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Methodology and Guiding
Frameworks

Safety Together: Addressing
gender-based violence and

the family policing system is a
community-driven research
project developed through the
BC Family Well-Being Coalition
(FWBC).

Hosted by West Coast LEAF, the FWBC is a space of
shared advocacy that uplifts and amplifies the wisdom
and expertise of Indigenous leaders, families, Elders,
and advocates. The FWBC seeks to transform the
current conditions of family policing — sometimes
known as “child welfare” or “child protection” —
towards a system that supports child and family
well-being.

The following research questions guided the
Safety Together project:

1. What risks and harms stem from the
intersections of gender-based violence and
family policing? What are key systemic sites of
these interactions, and their impacts?

2. According to impacted families, communities,
and advocates, what services, supports and
systemic changes could prevent or reduce the
risks and harms caused by the intersections of
gender-based violence and family policing?

3. How can BC create a system of meaningful
supports that ensures the safety, equality,
well-being, and self-determination of impacted
families and communities?

The insights in this report reflect the lived and living
expertise of community members who have navigated
the intersection of gender-based violence and family
policing in BC. Throughout this report, we refer to them
interchangeably as “community experts” or “experts”
(rather than research participants”). The project has
also been guided by a steering committee of research
advisors with personal and professional experience

of this intersection. We thank community experts

and research advisors for sharing their invaluable
knowledge.

This project foregrounds the perspectives of
Indigenous, racialized, migrant, and disabled women
and people marginalized based on gender.

PEOPLE MARGINALIZED BASED ON GENDER
We use the phrase “people who are marginalized
based on gender” to refer to all people who face
gender discrimination, not only women. This
includes Two-Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans
people of all genders (not only women),

queer, intersex, non-binary, and gender non-
conforming people.

The research methods used in this project include:

* Reviews of community-based and academic
literature

* Research circles and dialogues with community
experts, co-hosted with three partner
organizations with participants joining from
across so-called BC

Safety Together
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* Individual interviews with four community
experts in BC and Ontario

* An engagement session with youth in BC
who have experience in government
custody (foster care)

All quotes are used with permission. This project
was approved by the Community Research Ethics
Office (CREO).

We are grateful to the organizations who worked
with us to co-host a series of dialogues with
community experts:

Knowledging All Nations, Building Unity (KANDU)
is a peer-led organization that saves lives and
supports wellbeing through compassionate,
culturally safe, spiritually-inclined, and
relationship-based health supports for vulnerable
people of all nations in the Okanagan region.

Mothers Matter Canada (MMC) is a national
consortium of organizations that facilitates peer-
based mother-to-mother connections, to support
socially isolated and low economic status mothers
and their families.

RainCity Housing and Support Society provides
housing and support programs based on inclusive,
compassionate, and reciprocal relationships with
over 2000 people across BC's Lower Mainland,
and the Sunshine Coast.

We also thank the BC Federation of Youth in
Care Networks (BC Fed) for supporting a youth-
specific consultation session to bring youth
wisdom into the project. BC Fed is a youth-
driven, peer-based organization that supports
“young people in and from government care to
make connections, build their skills, explore their
interests, and have their voices heard.”
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This project is anchored in
decolonial, anti-racist, and anti-
carceral frameworks.

Together with the insights of research advisors and
community experts, these frameworks have led us to
prioritize calls for change that:

Recognize historical context

Honour the sovereignty and worldviews of
Indigenous peoples

Centre Indigenous values of relationality and
reject the severing of relationships

Challenge the assumption that policing
and punishment increase safety, and act
accordingly to:

»  Reduce the scale of policing

»  Avoid partnering with carceral
(policing and punishment-based)
institutions, and

»  Shift resources away from
carceral institutions

¢ Reflect a “radical disbelief” in punishment

as creating any enduring positive outcomes
for people.

* Centre life-affirming solutions that celebrate

and honour life.

e Direct resources to community-based solutions

that respect self-determination’

CARCERAL is the approach and process that relies
on the state to control and punish people in the
name of safety. This includes maintaining prisons
and police, and extends to the idea that we must
rely on the government for safety, including for
the safety of children and youth. In reality, carceral
approaches create more ongoing violence.

Safety Together
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Executive Summary

This report identifies six systemic
sites in which gender-based
violence (GBV) and family policing
(i.e., “child welfare”) intersect in
ways that increase risks and create
harmful impacts for survivors,
families, and children.

Family policing
1 overlapping harms of GBVY 4 investigations and

The shared history and

and family policing interventions

Service provision as .
2 administrative violence 5 Intersecting legal systems

Government custody of
children and separation

3 Mandatory reporting 6 from famil
ily

10 Safety Together



MANDATORY REPORTING (also known as
the duty to report) is the universal legal “duty
to report” suspected child abuse/neglect to
the Ministry of Children and Family (MCFD).
Mandatory and permissive reporting laws
often lead to misreporting, which results in
over-reporting, due to vague and subjective
definitions like neglect, reporter fear, implicit
bias, and a “when in doubt, report” culture.

At these sites of intersection, legal and social ideas
(such as the “best interests of the child” and the
assessment of survivors as “unable or unwilling”

to cooperate with family policing systems)? are
interpreted and applied in ways that harm survivor-
parents, children, and families. BC's current policing
and family policing responses to gendered family
violence are driven by saviourism and carceral
mindsets of individual blame, control, isolation,

and punishment.® The ineffectiveness and harms

of these systems, along with calls for reform, have
been documented in systemic reviews over

many years.*

SAVIORISM is the idea that assumes some
people need someone to save them and that
without intervention and guidance they will not
survive. In the context of GBY, it can look like
people dictating to survivors what they need to
do for their own safety.

Building on the insights of research advisors

and community experts, this project highlights
transformative changes that could direct resources
away from harmful systems of policing and towards
wholistic, relational well-being aligned with families’
self-determination. Action is needed on many
levels: by individual advocates, supporters, and
professionals; by collectives and organizations; by
communities and Nations; and by policy-makers and
institutional decision-makers. This report invites these
groups to join the many community organizations,
Nations, and advocates who are already engaged in
transformative advocacy and support work to shift
from family policing to family well-being.

SELF-DETERMINATION is both an individual
and collective process and goal. It is the ability
to make important decisions about one’s life.
For Indigenous nations, it includes the ability
to make collective decisions about governance,
including nation membership, laws (including
child and family well-being), economics, etc.
without interference from

the state.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Key Terms

Throughout this publication we define critical terms and include
them in a glossary at the end of this report. However, there are two
terms that are important to define before proceeding.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Gender-based violence (GBV) is “violence that is inflicted
upon a person or persons due to their gender identity,
gender expression, or perceived gender.”* It impacts
women and all people impacted by gender-based
discrimination, including Two-Spirit, non-binary and queer
people, and trans people of all genders. GBV can include
physical and/or sexual assault, threats of violence, verbal
and/or emotional abuse, intimidation and other forms of
coercion and control.

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a predominant form
of GBV. IPV is the “abuse of power by one partner in

a dating, common-law, married, or otherwise intimate
relationship. This abuse can be physical, sexual,
emotional, financial, social, cultural, or a combination of
some or all of these.”®

The majority of community experts who participated in
this project had encountered IPV either as survivors or
as supporters to survivors. In this publication, we use
both GBV and IPV, as survivors had encountered the
family policing system due to both types of violence and
they felt the wider umbrella of GBV encapsulates a more
fulsome understanding of what they had endured in their
lives and their wider community.

We also acknowledge there are variety of terms to refer
to people who are subjected to abuse, and people who
are engaging in abuse or violence. We recognize that
language is constantly changing, and that language is
important because it shapes the way we understand
complex issues. In conversation with community

experts who contributed to this project, we use the
term “survivor,” along with person-first language, to
avoid simplistic and dehumanizing understandings
associated with common narratives about “victims” and
“perpetrators.”” With that in mind, we also refer to those
who carry out gender-based violence as people who use
or engage in violence or abuse.

FAMILY POLICING

West Coast LEAF has been working and learning in the
area known as “child welfare” or “child protection” for
several years. In this work, we have been privileged to
learn from families, Nations, and advocates in BC and
beyond, who have extensive lived expertise in navigating
this system. A key learning from these community experts
is that a more honest term for these systems is “family
policing” — a term rooted in movements led by poor and
Black families in the US.®

Predominant narratives about “child protection” or “child
welfare” imagine the system as beneficial and necessary
to keep children safe. But as we describe throughout this
report, the family policing system is actually very poor
at keeping children safe. At its core, the family policing
system has a narrow focus on assessing whether to
remove a child from their home—and thus a focus on
scrutinizing parents and families or caregivers as “risks”
to their children.

The family policing system maintains power and control
over the lives of families and children—most often
Indigenous families and children—through surveillance
(ex. mandatory reporting laws), regulation (ex. coercive
“voluntary agreements”), and punishment (ex. removal
of children from their family). Families who are struggling
under the weight of systemic injustices like racism and
poverty need supports, such as adequate housing, livable
income and disability rates, and mental health services.
Instead of recognizing these injustices as the systemic
barriers they are, the system sees family struggles as
individual failings. In contexts of GBYV, family policing
systems often apply their policing lens to the parent
(usually a mother) who is herself experiencing violence.
The system’s punishments include arguably the greatest
power that can be asserted by a state: severing the
bonds between a child and their family, caregiver(s),

and community.®
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Introduction

Intersections of family policing and gender-based violence

The gender-based violence epidemic

Intimate partner violence is a widespread form of
gender-based violence. O'Connor et al., stress that
“nearly 90% of identified adult victims [survivors of
IPV] in Canadian child welfare cases are women.”"?
Perez-Darby offers a community-based framework for
understanding intimate partner violence as a “pattern
of power and control... to turn a subject into an object,
noting that objectification and dehumanization are
“the core harm of domestic violence [or] intimate
partner violence.”"

"

Gender-based violence is increasingly being recognized
as an epidemic.'? Dr. Kim Stanton’s recent systemic
review of BC's legal responses to gender-based
violence notes that nearly half (48%) of women over
the age of 15 in BC have experienced intimate partner
violence. This number is even higher for Indigenous
women (64%), people who identify as 25LGBTQ
(72%), women with disabilities (62%), women living

in rural areas (54%), women with a household income
of less than $20,000 (55%), and young women, aged

15-24 (66%). Stanton writes that across Canada,
“Indigenous women and girls, Black and racialized
women, immigrant and refugee women, 2SLGBTQI+
people, women with disabilities, and women living
in northern, rural, and remote communities are
disproportionately subjected to violence.”™®

Many of us are used to hearing statistics about how
particular communities experience an increased risk
of violence. But as we describe throughout

this report, these groups should not be framed

as inherently “at-risk.” In the face of ongoing
structural (colonial, capitalist, white supremacist,
heteropatriarchal, and ableist) violence, these same
communities have been at the forefront of collective
safety and resistance efforts.™

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Parenting in contexts of gendered violence

Gender-based violence is an increasingly common
basis for families’ involvement with the family policing
system. This predominantly occurs due to IPV,
however, community experts shared experiences
where other forms of GBV brought them into contact
with family policing, for example experiencing violence
while participating in sex work or being stalked and
harassed by a person living in their building. Most
community experts who participated in this project
focused on the connections between IPV and

family policing.

Between 2008 and 2019 across Canada, family
policing investigations focused on “exposure to
intimate partner involvement” increased by almost
39%."° The term “exposure to” reflects increasing
recognition that children experience negative
behavioural, cognitive, social, and emotional
impacts from violence even if they are not present
when it occurs.’®

Through this project, we spoke with a range of
community experts who expressed deep concern
about the impacts of children’s exposure to violence.
But in contrast to predominant assumptions that
removing children from their families is the best way
to help children, experts stressed that the family
policing system increases harms from gender-based
violence (GBV) while failing to keep survivors and
their children safe. As we describe throughout this
report, fear of family policing prevents families from
seeking help.

The family policing system does not prevent or
decrease violence, and it does not offer survivors and
children viable options to limit contact with a person
causing harm. Further, academic research details
how separation from a protective parent worsens

the harmful impacts of exposure to intimate partner
violence for children:

“Fracturing that relationship can
leave children confused and scared
and may even lead them to blame
themselves for the loss of their
parents. Removal from parents is
always traumatic, but for children
who have been exposed to violence,
the effect is compounded if they are
removed from the one person who
can help them to restore their sense
of order.”"”

