation of child and family services.
The Network provides a space for critical dialogue about Indigenous research related to
child, youth and family wellbeing and caretaking, as well as opportunities for research-



related training, knowledge transmission and resource sharing (see
http://web.uvic.ca/icwr).

Methods

The forum was part document

[tis import
the cultural, I ous custom
adoption. Also kne
an umbrella term tha
in Indigenous communities.

om adoption” is
option and caretaking
i (2012) emphasize that,

There is no singular, concise definition of Indigenous custom adoption.
Acknowledging this diversity is critical to understanding the complexity of
custom adoption policy, practice and research, and is therefore central to
designing programs and services that support custom adoptions. In the
context of contemporary child, youth and family service delivery and



governance, the practices and traditions of custom adoption that have
always existed in distinct communities now need to be recentered and
reinterpreted (p. 25)

Custom adoption is an open process that involves many people in a child's life, including
birth parents, extended family, Indigenous community(ies) and those with a significant
relationship to the child. The ion is to ensure Indigenous
children are raised in c munities, and cultural
identities. Inan I ore adoption
ceremonies a




Overview of Day One

In the opening welcome, Sandrir pvestigator for the study,
ituted a milestone in

ience in support of

as they grow uyg

Following these questions, Dr. Jee an overview of Indigenous
custom adoptions. She shared the knowledge she has garnered through working with
Lalum’utul’ Smun’eem Child and Family Services and Yellowhead Tribal Services Agency.

Jeannine noted that there is not a lot of literature available that describes the process of
custom adoption, and that it is important for us to do research to create a growing body of



knowledge with reference to custom adoptions. Jeannine stressed that ceremonial practice
is at the heart of custom adoptions:

There were often ceremonial aspects through customary adoption to
commemorate this commitment because it really is about commitment on
behalf of the customary adoptive parents.

In closing, Jeannine als
foster an open an

ion practices tend to



Lalum’utul’ Smun’eem Child and Family Services,
Cowichan Tribes - Panel

Executive Director Lise
Lalum’utul’ Sm

he adoption team from
of the Cowichan

in providing adop
The adoption programis
traditions of the Cowichan peog

from Chief and Council at the onset of program planning, which

1 For more information on the various levels of delegation in British Columbia please visit
http://www.mcf.gov.bc.ca/about_us/aboriginal/delegated/delegation_process.htm



included many consultations with the local community and Elders to ensure that the
program appropriately reflected Cowichan cultural values. Lise noted the importance of
taking time to consult with community when developing the adoption framework.

Lalum’utul’ Smun’eem created partnerships with Provincial and Federal governments, the
Adoptive Parents Association of BC, Choices Adoptions, other delegated agencies across
Canada, as well as the Yellowhee hroughout the developments
of the agency, the birt )artners in the planning
stages. A Cowichap he development of
the new adopti

finalized.
ations that the
ave in ensuring that
portunity to learn about
; Holly noted that their
agency offers a number of training and support
services for the adoptive family after a child has been
adopted:



These are the obligations of the adoptive parent, to work closely with
Lalum’utul’ Smun’eem support services team to ensure the implementation
of this agreement, accompany their child to the custom adoption ceremony,
and attend cultural awareness training. Ensure the child is supported in
other cultural events, ensure the chlld has opportunities to learn the
Hul’qumi’'num language, regular vi amilies and discuss with
Lalum’utul’ Smun’ee address.

The final adoptio rties involved in

the adoption,

So every referral is
one of the children’s needs are
different too. We'll start off with
activities around the community or
doing arts and crafts with the
children. Then eventually go out to the



community and I know some of our co-workers take them to the river and
they show them the traditional fishing grounds and they share their
teachings that way (...)

The dedicated staff at Lalum’utul’ Smun’eem described the process and it was evident that
the agency did a lot of work to set up the customary adoptions program in Cowichan. The
agency engaged in staff training sective parents, administrative
training, policy developn as. The outcome was
that 21 Cowichan d that Lalum’utul’
Smuneem held
traditional p
territorie

utul’ Smuneem team
e fact that it can be
difficult to find family members who
are able to get involved in a child’s
planning. There are also complex
jurisdictional challenges when
children are of mixed heritage.