Community experts described the incredible
challenges marginalized parents faced as they
navigated relationships with their children—often

in conditions of poverty and precarity—while also
experiencing abuse. Research details how the parent-
child relationship is often negatively impacted by
abuse, especially when abusive partners undermine
this relationship as a means of control. People
experiencing abuse may be hyper-vigilant, or physically
and emotionally drained in ways that impact their
emotional availability and strategies for managing their
children’s behaviour. Being targeted by an abusive
partner and constantly fearing for their children’s
safety can cause survivors to doubt their parenting
capacities and experience anxiety, depression, or
problematic substance use.™

However, community experts emphasized the many
ways survivors continue to nurture and care for their
children despite the abuse they experience. Two large-
scale Canadian studies echoed this observation about
the strength of survivors’ parenting, finding that IPV
did not impact mothers’ behaviour management or
positive interactions with their children.™

14
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As a protective measure, survivors may ensure their
children are not left alone with the person using
violence, send children to a safe place if violence
begins, or reassure children they are not to blame

for the violence. Many opt to remain in abusive
relationships “as a strategy to protect themselves and
their children from further violence and harm.”2° While
some survivors contact police or seek protective legal
orders, others keep abuse private to avoid harmful
interactions with authorities such as the police,
immigration, or family policing systems.

A common myth is that survivors can choose to end
violence simply by leaving an abusive relationship. Yet,
staying in situations of abuse can sometimes be safer
than trying to leave. It is well known that survivor-
parents and their children often face violence and
coercive control even after they leave a partner using
abuse. In fact, the risk of violence increases post-
separation,?' a reality that is highlighted in the Ministry
of Children and Family Development’s (MCFD) own
Best Practices regarding gender-based violence.??

COERCIVE CONTROL is an act or a pattern

of acts of assault, threats, humiliation, and
intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm,
punish, or frighten a victim. This controlling
behaviour is designed to make a person
dependent on the person who is harming them
by isolating them from support, exploiting them,
depriving them of independence, and regulating
their everyday behavior.

THE MINISTRY OF CHILDREN AND FAMILY
DEVELOPMENT is the government department
that is given power through the Child, Family
and Community Services Act (CFCSA). This
agency employs family policing workers
(Ministry workers) to investigate and maintain
oversight of children, youth, and families. This
government department also funds many family
support services within BC.

Leaving an abusive relationship can also put families
in danger from poverty and a lack of safe, affordable
housing. BC's Basic Income Panel notes that over
half of people experiencing violence in Canada also
experience financial abuse, indicating both financial
dependency and a serious lack of financial resources.
The Panel stressed that BC’s income assistance
program “does not provide sufficient income to a
person who has fled with nothing.”?*

Writing about the multiple forms of colonial and
gendered violence experienced by Indigenous women
living in poverty in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside,
Martin and Walia highlight how women “often have
to make the impossible decision between staying in
an abusive relationship, or becoming homeless and
having their children apprehended.”?* A child’s secure
connection with their protective parent is crucial for
reducing the effects of exposure to violence?®, and
separation from that parent is devastating. Community
experts emphasized the urgent need for services to
address violence instead of removing children from
their families. Children and their families deserve to
be safe together.

16
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A Shared History and the
Overlapping Harms

Institutions and the media often
portray gender-based violence
(GBV) as an interpersonal or family
issue caused by abusive individuals
and behaviors. But as survivors

and advocates have described for
decades, GBV flows from state
violence that has harmed families
and communities for generations.

Community experts in our project disputed the
mainstream belief that the policing, family policing,
and criminal legal systems create safety or protection.
Instead, they viewed these systems as a cause of

the same harms they claim to address. As one of our
community partners put it at our first meeting:
“Family policing is gender-based violence.”

Indigenous community experts linked their experiences
of gender-based violence to the “through line”

of colonial state violence that their families and
communities had experienced—and resisted—for
generations. Forced separation from family, culture,
and community has been integral to colonial violence.
This violence can be traced through the European-

led transatlantic slave trade and separation of Black
families to sell children; mandatory residential schools
for Indigenous children, now officially recognized as

a system of “cultural genocide;” the Sixties Scoop;
disproportionate detention and incarceration; of Black
and Indigenous people and forced separation and
detention of migrant families at borders, or separation
through deportation.2®

STATE VIOLENCE refers to violence that is
perpetrated by the government, its systems,
or its employees or actors. State violence
includes violence by law enforcement, prisons,
immigration policies, and economic systems.

Colonial violence has also included the brutal
imposition of a patriarchal gender binary; devaluation
of women, girls, and Two-Spirit people; and attempts
to erase culturally distinct understandings of gender.?”
However, from the beginning, Two-Spirit people and
Indigenous women “resisted the patriarchy because

it threatened to undermine their socio-economic
autonomy and because it threatened the socio-cultural
cohesion of their communities.”28

GBV and family policing have a shared lineage in
systems of colonialism and racial capitalism. Both are
historical, persistent techniques of control that uphold
these power structures.

RACIAL CAPITALISM refers to the process
that used racial categories to normalize and
naturalize labour roles and access to resources.
The most prominent example of this was the
Atlantic Slave Trade. Today, racial capitalism
operates on a racial division and hierarchy to
pit workers and their communities against each
other and normalize structural inequalities like
lack of resources on reserves, underpaying
migrant workers, and blaming migrants for rising
housing costs.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Structural conditions of
violence and risk

Structural violence includes the state’s denial

of political and economic equality to those most
impacted by GBV. For example, under the Indian
Act's provisions to strip Indigenous women of status,
approximately two million Indigenous women have
been displaced from their lands and communities.?®
This colonial policy, among others, has resulted

in Indigenous people, families, and Nations
disproportionately experiencing deep poverty.*°
Community experts in our project also described
increased exposure to violence due to the state’s failure
to ensure access to safe, adequate, and affordable
housing—even though the human right to housing is
recognized in international and Canadian law.*" The
Canadian state also creates vulnerability to abuse
through its immigration system, which forces many
migrants into economic and legal dependence on
family members or other sponsors.

STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE refers to the physical
and psychological harm that result from
exploitative and unjust social, political, and
economic systems.

These and other government policies, alongside
inadequate investment in community- and care-based
services, have undermined survivors’ autonomy;
alienated them from sources of support; placed them in
precarious situations that increase gendered harms and
violence; and denied them options to keep themselves
and their families safe.

GBV in turn directly increases the risk of family
policing because the state defines a child’s exposure
to intimate partner violence as requiring system
intervention.3? Family violence also indirectly increases
exposure to family policing by increasing the risk

of financial and housing precarity, which the family
policing system often frames as “neglect.”** GBV

is “a major pathway to homelessness,”** leading to
increased risk of violence in shared or precarious living
situations—including shelters, encampments, and
public spaces in which children may not be allowed or
safe.® Further, GBV can result in health, mental health,

or substance use issues, which may be flagged as
child safety concerns.®®

The same conditions that put people at risk of
gender violence also put them at risk of family
policing. Poverty and other disparities in social
determinants of health (including inadequate housing,
food insecurity, and health concerns) are significant
determinants of both GBV and of involvement in

family policing.?”

Carceral myths and cycles of harm

Victims, saviours, and perpetrators

Throughout our project, community experts named
how GBV—and especially policing responses to
violence—are often framed through myths about
victims; saviours; and perpetrators, criminals or
predators.

The myth of the white saviour can be traced back to
the narrative that residential schools were “rescuing”
Indigenous children and Indigenous people more
broadly. Similarly, the racism of the Sixties Scoop was
justified by the idea that removing Indigenous children
from reserve communities would “save” them

from poverty*®*—in other words, from the poor
housing, inadequate services, and lack of access to
traditional sources of food and wellness that resulted
from colonization.

Experts shared how the other recurring myth of victim
and perpetrator shapes systemic carceral responses

to violence. Specifically, they described how carceral
systems rely on these binary gendered categories, such
as “perfect victim” and “dehumanized perpetrator,”
alongside pervasive victim-blaming.

Rather than addressing root causes, mainstream
responses to GBV suggest that women and other
people marginalized by their gender should protect
themselves through onerous requirements like learning
self-defence, staying sober, dressing conservatively,
and learning to avoid dangerous men. As a result

of this victim-blaming cultural mindset, survivors of
GBV often doubt or minimize their experiences of
violence, experience shame due to self-blame, and face
stigmatization or isolation by others.*®

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Institutional responses to gender-based violence
drive cycles of harm

In our project, community experts named how carceral
mythologies legitimize criminal legal responses to
gender-based violence that fail to create safety and
instead result in multiple forms of re-victimization,
including victim-blaming.*?® Survivors must repeatedly
tell their stories to police, lawyers, and judges who
scrutinize their credibility and actions.

Criminal legal systems are riddled with gendered
myths and stereotypes, including that survivors lie
about violence to be vindictive, or that violence is not
serious unless it is physical.#’ Criminal legal processes
are not centered on the needs of survivors but treat
survivors as witnesses to the abuse they experienced.
Survivors’ insights about what could stop the
violence are not heard. Some survivors find that legal
processes are more traumatic than the abuse itself.#?

In contrast to Indigenous values of relationality or
collective anti-violence organizing led by racialized
women, mainstream institutional approaches equate
justice with control, isolation, and punishment.** The
criminal legal system expects survivors to achieve
“safety” through escape, hiding, and police protection
from perpetrators.** Meanwhile, the system punishes
those it chooses to find guilty through incarceration.
Many survivors find it difficult or impossible to seek

help because they fear criminalization of their partner
and related impacts like loss of income or immigration
status.*® In survey research, trans and non-binary

survivors disproportionately feared their own arrest.*®

ANTI-VIOLENCE programs, policies, and
campaigns are aimed at combating and reducing
various for ms of violence in society, including
physical, emotional, and structural violence, and
supporting survivors.

In our project, some experts had called police to
protect themselves. Others described how police
involvement would escalate violence without
increasing safety. Many mistrusted police, in part
because police themselves commonly enacted
violence against their communities: as one expert put
it, “It’s mostly the men that deal with the violence
from the police and the girls deal with sexual abuse
and harassment from the police.”

Instead of incarceration and punishment, many
survivors want the person who abused them to be
held accountable, to acknowledge wrongdoing, and to
end their harmful behaviours. While each experience
of violence is unique, survivors often want:

e Safety and care
*  Support to process their experiences

* The chance to share their story and the
impacts of the abuse

* Asay in healing processes and justice
outcomes

* Affirmation of their knowledge that the abuse
was wrong

* Opportunities to address the root causes of
gender-based violence

* The chance to be heard in a forum that
focuses on the wrongfulness of the abuse and
rejects victim-blaming*”
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In contrast, the criminal legal system can block both
individual and societal accountability for violence.
Criminal processes incentivize people to deny
wrongdoing instead of exploring their responsibility
for harm. Courts commonly issue not-guilty verdicts,
undermining survivors’ experiences and increasing
societal acceptance of myths about GBV including

IPV. By focusing on the actions of individuals, the
criminal legal system also masks the social context that
normalizes GBV.#®

Rather than enable accountability or healing,
criminalization and incarceration increase the likelihood
of future violence. Prisons are sites of pervasive
violence, and they often neglect underlying issues like
substance use and mental health issues.*® They are also
sites of dehumanization and discrimination; the criminal
legal system disproportionately charges, convicts, and
imprisons Indigenous and racialized people.*® The
cyclical links between victimization, criminalization, and
incarceration are well-documented.®' One

expert shared:

“So, we actually have systems,
especially the criminal law system,
... just heaping harm on top of harm.
My brothers did not become more
gentle people following periods of
incarceration; they were more harmed
every time they came out. And their
potential to cause harm to others was
so much greater.”

Experts stressed that these carceral approaches to
violence are not only ineffective but also responsible
for continued harm.

An expert described how, in the absence of physically
and culturally safe, accessible, and non-punitive options
for separation from those who have harmed them, it is
hard to address cycles of abuse and family policing:

“[...] You have situations of [the person
who is abusing] going back to the
home, and then the children will be
removed because the intimate partner
in the home is deemed not able to look
after the children or keep them safe
from the abusive intimate partner.

So, there are huge problems with the
systems that we’ve given people, and
limited options we’ve given people
to actually have any kind of safety
for themselves, that aren’t about
restricting, [and] punishing.”

Instead of criminalization, experts wanted to see
meaningful, well-funded supports for the whole
family—to foster learning, healing, accountability,
reparation, and restoration of relationships to self,
others, and communities.

22

Safety Together



CALLS TO ACTION

1 Community-rooted care and
self-determination

Based on an awareness of GBV and IPV as rooted in
legacies of state violence, community experts called
for ways of understanding and responding that are
fundamentally different from BC'’s current systems.

People who are experiencing abuse commonly reach
out to their community—friends, family members, or
neighbours—rather than contacting social services or
police.’> Community experts stressed that everyone
can play a role in preventing and responding to

GBV by being attuned to signs of risk, creating safe
opportunities for sharing, and learning how to provide
effective support.

Support transformative learning for all

One of the strongest themes in our research was the
need for transformative conversations and educational
practices. Experts called for approaches to intimate
partner violence that grasp complexities and reject
false binaries and carceral mindsets. To counter the
stigma, silence, and isolation tied to “victim” and
“perpetrator” categories, which can continue cycles

of violence, experts highlighted the need for nuanced
conversations about harm in families and relationships.
They stressed that intimate partner violence is usually
a learned response: people who have themselves been
violated and subjected to traumatic losses of safety
and control often carry it out.

Experts also stressed that people using abuse need to
be held accountable, and that violent actions should
not be ignored or excused. They were unequivocal that
GBV is an unacceptable, devastating, and sometimes
a lethal strategy of domination and control. With that
foundation, many experts conveyed that all people

are “worthy of repair... care, and support.” Experts
acknowledged how hard it can be to respond to abuse
without excusing or minimizing it and without treating
the person who caused harm as disposable: “This is a
tough thing to talk about because it can be framed as
not victim-centered... It's a difficult balance.”

PERSON WHO CAUSED HARM is a term used
to resist stereotypes, binaries, or minimize the
wholeness of a person. Terms such as accused
and offender are legal expressions rooted in
colonial law.

Experts called for community-based conversations
where people are supported to understand and name
the harms they have experienced and/or caused—
including in relationships with people they love. They
described how harm creates unique impacts and needs
for each person. To end gender-based violence, these
harms need to be addressed through processes of
healing, learning, and change.

Community experts also called for education about:
* Healthy relationships with self and others
¢ Communicating needs and boundaries
* Rights and consent

* Recognizing abuse (including physical, sexual,
economic, verbal, emotional, and coercive
controlling abuse)

They pointed out that violence is normalized in media
and sometimes in religion, which makes it especially
important to offer learning opportunities to help
people recognize and name abuse.

Build collective responsibility

Community experts called for communal strategies
for preventing harm. These strategies resonate with
decolonial approaches that respond to social issues
by strengthening relationships between people, land,
and all forms of life.>®* Mussell draws on the work

of Anishinaabe-Métis legal scholar Aimée Craft to
describe how, from this perspective, “the goal of
justice is not personal rehabilitation but reconnecting
relationships.”**

Community experts stressed the importance of
understanding violence as a collective issue that

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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requires a collective response. Communities can come
together to challenge the normalization of intimate
partner violence and change conditions that lead to
abuse.®® Experts called for trust-based community
connections that allow family members to feel safe
talking openly and receiving non-judgemental support:
“One key first step is talking about it, naming it. But
before that you have to foster a relationship, and that
takes time.”

Strong community networks also give friends,
neighbours, and family the chance to notice and
address needs early and prevent issues from escalating.
As we describe later in this report, these insights
reflect why it is crucial that families’ access to supports
and well-being is not tied to systems that view them
through a lens of deficit and “risk” to be managed. One
expert shared:

“In some ways I'm tired of relying on
systemic action. 'm more interested
in: How are we - as individuals, as
organizations, as coalitions - how are
we going to support the communities
we come from, or we claim to support,
in more meaningful ways?”

Experts also described inspiring practices that
community members could use to intervene in
situations of risk or abuse, including:

Nurturing connection with survivors and
families to decrease the isolation, shame, and
stigma that results from and enables abuse.

Listening non-judgmentally, making
observations, and asking reflective questions to
help a person recognize and name the abuse
they are experiencing.

Helping to identify risks and map out resources
and options that could increase safety (safety
planning).

Helping survivors gain power over their
situation by strengthening their relationships
and gathering resources they can draw on.

Offering help such as material resources,
childcare, transportation, accompaniment, or
help finding housing.

Having calm, honest conversations with people
using abuse to share concerns and offer
resources for change — provided this does not
put a survivor at risk.>®

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Community experts saw transformative potential in
processes that center the needs of those who have
experienced harm, while also enabling accountability,
reparation, and healing by those who have caused
harm. Experts described situations where, based on
the wishes of the person experiencing abuse, they
created a circle of support and accountability to
prevent further violence in the relationship. By having
open conversations and maintaining relationships
with people using abuse, supporters could hold them
accountable for harms and help them learn to change:

“If you’re harmed, it necessarily
creates needs for you. Those might be
needs for safety, needs for belonging,
needs for internal or external repair,
and that can look so many different
ways for people. And if those needs
aren’t met, the chances of ongoing
harm (internal or external) are
very high.”

In one project dialogue, community experts described
how traditional practices of Matriarchs coming
together in granny circles reflected problem-solving

and accountability. Importantly, experts stressed that
the goal of communal support is not to keep partners
together; they emphasized that healing and recovering
one’s sense of self often requires safe distance.

Self-determination as safety

Research dialogues and interviews reflected skepticism
of saviourism and persistent calls to prioritize self-
determination. As Perez-Darby emphasizes:

“The antidote to objectification is
agency (self-determination) ... People
experiencing a pattern of power,
control, and exploitation need self-
determination and safety... the order
is important... Self-determination is
a necessary pre-condition for safety.
Safety can only exist as a product of
being in charge of oneself. Safety is not
something we can give someone.”*”
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State Welfare Systems
as Violence

Service provision is a second site of
intersection between gender-based
violence and family policing. We
understand this intersection through
the lens of administrative violence -
the idea that administrative decision-
making enforces violence.®

The news media’s focus on “visibly egregious” forms
of violence can hide what Jacobs et al. refer to as
“everyday practices” of state violence: “rationalized
mechanisms carried out by the institutions of social
welfare [that] can further perpetuate everyday
practices of surveillance, categorization, and decisions
over benefits versus exclusions.”®

ADMINISTRATIVE VIOLENCE “draws attention
to the ways in which systems that organize our
lives in seemingly ordinary ways [...] produce and
distribute life chances based on violent forms

of categorization.” Often these categorizations
are presented as normal and neutral, and mask
how they uphold colonial, racist, ableist etc.
frameworks. The state presents these ways of
organizing life as neutral and ordinary, helping
them entrench harm into daily life.

Administrative violence is at work when government
services and benefits burden vulnerable individuals
and families to correct harms and fill gaps caused by
structural conditions. Community experts described
BC's existing benefits and community-based and anti-

violence services as mere crumbs from systems and
governments with enormous resources.

Lee describes how benefit programs “foist the burden
of seeking relief” on already marginalized people, while
masking the reality “that relief is temporary, limited,
and hard to get.”¢° In other words, the conditions of
poverty, precarity, and risk families face are created

by systems and government policy choices. At the
same time, the few supports and services that exist are
desperately needed, leaving families with no choice
but to engage in onerous and sometimes harmful
processes to access scarce resources. For example,
advocates described how limitations on length of stay
in many transition houses mean many women will

not access them, “for the fear that after reaching the
stay limit, they would have to return to the abusive
environment with a potential escalation of violence.”
Transition houses could be a place of safety and
transformation but the precarity built into them creates
the potential for further risk.

Systemic discrimination

Administrative violence also includes the unjust
allocation of supports: who can experience safety and
who is made vulnerable.®" In our project, community
experts described how the design of supports and
benefits reflects systemic assessments of worthiness
along familiar lines of gender, race, Indigeneity, class,
and disability.

Despite official “neutrality,” policy-making and the
administration of supports and services are “sites of
production and implementation of racism, xenophobia,
sexism, transphobia, homophobia, and ableism.”¢?

28

Safety Together



e with a huge price,
seen women
the cracks,




Community experts described how many services were

administered in ways that made them inaccessible
and/or unsafe for communities most in need of
support. One expert stated: “It’s hard to recommend
programs and services, because the people who need

them do not feel like they belong in those spaces. They

do not feel connected, or like they understand them.”

Community experts described restrictive access
criteria as a major barrier for families experiencing
violence. For example, they identified gaps in

programs and supports for teenage children and a lack

of supports for Indigenous people living off reserve.

Language barriers and a lack of cultural relevance
and safety were also key concerns. While translation
services might be available, the private and complex
nature of gender- based violence means that a lack of

cultural context or “a small language misinterpretation”

could lead to significant problems and even harm.
Experts also explained that many services are not
trauma-informed or culturally safe for Indigenous
people, migrants, people experiencing trauma, those
using substances, and others who did not meet
gendered, class, and racialized expectations of the
“perfect” clients.

Furthermore, experts shared that services are often
piecemeal, involving multiple agencies and processes.
This makes them inaccessible to those who most

lack time, energy, supports, and capacity, including
survivors of gender-based violence. Multiple and
lengthy intake processes create barriers, causing
people to “get frustrated and give up before they
receive any help.”:

“You're just at the stage of processing
something violent. It’s going to take
some time to process... and then to
take up a referral. It’s a lot harder than
people think: if you have three kids

at home, and you have to continue
on... then safety planning for yourself
and your kids... Taking up a referral is
actually really hard”

Control versus support

Finally, the lens of administrative violence also
highlights how the funding and delivery of benefits
and services reflect systemic priorities of control,
blame, and punishment rather than providing
supports that enable safety. Many supports and
benefits are “intertwined—politically, legally, and
administratively—with the enforcement programs
most responsible for egregious harms,”®* including
the harms caused by policing and family policing
systems. In particular, many experts in our project
described a lack of programs and supports for men
who use violence that are not connected to punitive
systems and approaches.

Experts named an urgent need for safe housing,
including increased access to transition housing. At
the same time, they questioned the normalized and
paternalistic expectation that survivors’ safety should
require fleeing their homes, which disrupts their lives
and could isolate them from their support networks.
Many experts also described a lack of mental health
resources for survivors and children who are not
designated as “victims of a crime.”®*

Experts highlighted dramatic differences in funding
between community-based and police-based services:
“the programs needed to support the women get the
least amount of funding, but these larger systems get
the funding.” Stanton’s review of BC’s legal systems
similarly identified how community-based anti-violence
support services are highly effective and are identified
by survivors as their most desired form of support.
However, the feminist organizations that provide these
services are the least well-funded sector within BC's
current anti-violence system.®®

Under-funded and overburdened
services

Community experts described how organizations that
push back on administrative violence and carcerality
face underfunding, resulting in high caseloads and
worker overwhelm and burnout. For example, experts
described parents reaching out for help and no one
returning their calls. Difficult working conditions,
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low pay, and turnover mean many workers lack time,
capacity, and experience to provide effective support.
One expert stated: “There’s no way to support our
clients because of the rigid policies, the lack of mental
health supports, the lack of hours, the lack of pay, and
the limitations of what we're allowed to do.” Experts
described how overburdened services led people in
need of help to give up and experience further isolation
and risk:

“People are stuck in lines or on long
waitlists, and don’t get help. This
makes people feel there is

no hope.”

Across a variety of community-based sectors, experts
described the constant turmoil and instability posed by
cycles of piecemeal and temporary funding. In many
cases, organizations developed and delivered highly
effective programs, only to have program funding
suddenly cut. One expert described how, to maintain
their family-centered service model, “we have done
gymnastics to get the funding we need.” Community
experts also shared how government policies on
service access are “not implemented uniformly, or
consistently, or across the province.” Even where
good policies existed, there was a “lack of monitoring,
and checks, and balances” leading to gaps in quality,
responsibility, and support. One described how this
“comes with a huge price, because we've seen women
just falling through the cracks.”

CALLS TO ACTION

> Resource community-based
services

Community experts were clear that ending violence
starts with family and community well-being. They
repeatedly emphasized that any society serious about
ensuring children’s safety would ensure all families and
communities have the supports they need to thrive.
Experts called for community-based and relational
supports that address emotional, physical, spiritual,
and mental wellness. They also specified that resources
and supports should be designed, led, and delivered
by communities and Nations who best understand their
communities’ needs.

Voicing frustration with decades of reports and
recommendations to reform criminal legal and family
policing systems, one expert noted: “we're spending so
much on a system that’s broken, that we keep trying
to fix, instead of just providing resources and support
from the beginning.” These calls for deep system
transformation differ from common calls to invest

in government-wide collaboration and information-
sharing across systems (for example, policing, legal,
and anti-violence systems).

Community experts repeatedly stressed the need to
fund community-led and community-delivered supports
that are unconnected to systems of surveillance and
punishment—including the family policing system.