Anne Clayton -Director of Adoptions, Ministry for Children and
Family Development

Anne Clayton, Director of Ad

en and Family Development
(MCFD), began by dese

e outlined the history

statistics:

aware you know
those children on any one da
the adoptions program as well.

dren. That translates into

Anne noted that an Exceptions Committee was created to consider cultural planning when
the Ministry is considering the adoption of an Indigenous child into a non-Indigenous
family. Adoptive families are expected to enter into a cultural safety agreement when they
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adopt Indigenous children. Anne stressed that cultural planning for children in care (CIC)
was implemented into the legislation in 1996, but that Indigenous children are still often
not receiving a connection with their culture. She outlined the goals and limitations of
cultural planning:

The goal is when kids come into care that their connections are maintained.
There is an expectatio en while the kids
are in foster car well but the

12



Overview of Day Two
Opening Words: Dr. Jeannine Carriere and Dr. Sandrina de
Finney

Dr. Jeannine Carriere nary of day one and

youth know abc ome and naming
ceremonies, host or non-Indigenous
foster and adoptive familie g process at the beginning
of a child’s life and when they first come into care instead of waiting for adoption,
creating adoptive “circles of support” to ensure children in care and adoptees are
welcomed and belonged by community and extended family, ensuring funds for
traveling, visits, and activities with home communities, and providing more

supports for cultural teachers who participate in custom adoption practices.
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about creative strategies to support the cultural connections of children and youth who are
in care or adopted. Many attendees mentioned the importance of a transparent process
where the relationship between the birth family and adoptive family are supported for the
sake of the children.

Panel Prese

Nella Nelso

the adoption.

Her family ha
baby up for adoption.
for three days in Nanaimo.
didn’t know her, I knew her name [ didn’t
know her. We went out and did some

shopping together, had a meal together and
she asked us to promise her that we would never keep him from her.
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Nella Nelson’s story showed an inspiring dedication to the children from her family,
community and Nation. Nella described how a commitment to caring for children goes well
beyond narrow definitions of adoption:

Because when they did the home study for the
adoption they found that one of our other kids

forum for ever

surround the parti

them up for the wonder

in the course of their lives. The

witnessed this part of the day new hope that with

strong hearts and spirits we can accomplish this work together.
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Northwest Inter-Nation Family and Community Service Society
Kathleen Bennett, Lorgan Bob and Dolores Pollard

Executive Director Kathleen Bennett provided some background information about
Northwest Inter-Nation Famil iety (NIFCS), which opened in
1999. She shared that the irst Nations: Tsimshian,

their child
been done to
consultation fro

Lorgan Bob and Dolores Pe
in their communities and the vi

at has been taking place
ave for child protection
services in the future. Dolores Pollard, who works with Youth and Family Services for the
Haisla Nation, shared the importance of remembering why we do this work:

2 At the time of the forum, the communities served by NIFCSS were Lax Kw’alaams, Kitsumkalum, Kitselas,
Kitimaat, Iskut, Telegraph Creek, Hartley Bay, Metlakatla and Kitkatla.
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You know when we really look at the history of Aboriginal people in Canada
and the intent of the government of the day in creating the residential
schools, in outlawing the potlatch, there was a reason. And we stand here
and we're still an oppressed people and we’re under a government that
does not believe we have the ability to look after our own children.

e Tahltan Nation, also spoke
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Cultural Safety Planning
Jeannine Carriere, Associate Professor, School of Social Work, University
of Victoria and Christina Entrekin, Project Director, Vancouver

Aboriginal Child and Family Services Society (VACFSS)

customary adoptions

at “the most
[ heard about were
when the adoptive family and the unity members
were able to get together.” The full reports are
available on the ICWRN website: http://web.uvic.ca/icwr/fearesearch.htm