As we describe throughout this report, police and
crime-based approaches were understood as unsafe,
reactive, costly, ineffective, and commonly harmful—
with disproportionate impacts for people who are
poor, Indigenous, Black, racialized, migrant, and/or
who have disabilities. These concerns are increasingly
widespread,®® and there are noted conflicts and
discrimination arising from the intermingling of family
support and family policing within a single ministry.®”

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Resource upstream, wholistic supports for
family well-being

Community experts called for a variety of supports
that address material needs that, when unmet, place
people at risk of GBV, especially intimate partner
violence. Experts highlighted risks associated with
economic and housing insecurity, and precarious
forms of immigration and labour status which produce
vulnerability and isolation. As Perez-Darby notes:
“People who abuse their partners... rely on systems
of oppression and social inequities to maintain their
control over their partner.”¢® Meaningful community-
based services also featured trauma- and violence-
informed practices and an attention to accessibility.

One community expert described how “supporting
folks experiencing violence often comes back to
basics”, especially support with independent housing,
transportation, and communication: “If someone
doesn’t have a phone, our programs will just go and
buy them a phone. That's a part of building safe
relationships — so if they need to call someone, they
can.” Experts commonly highlighted the importance
of material supports to provide options for safe
separation, including “housing for men so it's not
always women having to leave.”

They described how supporting children means
supporting families — by centering the unique needs
of each family and wrapping around them in ways that
create “circles of support.” One community expert
noted: “We see ourselves either being that circle

of support, or identifying for folks, who can be that
circle of support. We work to strengthen families and
identify gaps that someone’s experiencing — from
when we first meet them.” These approaches
required creating time and space to develop trust.

Community experts commonly described practices of
“meeting folks where they're at” and offering concrete
everyday help, like rides to appointments or services.
They described how family-centered models require
flexibility to respond to each family’s unique and
changing needs.

Community experts emphasized that cultural context
is vital for helping relationships, including shared
languages and dialects. They stressed the importance
of a culturally safe approach that respects for family
values, culture, and beliefs, noting that vulnerable
migrant women should not have to educate service-
providers about their cultures and needs. They
described how connection to community and culture
strength, relational support, and healing. Experts
highlighted the value of programs that connect people
with cultural practices, such as big house gatherings,
ceremony, language, and beading.

Many experts also described the importance of
peer- and group-based models that offer safe spaces
for parents to gather, reduce isolation, and share
information. These groups offered key spaces for
reciprocity, empowerment, connection, emotional
support and early identification of concerns: “In my
experience, people experiencing violence will reach
out and share with people who they can relate to

as peers, people who see them and treat them like

a human being.” Experts valued kin-based support
models that involve extended families, networks, and
neighbours in care and support planning.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Increase access to inclusive community-
based anti-violence services for those who
experience harm and those who have harmed

Across our project, community experts repeatedly
described immense unmet needs for crisis and long-
term anti-violence-related supports. As one expert
stressed: “we've seen that need grow.” Experts called
for information about violence and anti-violence
services to be clear and easily accessible. Many valued
crisis lines that offer quick and anonymous access to
information without concerns about being reported to
the family policing or criminal legal systems.

Experts emphasized how migrant survivors, especially
those with precarious status, may have significant and
legitimate fears about interacting with state agencies,
including policing, family policing, or immigration
systems. These concerns could be enormous barriers
to accessing anti-violence services. Research in this
area suggests that anti-violence services should
explicitly inform people if they collaborate or share
information with state agencies, and if so, how.®®
Experts described how they actively vetted and built
networks with other service-providers who could offer
inclusive and safe supports to marginalized clients.

Accessible, safe, and inclusive services are
especially important for survivors who already face
marginalization, precarity, surveillance, and/or
criminalization — for instance:

* Immigrants who face language barriers or have
precarious status

¢ Those who have been involved in criminal legal
and/or coercive mental health systems

¢ Survivors who do sex work or other
criminalized work

* People in tight-knit communities where the
person who harmed is well-known and/or
holds power

e 2SLGBTQ+ survivors who fear repercussions
from being “outed” to family members and
friends.”®

Experts stressed the need for service providers to
recognize the enormous toll of violence and complexity

of coping and survival strategies that could lead to
emotional dysregulation, mental health issues, and
substance use.

“I don’t think we should be offering
services or supports with the
expectation that people can follow
through all the time. Survivors, or
people who are disenfranchised, may
not show up to meetings; they may not
answer their emails; or their phone
calls. They may be inconsistent.... All
these things are perceived character
defects, but this [reflects their
reality]... There’s this idea that you
have to show up as your absolute best,
or you cannot be supported.”

Community experts called for supports that recognize
that abuse may involve extended family members.
People may be unable to leave abusive situations if
they are caregiving for an extended family member,
including members causing them harm. They also
called for kin-based supports that recognize how GBV
impacts all family members, including parents, children
and youth, aunties, uncles, grandparents, chosen
families, and entire communities.

A key theme throughout the project was a significant
absence—and great need—for programs for men

and all people who use violence: “the system typically
neglects men, but there needs to be more engagement
with men in preventing and ending GBV.” Experts called
for programs for men and for boys that focused on
healthy masculinity, parenting, cultural connections,
and a range of health, mental health, and substance
use supports. They also called for “space for men

to learn to parent and repair relationships.” Experts
highlighted the need for supports for young men and
boys. “There is a silence culture among boys, and that’s
patriarchy. And when we are silenced, we don't learn
and don't process our emotions.”

Many experts called for counselling and supports
to assist both partners in healing, ending cycles of
violence, upholding accountability, and developing
healthy relationships so that their family could
stay together.
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Prioritize self-determination

Community experts consistently emphasized that
effective supports honour self-determination. They
observed that recognizing survivors’ agency can be
an important corrective to paternalistic systems. The
model of “informed choice” emerged as a key wise
practice for support that respects self-determination.
Informed choice discussions assist people in exploring
their options and the pathways and results that might
flow from those choices.

INFORMED CHOICE is a process where
someone has all the information that they need
to weigh the risks and benefits of a decision,

“Once harm is identified it’s one that they can have all their questions answered,
of the most beautiful prevention and that they are allowed to make the decision
opportunities out there, because for themselves, free from pressure or threat.

you have an individual whom, if
you can intervene with supports,

if you can help heal the kind of harm Experts described how physical distance from a person
they’re holding that leads them to who used abuse could be necessary for healing and re-
cause that kind of harm to somebody connecting to one’s sense of agency and choice. Many
else, you’re preventing all the future experts were also clear that separation did not have
harm that might emanate from them, to be the first or only option, and that safety planning
and then emanate from whomever could support survivors in assessing their options.
they harmed.”

Experts described how survivors’ agency is
strengthened when supporters help them recognize
the harms they have experienced. Survivors are

then better equipped to name their boundaries and
needs for accountability and repair. What's more, the
people named as causing harm gain opportunities
for awareness, accountability, healing, reparation,
and change.
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Mandatory Reporting

BC laws that require reporting of
child safety concerns are another
site of intersection between family
policing and GBV.

Section 14 of BC's Child, Family and Community
Service Act (CFCSA) creates a population-wide duty
to report for anyone who has “reason to believe

that a child, including an Indigenous child, needs
protection”.”" Failure to comply with the duty to
report is an offence that is punishable with a fine and/
or imprisonment.”?

MANDATORY REPORTING (also known as
the duty to report) is the universal legal “duty
to report” suspected child abuse/neglect to
the Ministry of Children and Family (MCFD).
Mandatory and permissive reporting laws
often lead to misreporting, which results in
over-reporting, due to vague and subjective
definitions like neglect, reporter fear, implicit
bias, and a “when in doubt, report” culture.

Section 13 of CFCSA states that circumstances
indicating a need for protection include exposure to
violence, that is: “living in a situation where there is
domestic violence by or towards a person with whom
the child resides”.”™ Mandatory reporting laws were
not originally designed to address gender-based
violence,* and this inclusion has created staggering
numbers of reports and increased pressure on
service providers.” MacDougall et al. note that the
involvement of MCFD in cases of intimate partner
violence is “often-automatic.”” Similarly, in Ontario,
child exposure to IPV is now the largest category of

“substantiated” maltreatment investigations.” Between
2008 and 2019 across Canada, investigations about
I[PV exposure were six times more likely to result

in family policing interventions compared with
investigations about all other types of concerns.”
Some studies suggest IPV exposure is linked to higher
rates of temporary or permanent child removal.”®

In both Canada and the US, recent increases in
reporting based on exposure to intimate partner
violence reflect a decades-long trend: overly broad
and vague definitions of abuse and neglect have led

to more unfounded, inappropriate reports. In both the
US and Canada, IPV-related reports disproportionately
target marginalized families — especially families who
are poor, Black, and Indigenous.” US studies show
mandatory reporting also fails “to uncover actual cases
of abuse and neglect.”®? In other words, families are
increasingly investigated not for child mistreatment but
rather for hardships that could be better addressed

by offering supports.’ Trivedi argues that mandated
reporting laws are neither appropriate nor effective in
addressing exposure to intimate partner violence, and
should not apply where this is the only concern.®?

Fear of family policing isolates
survivors

Community experts repeatedly stressed how fear of
being reported to the family policing system drives
survivors away from the very supports they most need.
This barrier has been well-documented, including in a
recent major review of BC'’s legal systems.®s BC’s

Basic Income Panel has also highlighted how fear

of being targeted by family policing limits access to
income assistance and other crucial supports,
including childcare.®*

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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In a BC survey conducted by BWSS, 36% of
Indigenous women and 30% of racialized survivors
cited fear of being reported to authorities (including
family policing and other systems such as immigration
enforcement) as the reason they did not contact anti-
violence services after experiencing gender-based
violence.®® Similarily, a US survey found 35% of IPV

a ENDER" survivors did not ask at least one person for help
because they feared being reported to authorities

BASED ~ especially criminal legal and family policing

systems.®® Research with healthcare professionals also

[ ]
V' o ,ence suggests that some health providers may intentionally
dr'VQS reports avoid questions about violence because they wish to

avoid the duty to report.®” Our findings reflects how,

+O "‘he m.c.m even when survivors reach out for help, mandatory

SV STeM reporting laws in fact, limit access to support relating
to violence as the risk of child removal is too high for

survivors to gamble with.

“There was violence in my family of
origin; this would have warranted
intervention. But ... as a child, the
knowledge that seeking institutional

'so'aks Sukv‘vors hel Idh Ited i
: €lp wou ave resulted in
Md Wea PONZCS {he sepI:lration from my siblings, kept me
svsfm 35 a4 in that situation.”
TACT,G oF AB“SE These barriers to help are greater for survivors who

face discrimination based on race, gender, and/or
sexual orientation because these groups face harsher
judgements of their parenting.?® The US survey of
survivors found that racialized, trans, and gender-
non-conforming survivors were far more likely to be
warned about mandatory reporting compared with
white and cis-gendered women survivors.®°

Weaponizing family policing reports as
a tactic of abuse
Community experts raised concerns about malicious

and anonymous reports to the family policing system.
People abusing their intimate partners commonly

Michelle
Buchholz

JEX

Henpindes threaten to make a family policing report to control
and isolate them®® or make it harder for them to

access help.?!
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That dichotomy between
intervening and not intervening
- sets it up as if you’re one or the
other, and if you intervene then
it has to look a certain way. Or,
if you'’re arguing against family
policing, then you’re somehow
anti-interventionist [against
providing help.]”

— COMMUNITY EXPERT



These threats are often part of a broader pattern
where people who abuse maintain power and control
by targeting the mother-child relationship, including
undermining and criticizing survivor’s parenting
abilities, blaming them for children’s behaviours,

and enlisting children to report on their mother’s
activities.?? As community experts noted, anonymous
reporting especially enables this kind of abuse
because it re-victimizes parents, “subjecting them to
investigations, and potentially, child apprehension,
without the reports being tracked.”®*

Co-opting efforts to help

Community experts shared how the universal
mandatory duty to report approach promotes the
belief that making a family policing report is the

only option to help children in cases of GBV. Many
professionals and community members do not have
the information or capacity to connect families with
the supports they need to end GBV. This is because
of a lack of education about violence, a lack of
well-resourced referral processes, and a massive
underfunding of community-based and anti-violence
services. With no other supported avenues for assisting
families, ‘helping’ is falsely equated with making a
family policing report.®* Meanwhile, failures to involve
policing systems are often framed as ignoring harms
to children and doing nothing to help by mainstream
institutions.

Community experts were concerned that many people
make family policing reports based on the false belief
that they are providing a family with help and access to
supports. The literature on mandatory reporting also
reflects these “well-intentioned” motives.®® In BC, the
family policing system is often seen as part of a system
of wrap-around services and supports to which families
should have more access.?® But in our project, experts
stressed that because family policing processes are

not transparent or widely understood, many people
underestimate the harms of reports.

As we noted in the introduction, reports to family
policing agencies are rooted in policing logics of
investigation to substantiate an alleged offence. They
are designed to “investigate and determine if the child
is a candidate for foster care, rather than refer the

family directly to services.”®7 In other words, family
policing investigations are oriented towards assessing
families as risks — not to assessing families’ needs, let
alone their strengths.?® This framework cues mandated
reporters to report adverse family environments or
experiences while ignoring the structural conditions
that led to these experiences.®®

A web of surveillance

Through mandated reporting, a broad range of
potential helpers instead become part of the family
policing system’s “web of surveillance.’®® They are
folded into the broader policing of families that is
integral to the ongoing histories of colonial and racist
state violence.'" In other words, the duty to report
makes everyone a “deputy” for the state.'?

WEB OF SURVEILLANCE is a framework to
understand how the family policing system has
created a network of actors who judge and
control how families adhere to standards of
“child safety” and “protection.” These network
of actors are framed as neutral and normal,
and mask how colonialism, racism, ableism etc.
inform these standards.

Surveillance and enforcement of these norms
happen through mandatory reporting laws
that turn people who could be a support for
families into the eyes and ears of the state.
The surveillance continues in how families are
investigated and assessed by family policing
workers and how their relationship with their
children is controlled and dictated by the
workers, including after children are removed
from their families.

More broadly, the family policing system'’s nearsighted
focus on identifying and assessing families as “risks”
directs attention away from structural injustices by
framing them as individual failings and deficits. For
Bresch, the current heightened policing reflects logics
of neoliberal capitalism wherein “individuals and
families who make claims on state supports... [are] a
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risk to be managed, surveilled, and controlled”."®*
The “risk” lens promoted by mandated reporting
continues longstanding patterns of administrative
violence that monitor mothering through social
services provision. Judgements about parenting
abilities are loaded with classist and racist stereotypes
used to distinguish between acceptable and deficient
mothering, and between the “deserving” and
“undeserving” poor.'#

In BC and elsewhere, the racist framing and targeting
of ‘dangerous’ mothers has occurred through ‘birth
alerts’ where expectant parents were flagged for child
removal without their knowledge or consent. In 2018,
almost 60% of parents impacted by birth alerts in

BC were Indigenous.’®® Despite a 2019 policy change
by MCFD that recognized birth alerts as harmful and
officially ended their use in BC, practices similar to
birth alerts, most often framed as complying with a
duty to report, have continued.’®® Community experts
shared harrowing stories of newborns being removed
soon after birthing parents left the hospital, often
within a day or two of returning home.

Mandatory reporting leads service providers to
“forego opportunities to identify supports for a family
directly, abdicating the responsibility to help the family
to an adversarial, parental fault-based... [system]

that is unlikely to provide much assistance.”"” In our
project, community experts who worked in service
organizations described how mandatory reporting
limited their efforts to cultivate a safe relationship
where survivors could disclose abuse and have frank
conversations about safety planning, options, and
supports.

As we detail in the next section, family policing
reports rarely result in timely, appropriate, or
effective help for families impacted by violence.
Instead, such reports greatly damage trust in helping
professionals and institutions—including those in
health, education, settlement, mental health, and
anti-violence sectors. As a result, supportive and/or
therapeutic relationships unravel, as do opportunities
for support.’®

CALLS TO ACTION

3 Move towards supporting
over reporting

In our project, many community-based advocates

and service providers shared concerns about their
legislated role as deputized agents of the family
policing system. Community experts shared thoughtful
approaches to supporting families while avoiding
family policing involvement or reducing harms from
family policing reports.

Uphold a commitment and practice to
support and not report

Community experts underscored that parents
experiencing GBV should be offered their choice of
supports as a starting point: “The way we structure
ourselves, it allows for that kind of comprehensive
care to happen.” Experts described assisting survivors
with practical steps like safety planning, finding

safe housing, filling out forms, and travelling to
appointments. As one expert put it, “you don't need to
trigger that [family policing]

pathway if the appropriate resources are offered and
taken up, and there are safety plans in place.”

Community experts highlighted that, prior to

safety planning or risk assessment, it was crucial

to communicate with survivors about how the
information gathered would be used, whether it would
be shared, and with whom. Experts also mentioned
the need to be clear with themselves and with
survivors about what supports they could or could not
offer.

In cases where parents chose to make a report, or a
report was necessary, experts stressed the need for
transparency and self-determination: “never calling
without the person present, without their consent,
without them being in a place to fully understand.”
Strategies around reporting included having multiple
conversations ahead of time, supporting parents to
set parenting goals, and developing a support plan to
meet those goals.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Community experts also described how, through
informed choice, parents may “want or need to
engage [family policing] agencies for the support they
provide.” One expert highlighted how negotiating
with these systems for access to grocery cards or
other material supports could be a powerful act of
self-determination by clients. Community experts
described various strategies for mitigating harms,
including using strength-based framing and limiting
unnecessary details when communicating with the
family policing system.

In contrast to approaches rooted in saviourism or
policing the behaviour of people experiencing violence,
these strategies focus on expanding the options
available to people so they can make safe choices.
Experts described prioritizing trust and supporting
survivors’ decision-making capacities. These
approaches also reflect a wholistic understanding of
violence flowing from harmful conditions that impact
whole families — not just children.

Build helpers’ capacities to support

Community experts also called for widespread
awareness-raising, education, and critical reflection
about the structural violence caused by family policing.
They also called for resources and education that

build broader capacities to ‘'support’ versus ‘report.’
This skill-development needs to occur across a wide
range of service sectors—especially health, education,
and housing. Such efforts could greatly help “narrow
the door”'°® of family policing systems, and instead
directly connect families to the supports they need.

Experts stressed the need for resourcing, policy,

and operational changes to enable service providers
to sustain long-term helping relationships. These
relationships are crucial for understanding families’
unique needs, and assisting people to access the
supports they need at different stages of coping and
healing. Experts shared that many mandated reporters
are working without enough time, information, and
training to effectively offer wrap-around supports.
They called for centralized information on community-
based supports and dedicated workers for resource
navigation, advocacy, and “see[ing] folks through” the
difficult process of referrals.

“Our role is putting in place what’s
needed for their situations - to
prevent interactions with harmful
systems or minimize the harms of
interactions if they occur. This could
be through safety planning, or putting
people in touch with crisis lines, and
connecting them to gender-based
violence organizations if needed. ....
My goal is to know a bit about each
of the various kinds of supports,
options, legal issues and systems -
including family policing systems -

so I can help them understand their
options and choices... We see it as our
responsibility to educate ourselves...
so we can do all of this work ourselves
from a preventative and harm
reduction approach, instead of just
making a [family policing] report.”

Advocate to end mandatory reporting

According to community experts and the published
research we consulted for this project, mandatory
reporting laws are ineffective and worsen the harms

of GBV in many ways. Mandatory reporting drains
resources that could be devoted to meaningful
supports based on the self-determination of families.
The federal government invests $44 million annually

in fighting gender-based violence, including victim
support and encouraging faster legal responses.’® The
goal of these programs is typically to get survivors to
talk with trusted professionals and to leave abusive
relationships. Mandatory reporting laws undermine this
investment and effort. Experts in our project called for
an end to the universal duty to report—particularly in
cases where the main concern is exposure to GBV.
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Family Policing Investigations

Family policing investigations and

»

subsequent “protection responses’
(i.e., state interventions in a
parent-child relationship aimed
at “protecting” a child) are a very
significant site of intersection with
gender-based violence.

Once a report has been made, families are subject
to multi-stage investigation processes where

they experience surveillance and monitoring of
their behaviors, relationships, and home life. If an
investigation leads MCFD to believe that a child
requires its protection, it has a range of possible
protection responses, from negotiating a voluntary
agreement with the parents to removing the child
from the parents’ legal custody.

In this site of intersection, we are discussing
protection responses when a child continues to live
with their parent(s) or kinship caregiver(s) (that

is, they have not been removed and placed into
foster care.) This situation can occur through both
“voluntary” agreements and interim or temporary
court orders. Both a voluntary agreement and a court
order can impose terms and conditions on a parent
or caregiver that are deemed necessary for a child’s
safety.

In BC, the process of investigation, policing, and
surveillance may last days or weeks, but it often
continues for months and years through various
‘protection’ responses. Community experts repeatedly
shared that the family policing system subjects
families to intense scrutiny and pressure without
offering supports that could increase a survivor's

options or enable meaningful safety for themselves
and their families.

Coercive power

In BC, the investigative responses to a family policing
report are laid out in MCFD’s Child Protection
Response Policies — Chapter 3.""" If the screening
process indicates that a report is under MCFD’s
jurisdiction and requires an investigation, the system
responds through one of two paths. The Family
Development Response (“FDR”) path is used in most
cases and is framed as a collaborative and transparent
“assessment” process. The Child Protection
Investigation (“CPI”) path is used in less than 10% of
cases and can go ahead without the “cooperation” of
the parents.”?

Ministry workers use the FDR path when there are no
allegations of severe physical abuse or neglect, and
they deem parents as “able and willing” to participate
in a collaborative process. The CPI path, on the other
hand in contrast, is used when there are allegations of
severe physical abuse or neglect, or the parents are
deemed unable or unwilling to collaborate™*

To investigate child safety concerns, both the FDR and
CPI paths enable workers to:

* have private discussions with children

* request medical examinations of children
and/or medical records of both children and
parents

e gather information from third party contacts
(including by talking to service providers and
obtaining documents from them)

e conduct home visits to inspect a family’s living
situation.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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While the FDR assessment process is not called an
“investigation” in MCFD's policies, we argue that both
types of responses are, in essence, investigative—
especially because this is how they are experienced
by families. In both the FDR and CPI paths, families
become the focus of scrutiny and information-
gathering to substantiate or dismiss allegations

of mistreatment and determine responsibility or
blame. While the FDR assessment is voluntary and
collaborative on paper, the relationship between
Ministry workers and parents reflects a massive power
imbalance in practice. Further, MCFD can switch from
the FDR to the CPI path at any point, including when
a parent does not agree to an investigation step or
request.”*

The threat of child removal

Importantly, any time after receiving a family policing
report, a Ministry worker can legally enter a parent'’s
home to remove a child from the parent’s custody
without a court order. They also have legal authority
to involve police in the child’s removal."® The removal
of a child triggers a court process in which the
provincial court has the power to review and supervise
the removal and “protection” responses.”® It can take
weeks or months for a judge to thoroughly review
the case, decide whether the state’s actions were
warranted, and make a court order about the child’s
care. Prior to this substantive legal review, parents
have limited ability to challenge what has happened
to them. Their best option is often to try to negotiate
an agreement with the Ministry worker about how to
keep their child safe while living at home.""”

“Voluntary agreements”

“Voluntary agreements” are negotiated between
MCFD and parents or caregivers. They occur through
various “collaborative” processes and can be made
any time after a Ministry worker contacts a family
about protection concerns (regardless of whether a
court process has also begun). There are many types
of agreements, including:

¢ short-term Safety Plans (that are intended
to “protect” a child during an investigation
process)

* longer-term Family Plans

e Extended Family Program Agreements
*  Voluntary Care Agreements

*  Special Needs Agreements.

Any of these agreements can contain conditions that
parents or caregivers are required to meet to address
MCFD’s safety concerns.”®

If a “voluntary agreement” cannot be negotiated, or if
the family does not adhere to the agreement, Ministry
workers can, at any point, remove children and place
them in a different living situation (whether with
extended family or in government custody). They can
also apply for court orders to impose conditions on
the parents while the child remains at home, including
restrictions on one parent’s access to the child."®

In this way, agreements framed as “voluntary” or
“collaborative” can reasonably be understood through
a lens of coerced consent.’2°

Placing responsibility on
survivor-parents

At their core, family policing investigations are

about determining whether and how to intervene in
a parent-child relationship to protect a child. This
foundational legal power shapes how gender-based
violence is viewed within this system. Invoking the
legal power to separate families (whether through
actual or threatened removal of a child) requires
evidence, not only that safety concerns are present,
but that parents are responsible for this neglect or
abuse.'' In other words, legitimizing family policing
interventions requires “a perpetrator who can be
held responsible for a substantiated allegation.”?? It
is this investigatory focus on individual responsibility,
or fault, that drives intensive scrutiny of parenting
behaviours and household conditions. It frames them
as parental deficits rather than as resulting from
poverty or other structural factors.’?*

The family policing system'’s blame-oriented lens
commonly expects survivors to manage the violence
through “predicting, managing, and fleeing” GBV."24
Community experts described how they were made
responsible for enforcing legal agreements or
orders limiting contact with their partner who used
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abuse. In other words, they became tasked with
avoiding victimhood. Strict requirements within these
agreements might cause stress, as even incidental
contact with the partner could result in harsh
consequences.