Christina Entrekin opened her presentation with some background information outlining
the services provided at Vancouver Aboriginal Child and Family Services Society (VACFSS).
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VACFSS employs over 150 people from
diverse Indigenous communities. Executive
Director Bernadette Spence has expressed a
desire to introduce a customary adoptions
program by 2012. Although Christina

ressed the enthusiasm to move forward,

ledged that she felt the
process to ensure

adoptions

19



Christopher Tait, Former Youth in Care

To conclude the forum, Chris Tai vith a speech that he had
written. He acknowledge en who have grown up in
care in British Col

After many moves and a
Vancouver where he connected

program. It was there that he started making music and writing songs about his
experiences in the child welfare system. He closed his presentation with an
amazing hip hop presentation:
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I could have chosen ano 1e and place me, working

Are they tired of me bring ed of these foster parents
So all my former foster kids better ride because they said the hope for my future has died
But ha, ha it’s still alive so whoever is holding my case file better hide because I'm living proof that real
love can never die.
(Chris Tait, 2011)
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Summary of Key Themes

Reclaiming our Traditional Child Welfare Practices -
Doing it our Way

One of the key themes th First Peoples to
ing and caretaking

Presenters as well as members of the audience expressed a commitment to reclaiming the
traditional right to ensure that adoptive families are supported to honour their obligations
to take part in cultural events and ceremonies. Traditional adoptions processes ensure that
biological parents, when they are healthy, have opportunities to visit and connect with
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their children which ensures that the bonds between children and families are not
completely severed. Presenters emphasized that customary adoptions programs must
include collaborative processes with community, Elders and Chief and Council. The main
focus in any custom adoption should be nurturing the health and wellbeing of the
child(ren) through positive cultural, familial and community connections.

legislation.

Some of the prese
delegation agreements, (CFCSA) and the
Adoptions Act. Holly Charlie s at the very beginning of
creating their program, and thus they are working under the Adoptions Act. Still, Holly
argued that this is an interim condition that we need to work on:

With the enactment of the Adoption Act (1996) there was a shift in the values
underpinning the legislation. The new legislation promotes openness in
adoption; informed decision making by all parties to adoptive placement,
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including the child and in the case of Aboriginal adoptions, the child’s Band;
collection, disclosure and preservation of background information; an
inclusive approach to placement planning decisions; culturally compatible
placements and where that is not possible, openness and cultural
connectedness. Each of these measures helps to bring provincial practice
closer to Aboriginal cultural value

Some of the presenters.n ave maintained
oppressive child we ommunities.
Lorgan Bob sta

guardians
backgrounds.
her dedication to
customary adoption pre
looked to the forum attendee
guidance.

The forum provided a supportive environment
for stakeholders in the community to share the
work that they do and exchange information. During the two days, members of the

audience shared some of the difficulties they experience in their practice. Several people
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commented on the challenges they face when a child is of mixed heritage, when families are
difficult to reach or are not interested or able to be involved, and when communities are
distant. Lalum’utul’ Smuneem Executive Director Lise Haddock commented that the
challenges are different for urban and land-based agencies:

I think experiences are different and challenges are different from a land-
based service than an e got a land-based

service there are erving a wide
in the

the beginning. In
facilitate this relationship
e, we hope this forum will

continue to grow.

This statement summed up the work that occurred during
two days of inspiring, unique contributions of forum
presenters and participants, in a spirit of collaboration and
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mutual support that offers an ethical framework for moving forward with adoption policy,
practice and knowledge development.

Conclusion

The Siem Smun’e
requests for i

caretaking.
conversations abo
particularly given the pa
topic.

g research on this

The forum enabled the documentation of diverse custom adoption practices and
perspectives to ensure that adoptions support the cultural safety, continuity and wellbeing
of Indigenous children, families, communities and Nations. Our conversations generated a
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strong consensus and a commitment to future action. Key messages from presenters and
participants included:

I Closed and culturally-disconnected adoptions have been a destructive force in
Indigenous communities, yet they continue to happen despite policies and practice
framework that promote cultural continui

" Indigenous communiti ild/youth caring practices to
ensure that our
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