In our project, community experts shared how family
policing investigations involved the requirement to

be “perfect” according to white, classist, and ableist
normative standards. They described how family
policing assessments and case notes reflect bias and
stigma. Experts often encountered Ministry workers
who were perceived as not sharing their cultural and
class background or having lived experience of the
challenges faced by families. This lack of diversity and
cultural safety in BC's family policing system has been
documented in recent major reviews.'?®

CULTURAL SAFETY is a practice for those in
positions of power (including frontline staff),

to recognize the historical, economic, and

social contexts, coupled with structural and
interpersonal power imbalances, that shape
people’s outcomes and experiences with
systems like family policing. For Indigenous
peoples, this means naming and recognizing the
past and present role of colonialism.

The requirement for “good mothers” to be
protective means that survivors are commonly held
responsible for the relational and structural violence
they experience.’?® For example, family policing
assessments decontextualize substance use and/

or mental health issues; these are scrutinized as
individual failings, instead of understood as linked to
chronic trauma in situations of abuse.'”

Experts named how parental capacity assessments
used in family policing and family law systems assume
Eurocentric family norms. They also shared that
Ministry workers often lack the cultural sensitivity
required to effectively support survivors and migrant
families. As a result, vulnerable and isolated migrant
survivors who face language barriers and lack
knowledge of Canadian laws are left without support
to “figure it out” and “fit the system.”
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Youth experts in our project shared how family
policing’s adversarial lens meant they also felt
scrutinized during investigations. Even in situations
where they disclosed abuse and wanted help,

systemic responses often left them feeling blamed and
discredited — not only by their parents or siblings, but
also by the social worker conducting the investigation.
Rather than feeling validated, youth felt unheard and
disbelieved about the harms they had experienced, and
were sometimes even accused of lying.

Failure to engage with partners who
use violence

Meanwhile, the family policing system often fails

to engage the partner or parent (usually a father)

who is using violence. The phenomenon of “ghost
fathers”'2® reflects dominant, dehumanizing views of
“perpetrators” as irredeemable and undeserving of
support to change. Even when a partner’s violence is
clearly identified as the main protection concern, family
policing responses typically do not seek to hold this
partner accountable or support them to end abuse.
Often, they are simply deemed unreachable.’?® As one
community expert shared: “the emphasis is always on
the mom being responsible for the safety of herself and
her children, and ... the abuser or perpetrator is not
held accountable for it.”

GHOST FATHERS is a term to describe how the
family policing system does not acknowledge or
engage with the presence of fathers in the lives
of mothers and children, even when they are
present to some capacity.

Research shows how the family policing system often
regards survivors of intimate partner violence as
negligent or lacking in parenting capacity at best, and
as “quasi-perpetrators” at worst.’*° In our project,
community experts were intensely aware of being
watched with suspicion as parents. One expert shared
how, at the start of an interview, a Ministry worker
“came in as though | had done something wrong and

| was being forced into some sort of consequences.”
Experts frequently shared that they experienced

a lack of empathy, respect, and validation of their
experiences. One expert described how emotionally
devastating it felt to be regarded as a “danger” to their
children.

Opposing readings of “best interests”

These dynamics of scrutiny can also be linked to

the family policing system'’s narrow interpretation of
the best interest of the child principle, including the
definition of the best interests of an Indigenous child
under the federal Act respecting First Nations, Inuit
and Metis children, youth and families (the Federal
Act). This legal principle is a foundational element of
BC's family policing laws under the CFCSA and the
Federal Act. Despite the Federal Act's emphasis on
protecting an Indigenous child’s family, community,
and cultural connections,’" the best interests of the
child principle continues to be interpreted in ways
that detract from a child’s right to their important
relationships, to continuity of care, and to their cultural
identity and heritage.'?

In situations of violence, survivors are often held
responsible for the structural and relational violence
that they and their children experience. For example,
when survivors cannot find suitable housing and do
not immediately leave a violent situation, they may

be judged as failing to protect their child’s safety
interests. This narrow interpretation pits the interests
of parents and children against each other, deprioritize
survivors’ safety, increase harms to both survivors and
children,’* and frames intimate partner violence as
though it only harms children. <

Furthermore, the family policing system takes a one-
sided view of risk to children. It focuses extensively

on the possibility that families may harm their children
while disregarding the many known harms of surveilling
and separating families.’™* The system'’s interpretation
of the best interests of the child principle also tends

to ignore the shared interest and recognized rights of
families and children to remain together and be safe
from both structural and interpersonal gender-based
violence.

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Pressure and control without support

Experts repeatedly stressed that involvement of family
policing systems did not result in appropriate help

to address gender-based violence and keep their
children and families safe. Multiple experts described
situations where they reached out to the family
policing system for help and/or disclosed abuse but
did not receive any support and in some instances

did not feel that they were taken seriously.”*® This
pattern of non-support is also well-documented in the
publications we reviewed.'*®

“A lot of the programs from MCFD
are absolutely useless and prevented
me from doing things that I should
have been doing.”

Experts’ experiences highlight how families
experiencing gender-based violence are frequently
shunted towards a system that is not designed to
address it. Like other carceral systems, family policing
systems are not social welfare systems; they are not
meant to deliver services that can prevent or end
violence. Community experts pointed out that ‘child
protection services’ are not actually services: they are
a monitored set of onerous and limiting requirements
on parents and families (such as those set out in
safety plans, negotiated agreements, or court orders).

In the experience of community experts, these
requirements treat families as risks to be controlled
rather than increasing their options for safety. Experts
also described these requirements as unhelpful: for
example, having to keep taking the same parenting
class or join waitlists for over-full services.’*” Research
in this area shows that family policing requirements
like parenting programs “have little empirical evidence
for effectiveness and are rarely attuned to the unique
needs of IPV survivors.”'*8 In our project, experts
shared that they were not offered financial supports to
offset the costs of these required programs or assist
with needs like childcare, transportation, counselling,
or system navigation. They described how some
required programs could also increase surveillance
and scrutiny, especially if these were funded through
MCFD. When community experts requested
assistance, they were sometimes given extremely

limited supports that treated them in a controlling way
based on gendered and classed stereotypes that “this
is a woman who will exploit the system.”

In contrast, many of the violence-related programs
that experts named as important (e.g., PEACE
programs, Stopping the Violence counselling, or
Roots of Safety service planning) can be accessed
through community organizations. These effective,
purpose-built anti-violence programs are massively
underfunded and not available through the family
policing system.

Uncertainty and disempowerment

Community experts also described how the family
policing system'’s difficult requirements created
significant unpredictability and disempowerment. They
described feeling “blindsided” by inconsistencies,
changing messages, errors, and lack of transparency.
Child protection concerns were not always clear

or explained, and decisions seemed subjective or
arbitrary.’®® These experiences are also reflected

in Edwards et al.'s account of family policing
investigations where parents are expected

to suddenly:

e Bear psychological costs of powerlessness.

e Comply with requirements at the expense of
time and money for other priorities.

* Learn about complex family policing laws
and processes.#°
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Many experts shared experiences of ever-changing
goalposts and conditions. One expert stated, “There
are constantly hoops to jump through and even when
parents fulfill these requirements, it's never enough.
Parents are set up for failure.” The changing, never-
ending requirements are often related to high turnover
rates among Ministry workers. Multiple experts
described situations where they made significant
progress towards addressing protection concerns,
only to be assigned a new worker and having to “start
all over again... in that cycle of discrimination, scrutiny,
and judgement.” Experts observed that workers often
lacked capacity to effectively engage with parents
experiencing trauma, hold space for neurodiversity,
and/or disabilities.

NEURODIVERSITY is the idea that all brains are
diverse in how they work — no two brains or
nervous systems are the same.

Experts were acutely aware of the immense power
that family policing systems held over their lives.
They described having to appease and be polite to
workers, even in situations where they felt mistreated
and disrespected.

“Some folks we work with... they just
got out of an abusive situation with
their child’s father, and now they have
to deal with family policing. And
do you know what they say? They'd
rather have been in a physically
abusive relationship than have to
deal with the family policing system.
Because in that [intimate partner
violence] situation, they can yell,
scream, maybe hit back, maybe set
boundaries... but they can’t do any of
that [in relation to the family policing
system].”

Escalating risk

Family policing responses are not only unsupportive
and ineffective, but they can also increase safety
risks in contexts of violence. Community experts
shared how family policing systems could escalate
relationship tensions while failing to provide relevant
supports. This dynamic is well-documented.’" Family
policing systems commonly lack the policies, training,
and tools required for workers to accurately assess
risk and respond in ways that ensure the safety of
survivors and their children.'? Research in this area
shows that the family policing system often dismisses
reports of violence, resulting in families being
repeatedly reported or re-“referred” to family policing
agencies without being connected to anti-violence-
related supports.’™®

Despite the well-known risks of leaving abuse, a
survivor’s capacity to protect their children is often
judged by their willingness to separate from their
partner.’ In our research, many community experts
said the family policing system expected separation
and treated it as the only solution to violence, despite
the lack of financial support and affordable housing
for survivors. One expert had seen situations where
“social workers say the child can't have contact with
the father, yet the mom’s unable to sustain herself
financially.” Experts described a “push to split up
families” rather than “supporting fathers” to

end violence.

Research shows that family policing system
involvement has frequently failed to prevent deaths of
women and children in contexts of intimate-partner
violence. The system’s risk assessment process did
not lead to services or supports to enable women and
their children to safely limit their contact with the men
who subsequently killed them.#*

As a community partner stated, “family policing is
gender-based violence.” The system creates abusive
conditions of control, surveillance, limits on behaviours
and associations, criticism, misplaced blame, and
disempowerment amidst the constant, unpredictable
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threat of child removal. In other words, family policing
mirrors the coercive dynamics of IPV."#¢ One expert
noted that many people experiencing violence
become “a victim of the system and of

[their] partner.”

CALLS TO ACTION

Advocacy to minimize harms
and maximize support

In situations where families are facing family policing
investigations and interventions, meaningful supports
include:

* Accompaniment to meetings and
appointments

*  System navigation
* Advocacy

* Rights-based and accountability strategies

Community experts described advocates’ main goal
as mediating the massive power imbalance between
families and family policing agencies: “We're often
doing a lot of backpedaling to try to minimize harms
associated [with] these agencies.”

The role of advocates

Disputing the assumption that making a family
policing report ends a helper’s responsibility to
families, community experts stressed the need

for significant advocacy and support for families
throughout family policing encounters: “We don't
leave people hanging. Just because the family policing
pathway has been triggered, that doesn’t mean we
stop advocating for them to meet their goals.” Experts
accompanied parents at family policing appointments,
advocated for parents’ rights and interests, and
documented information. The presence of an
advocate could be a crucial corrective to the system’s
gaps, inconsistencies, and shifting expectations of
parents. Having a witness during interactions with
workers helped parents feel more supported and
decreased potential for discriminatory treatment.

“If child protection is actively going
on, we always work in twos. We go
to meetings together. One person
is taking notes, and one person is
actively witnessing and being present
with the person. That way we have
two eyes and ears on the workers, on
the system, at all times, so we can
then debrief with the client: “Did you
understand everything? This is what
we understood.

Often [workers] are very inconsistent:
the language they use, the deadlines
(e.g., court dates) change all the time.
What you'’re going to court for. It’s
pretty precarious and inhumane. Just
our physical presence there, in twos,
changes the tone of the meeting.
When someone doesn’t have support
- ... or not believed to have support
- the workers take a different stance
and approach.”

Some community experts used case reviews, a
process to bring cross-sector supports together
around one table to develop plans to help parents
meet their goals in the face of onerous family policing
requirements. This could include practices like:

* Documenting parents’ efforts and strengths
helps challenge the family policing
system’s discriminatory and deficit-focused
assessments.

* Assisting with system navigation, explanation
of processes, and administrative tasks like
keeping track of emails.

One expert described how, because of disability,
literacy, cultural, or linguistic barriers, vulnerable
clients often “need support understanding what
MCFD has given them.”

Experts described how advocacy often entailed
pushing back on overreaching, unrealistic, and
inappropriate requirements or “hoops” imposed on
families. Advocates instead pushed for the system to
provide the supports that parents felt they needed,
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often material resources—such as cost coverage,
childcare, transportation, or compensation for time off
work—to support parents to complete the onerous
steps required by the system.

Rights-based and accountability approaches

Community-based advocates and helping
professionals are doing enormous amounts of

labour to mitigate harms for families at the hands

of a coercive and often opaque system. Community
experts identified systemic gaps and failures marked
by continuously “reinventing the wheel” to fix an
un-fixable system. Their work is often un-resourced,
unpaid, and off the side of their desk. Experts in our
project repeatedly called for families to have access
to paid community-based peer advocates and Elders
who could support them through family policing
interactions. As one expert stated: “There needs to be
ongoing support; you can't just drop them and imagine
other systems are supporting them. We've had to

do a lot of advocacy on our end, to get [survivors]
connected to what they need.” Community experts
also called for “know your rights” resources that could
enable families, supporters, and communities to push
back against overreaches by family policing systems.

“It’s pretty much a full-time job when
someone’s interacting with [family
policing] services, so we need to
prioritize that person’s care over folks
that aren’t interacting with those
systems. We know we’re going to
have to make space for emails, court,
travel. We also attend, if folks want,
their supervised or unsupervised
access visits - when they’re going to...
see their kids before an agreement

is made ... We offer to go ... because
they’re often being judged on their
parenting there, and there’s a lot

of unspoken surveillance that’s
happening. So if we’re present there,
we find that’s really supportive and
preventative.”

Community experts also called for more oversight
of family policing systems to prevent widespread
inconsistencies, shifting expectations, and
discrimination. Family policing systems need to be
held accountable to their own policies. This call is
also echoed in the BC Representative for Children
and Youth’s recent systemic review of BC's family
policing system.'*” Community experts called for
systemic accountability mechanisms: “Who do we
hold responsible to ensure that: policy is in place,

that it's updated, [and] revised? That it's developed
with feedback from everybody; it's implemented in a

timely way, and it's monitored and reassessed?”

Addressing gender-based violence and the family policing system
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Intersecting Legal Systems

A further site of intersection between
gender-based violence and family
policing can occur when families are
required to interact with multiple
administrative and legal systems.

Experts described how pressures, gaps, and
contradictions stemming from these multiple systems
can increase vulnerability and risk of harm.

In situations of intimate partner violence, the
activation of policing or family policing systems often
leads to the involvement of other systems—including
criminal legal, immigration, and family law. In a recent
submission to Canada’s Department of Justice,

West Coast LEAF and Rise Women's Legal Centre
describe how multiple systems can intersect to create
increasing complexity:

“A survivor who has had their children
apprehended by the state would not
have the ability to move forward
in their family law claims as they
are no longer the caregivers for the
children. A parent who is under a
deportation order could potentially
lose their ability to see and care for
their Canadian-born children again.
A survivor facing criminal charges
would have difficulties obtaining
safety and protective orders for
themselves and their children in the
family law system.”"*8

Through processes of “mutual deference,” actors

in different systems (like hospitals, family policing,
or family law) each assume that another system is
more qualified to assess risk. As a result, these
actors often uncritically accept assessments from
other systems because they are perceived to reflect
an expert opinion.™?

“We need to have a model that
understands the whole picture -
that we are still working in the
context of inequalities.”

Legal system discrimination

Legal systems are designed for and by people with
privilege.”*® Community experts named how these
systems often do not grasp the weaponization of
socio-economic, cultural, and interpersonal power
even though this is crucial for understanding the
dynamics of abuse.’™’

In BC and elsewhere, the legal system is not immune
to pervasive myths and stereotypes about intimate-
partner violence that harm survivors and place them at
increased risk.’®2 During one child protection hearing
in BC, for example, a judge characterized the abusive
relationship endured by a survivor as her “lifestyle
choice."’s3

In the context of multiple systems, these systemic
forms of bias and discrimination can follow a family
“across time and space.” Assessments of survivors as
‘bad mothers’ or as ‘unable or unwilling’ to collaborate
with family policing requirements become part of a
written record that can influence decisions in

multiple courts.’*
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Harms from legal processes

Legal processes are inherently stressful.’> Community
experts described how marginalized survivors are
often left unsupported to navigate multiple legal
processes where they have limited control. As they
deal with these legal systems, many survivors are
simultaneously processing trauma and having to

make new arrangements for day-to-day needs such

as housing, income, transportation, and childcare.
Experts described how the requirement to engage
with even one legal system—Iet alone multiple
systems—can exacerbate emotional and psychological
harms, leading to disabling conditions.

The interplay between family policing, family law,
immigration, and criminal legal systems is also ripe

for weaponization by a partner who uses abuse. West
Coast LEAF and Rise Women's Legal Centre note: “we
have seen situations where the perpetrator of violence
has utilized all four of these legal systems against one
client.’® The use of court systems as a tactic of abuse
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€«

Our clients deal with this a

lot: the process they're being
pulled through as survivors of
violence and family policing, it’s
so dysregulating, their nervous
systems are dysregulated,

they can’t read, their cognitive
functioning deteriorates in
some ways. They are physically
becoming disabled as a result of
these things.”

— COMMUNITY EXPERT



Experts shared that Ministry workers are consistently
unwilling to document their concerns about GBV

for survivors’ use in court. This leaves survivors of
violence vulnerable to myth-based accusations that
they are lying about abuse to gain custody of the
children and “alienate” the other parent. In these
cases, marginalized survivors who may face poverty,
trauma, language barriers, and other forms of
marginalization “are left to defend themselves,” as one
expert explained.

Ministry concerns about violence are used to compel
actions from survivors but not to validate survivors'
experiences or support legal outcomes that could
contribute to child and parent safety. In one case, a
community expert who feared retaliatory abuse from
their partner asked their Ministry worker to seek the
protection order instead. This request was denied on
the basis that it was the parent who was responsible
for being “protective.”

Further, in family law proceedings it is common for a
parent who has used abuse to be granted parenting
time with the children.'®® A BC study found that
family law courts sometimes did not issue protection
orders even when they recognized IPV. Instead, court
decisions tended towards the assumption that “shared
parental responsibility and even shared parenting
time were appropriate [...] even where abuse was
present.”’®" Similarly, in some cases, criminal courts
have made protection or no-contact orders against
an abusive father while the family court granted him
parenting time with the children.’¢?

These legal intersections can trap survivors
between family law orders that give the partner who
abused them shared custody, and family policing
requirements to protect their children from their ex-

partner’s violence.’®® Research in this area suggests
that survivors’ fear of losing custody and/or being
unable to supervise their abuser’s interactions with
their children may cause a delay in leaving abusive
relationships.’®4

Criminalization of Survivors

Adversarial legal systems rely on standards of
evidence that are ill-equipped to grasp private, often
subtle, patterns of violence.'®® These systems often
limit their focus to specific episodes of physical
violence.'®® Legal systems also fail to properly
consider socio-economic, cultural, and interpersonal
power, and the exploitation of power imbalances as a
tactic of abuse.™®”

Ignoring long-term, structural, and gendered patterns
of power and control can lead to minimizing violence
as a “dysfunctional relationship” or as “mutual
violence” where both parties hold equal responsibility
for harm. Legal systems often criminalize survivors
who are misidentified as aggressors.'®® Survivors
who are Indigenous, racialized, Two- Spirit, trans,
nonbinary, or queer “are at greatest risk of being
targeted by the criminal system as aggressors.”'¢®
When survivors are criminalized—or punished by
other coercive systems like immigration or mental
health detention—they face an increased likelihood
of being separated from their children through

family policing.’”®

—
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CALLS TO ACTION

5 Implement multi-system
advocacy supports and
transformative alternatives
to existing legal systems

Community experts called for multi-system navigation
and advocacy supports to reduce harms for survivors
engaged with legal systems. However, many experts
also emphasized that the harmful dynamics of blame,
coercion, and punishment are inherent to colonial legal
models. Based on this understanding, experts called
for transformative changes away from adversarial
models and towards Indigenous and transformative
models of justice.

Reducing harm through multi-system
navigation and advocacy supports

To mitigate the pressures, gaps, and contradictions
stemming from multiple legal systems, community
experts once again emphasized the need for family-
centered and wrap-around models of support. They
called for concrete supports such as:

e Childcare
e Translation services

*  Multi-system information and navigation
support provided by knowledgeable
advocates, peers, and Elders.

The latter two calls could be integrated with
Stanton’s recommendation that “the Ministry of
Attorney General and the BC courts work together
(in consultation with anti-violence experts and
practitioners) to create a Court Coordinator role to
gather and manage information across different legal
processes.”"”"

As experts in our project shared, knowledgeable
supporters can empower survivors’ self-determination
through informed choices. Experts called for
information and help to be accessible on an urgent

basis and delivered in a wholistic and integrated way,
“so | don't have to go to 10 different websites to find
the information | need.”

In addition to coordination and navigation support,
experts called for more legal advocacy services. This
call is aligned with recommendations to expand family
law legal aid funding.'”? The issues raised throughout
this project demonstrate that legal support and
advocacy should be expanded for family policing
matters as well. Family policing lawyers and legal
advocates in West Coast LEAF's network have also
called for more legal education, tools, and strategies
for advocates who work with families.””*

Implement systemic changes to address
discrimination, gaps, and contradictions
Experts also called for systemic advocacy to address
discrimination, gaps, and conflicts within and between
systems related to family well-being and gender-
based violence. If systems impose requirements on
parents experiencing violence, those systems should
provide the resources needed to access required
services. Experts called for clear, family-centered
policies to prevent the system from subjecting families
to impossible conditions, along with real accountability
mechanisms. This call is aligned with Stanton’s recent
systemic review, which called for a clear accountability
structure for systems and initiatives related to gender-
based violence.'™

As Stanton’s review has underscored, actors across

all systems (including police, Ministry workers,
prosecutors, defense lawyers, judges, and others) also
need significant training in areas including trauma-
and violence-informed practice, cultural safety, and
stereotypes about GBV.'”® In our project, community
experts called for mandatory training coupled with
accountability mechanisms to firmly reject the
prevalent discriminatory assumptions.
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We interrupt cycles of harm by
helping people identify the way
they’ve been harmed, and what needs
resulted for them, and what kinds of
things could meet those needs. When
I think about prevention or response
ork, I’'m thinking about: what is
unique experience of harm up

is point?
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Enable meaningful access to Indigenous,
transformative and restorative justice options

Experts called for BC's government to resource
communities and Nations to revitalize and deliver
Indigenous, transformative, and/or restorative justice
models. They called for alternatives to harmful

legal systems and processes, which are based on
paternalistic, carceral, and eurocentric models of
justice as punishment.”® Experts highlighted the
colonial foundations of BC's legal systems and instead
called for renewed efforts to uplift the “old laws,” such
as those centering Indigenous matriarchs (aunties, si’lu
[Hul'g"umi’num word for grandparent ],""” and kokums)
who could guide traditional practices of relational
accountability, healing, and repair.

Calls for Indigenous, transformative, and restorative
approaches are also increasing in recent research
related to gender-based violence."”® Boutilier and
Wells describe how transformative and restorative
modes of justice improve outcomes and reduce future
harms for both for survivors and for those who used
violence.'” In her recent systemic review, Stanton
also documents how relationship-based approaches
to accountability are effective in reducing subsequent
instances of gender-based harm.'®° It is also well
documented that survivors want alternatives to the
criminal legal system.’®" When people are given
options, they routinely choose alternative, non-
adversarial modes of justice.

Experts explained that community-based
transformative approaches could disrupt the
paternalistic, carceral mindset that dehumanizes
“perpetrators” and disempowers “victims” in order

to uphold the system as the “protector.” Experts
described how transformative processes could center
people who experienced violence, supported by their
chosen network, as experts in defining the harms they
experienced and in naming what they need for healing,
accountability, and repair.

INDIGENOUS JUSTICE refers to the process

of each Indigenous Nation restoring and
implementing their laws, legal practices, and
protocols to oversee how to address conflict
and harm for their Nation members, whether
they are a survivor or the one who caused harm.

TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE (TJ) is a “political
framework and approach for responding to
violence, harm, and abuse. At its most basic, it
seeks to respond to violence without creating
more violence,” understand the structural
conditions that allowed the violence to occur,
“and/or engaging in harm reduction to lessen
the violence.”

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE is a process focused
on “restoring or repairing relationships after
someone has caused harm or a rupture in the
relationship. It emphasizes the importance of
individual people and their direct community
connections receiving support and working
toward healing after harm. This may be
described as making a person whole after they
have been harmed.”

Further, experts called for transformative and
restorative processes to be built in ways that address
the complexities of violence and of unique people

and lives — including by accounting for neurodiversity
and intergenerational trauma. They described how
transformative processes could address cycles of harm
in wholistic, responsive, and preventative ways by
supporting people who used violence to heal from
past harm and learn to meet their needs without
engaging in abuse.
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Government Custody of Children
and Separation from Family

A final site of intersecting harm
identified in our project occurs in
situations where a child has been
removed under the CFCSA and is in
the interim, temporary, or continuing
custody of MCFD—including
through a voluntary agreement.

In these arrangements, parents and family members or
kinship caregivers can have significantly limited access
to their child. Removal of children to government
custody escalates risk of gendered violence for both
parents and children.

Barriers to connection

Community experts who experienced the removal of
their child to government custody faced enormous
barriers in maintaining relationships with their
children. Section 55 of the CFCSA presumes that

a child’s custodial parent has the right to see and
spend time with them (“access rights”) while they are
in the government’s interim or temporary custody
(i.e., where the goal is to return the child to their
parents’ custody). However, once the child has been
permanently removed from their parents’ custody,
the parents no longer have “access rights” under

the CFCSA. Ongoing access will only be provided to
parents under Section 56 of the CFCSA, if it is deemed
to be in the child’s best interests.'®?

GOVERNMENT CUSTODY refers to when a
child(ren) is removed from the care of their
family by the family policing system and placed
with someone else.

Meaningful access and connection are “essential to
preserving a child’s important relationships” following
removal from their home. This is true regardless of
whether they will be returned to their families or
become permanently separated.’®® For Indigenous
children, the ability to maintain family and other
important relationships is also intertwined with
protecting their Indigenous identities and community
and cultural connections.'®* However, despite the
family policing system’s recognition of access and
cultural rights, parents and caregivers “continue to
confront legal, cultural and practical barriers” to
maintaining meaningful connections to children in
government custody.’® These barriers especially
impact poor, Indigenous and racialized families, and
parents or children with disabilities.’®®

Community experts with experience of child removal
described extremely limited access to their children.
For example, one expert had been permitted to visit
her children for only fifteen minutes a month. She
described the pain of missing her child’s birthday and
not being able to spend holiday time together. In some
cases, access is restricted because the system does not
provide enough funding for approved visiting spaces
and paid workers to supervise family visits. Experts also
described having their visits “cut off” as a punishment
when they expressed frustration or questioned family
policing decisions; this latter experience is also
documented in earlier research.’®”

Experts described inconsistent expectations, worker
turnover, shifting timelines, and unreasonable
requirements as systemic barriers to reunification

with children. They also highlighted discrimination as

a major factor in the system'’s assessment of parents:
“especially when they’re on welfare, and if they're
Indigenous—because of discrimination—it’s so hard to
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get their children back.” One expert described how a
mental health diagnosis from years prior was cited as
the reason that a young relative would not be released
from government custody into her care. It was
common for parents to experience years of onerous
conditions and monitoring of their lives before their
children were returned.

Experts also expressed concern that parents who

could not make fast changes or demonstrate enough
improvement in their situation could quickly face
permanent separation: “MCFD gives parents a very
short time to get their shit together. They move quickly
towards adopting children out, and this pushes parents
over the edge.”

Harms of separation

As one expert described, forced separation from a child
is often a parent’s “worst fear.” Experts described how
a child’s removal was associated with deep loneliness,
hopelessness, fear, and sadness. “In these situations,”
stated one expert, “drug use often escalates due to

depression.”

These insights are also borne out in a growing body of
research that documents the harms to parents when

a child is removed. Mothers who had a child removed
through family policing face significant mental health
impacts; these impacts are even more pronounced
than those for mothers who experienced the death of
a child.™® Following a child’s removal, mothers who
used substances experienced unbearable trauma and
persistent symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
alongside other mental health conditions. These
mothers coped with the pain of family separation
through increased drug use, which coincided with
increased exposure to structural and interpersonal
violence, including housing instability, IPV, and survival
sex work."®? Removal of children to government
custody is also linked to significantly higher rates of
premature death of these children.®

Research suggests that the traumatic effects of child
removal are made worse by stigma, as mothers
impacted by the family policing system are often
blamed for the injustices they face, on top of numerous

60

Safety Together



1e first questions I

is: “Do you have




other structural harms. Mothers who experienced child
removal described how their trauma and distress were
not validated by health and social service providers.
Their stigmatizing loss also reduced their overall sense
of agency and well-being, including in employment
and relationships.™"

Child removal can also undermine a family’s economic
security. In our project, community experts described
a lack of material support from the family policing
system following a child’s removal, despite the heavy
demands the system places on parents’ time and
resources. Often, child removal means a loss of much
needed income supports in the form of family benefits,
leading to worsened financial precarity and sometimes
a loss of housing. One expert shared they were “now
homeless because of the family policing system.”

As we described earlier in this report, separation
from parents causes trauma to children—particularly
children who have been exposed to violence.®?
Community experts who participated in this project,
including youth experts, described frightening
situations where children did not know where they
were being taken when the system removed them
from their families. Youth experts described being
uninformed and confused; one wondered if they
were being kidnapped. Youth and other community
experts also highlighted the harms to children
caused by disconnection from their parents, siblings,
extended family, and cultural communities. Some
youth described how tensions and distrust in family
relationships due to family policing investigations
persisted long after they had returned home from
custody. Experts also highlighted how children could
also lose connection to their Indigenous identity when
they lost connections with parents.

“They think they’re helping the family
but they’re creating more harm, and
it takes a long time for children and
parents to recover from what they’re
put through by MCFD.”

Gender-based violence in
government custody

Youth and community experts also raised concerns
about the harms experienced by children and youth
while in government custody. Children and youth

in custody—particularly Indigenous girls—face
disproportionate gender-based abuse and violence
in the very settings where they are supposed to

be protected.’* MacDougall et al. cite devastating
statistics from a 2016 review by BC's Representative
for Children and Youth:

“... sexualized violence is the most
common type of critical injury
involving children and youth in
provincial care. Disturbingly, the
review also found that 61 percent
of youth who reported sexualized
violence while in the system, often by
their foster parents, were Indigenous
girls. Female victims ... who were
age 12 or younger at the time of
the incidents were four times more
likely to be Indigenous than non-
Indigenous, while female victims
between the ages of 13 and 18 were
twice as likely to be Indigenous.”""*

In our project, multiple youth experts described
experiencing abuse while in custody. When they
disclosed these experiences to Ministry workers or
caregivers, they said they were not believed and
nothing was done.

Long-term gender-based violence
impacts

Removal to government custody through family
policing also increases risks of structural and
interpersonal gender-based violence in adulthood.
Community experts commonly described how their
own experiences as youth in government custody

had left them without the resources, knowledge, and
support networks they needed to ensure safety and
well-being for themselves and their children. In other
words, the family policing system was a direct and key
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cause of the same problems it was claiming to address.
One expert stated: “The only thing guaranteed for
youth in care is poverty.”

Literature in both Canada and the US makes clear
being in government custody as a child is associated
with a higher likelihood of experiencing multiple forms
of violence and harm, including IPV as an adult.’®® In
Canada, this impact is especially present for Indigenous
women. Citing analysis from Statistics Canada,
MacDougall et al. stress how “Indigenous women are
more likely to experience physical or sexual assault

in their lifetime if they were in government care as
children” — with “81 percent of First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis women in Canada who had been in the child
welfare system [having] been physically or sexually
assaulted in their life.”19¢

As one expert stated, “we don’t speak enough about
how family policing is impacting our societies: if you
go into any prison, any jail... significant numbers ...
of incarcerated folks [experienced] family policing.”
In 2024, BC's Representative of Children and Youth
summarized the many harms linked to government
custody:

“Children who grow up in the
protective care system are more
likely than their non-care peers to
struggle at school, not graduate
from high school, be unemployed
or under-employed, live in poverty,
be in conflict with the law, struggle
with mental health or substance use
concerns, or be sexually assaulted or
trafficked.”"®”

Martin and Walia’s research with Indigenous women

in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside also reflects

myriad ways that women's experiences in government
custody and the associated disconnections drove

them into poverty, homelessness, and victimization

as adults. Youth from government custody make up
most homeless youth across Canada. Tragically, “young
people in or leaving MCFD care die at five times the
rate of the general population of young people in BC.”
Indigenous youth account for a third of these deaths.’?®

CALLS TO ACTION

Support well-being and connection to
minimize harms of separation

Across our project, community experts stressed

that situations of family separation should be met
with a renewed collective commitment to family
well-being by continuing to wrap all members of the
family in support. To support parents and youths
through experiences of isolation, instability, and
disempowerment, experts called for accompaniment
and creative advocacy to promote self-determination,
connection, and healing.

Support the well-being of parents,
6 children, and families—even during
separation

Following a child’s removal, experts in our project who
were family supporters offered resources and options
in line with parents’ choices and assisted parents

to meet their parenting goals (which often included
having their child returned home). They continued

to use wrap-around approaches and draw on family-
centred networks of support to address day-to-day
needs relating to income, housing, employment,
disability supports, healthcare, counselling, substance
use, cultural connections, and spiritual wellness.

They described the importance of accompaniment,
advocacy, and system navigation to document parents’
strengths, mitigate systemic power imbalances, and
push back on inappropriate requirements imposed by
the family policing system.

Experts who were parents described how peer-led
support groups were crucial in decreasing their sense
of stigma and isolation. These groups provided a space
where they could exchange advocacy strategies and
safely share feelings of pain and frustration.

Support the well-being of children and youth
Community experts also emphasized the vital need to
support youth in government custody. Youth experts
described how experiences of government custody
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were often characterized by isolation and instability,
including frequent moves. Turnover in Ministry and
agency staff meant they also experienced a revolving
door of Ministry workers and caregivers—many

of whom were also overburdened and persistently
unavailable. To address their experiences of isolation
and disempowerment, youth called for access to
consistent adults in their lives who could act as
mentors, supporters, and advocates. They wanted
long-term supporters who could:

* help them access appropriate health, mental
health, and well-being supports

* aid them in learning life skills
* help them to set boundaries

* advocate for their needs and rights

Experts who supported survivors as advocates
pushed for siblings or close peers to stay together
across multiple placements; this could offer valuable
relational support and protection against harm in
custody settings. They also pushed for youths’
access to the resources and supports they needed
to thrive as young adults. In some cases, this
involved working with youth to secure resources and
negotiate independent living arrangements at the
earliest possible point of eligibility. Well-supported
community-based independent living arrangements
could offer forms of long-term stability and safety that
were not realized in custody.

Support family members to connect and heal

Community experts highlighted the crucial value of
maintaining connections between children and youth
and their families, communities, and cultures—despite
periods of separation. They consistently described
access to and reconnection with cultural traditions as
key to healing, support, and growth.

Experts stressed the importance of supporting parents
to stay involved in their children’s lives. Advocates

and service providers described their creative ways

of acting as bridges to support family connections.

In cases where access visits were limited because of
insufficient staffing or physical space, one organization
got permission for visits to occur in their own facility.
This enabled parents and children to connect in a
convenient and trusted local space. In another case,
an organization worked to maintain their role as a
child’s healthcare provider even after the child had
been removed to custody. This enabled the child’s birth
family to remain involved in the child’s care and to feel
assured their child’s health needs would be met by a
trusted professional.

Youth experts in our study also called for family
reunification and healing supports. They called for
long-term family counselling and well-being supports—
irrespective of whether youth returned home after
being in custody. Together with their families, youth
wanted to name, address, and resolve the significant
relational harms and mistrust that occurred because

of harm and violence within the family, and because of
the family policing system.
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Transformative Calls for Change

We’ve undertaken this project ata
time of significant attention to GBYV,
IPV, child safety, and corresponding
systemic responses.

Recent systemic reviews have analyzed the harms

and gaps in these systems, offered important
recommendations, and highlighted long-standing
systemic failures. However, these insights are not new:
decades of reports have issued recommendations that
have largely not been implemented.

This project has taken a different approach. Based

on the insights of community experts, it invites

a broadening of focus to critically question the
foundations of entire systems. From this vantage point,
it is difficult to miss how contemporary policing and
family policing responses to gender-based violence
were never meant to respond to violence in a way

that supports families as a whole. They are not only
ineffective but are also crucial drivers of harm.

Reports often focus on systemic reform to reduce
barriers to reporting through education or awareness-
raising, or to build trust between communities and
these systems. Instead, we have heard from community
experts that people do not want to engage with

these systems at all. As experts emphasized, existing
responses to violence continue colonial practices of
family separation and uphold systems of power that
are not only patriarchal but also deeply classist, racist,
heteronormative, and ableist.

Throughout this project, community experts have
called for bold shifts—away from family policing and
towards family well-being. At each site of intersection
between family policing and gender-based violence,
they named transformative changes that could redirect
our collective resources towards community-based,
wholistic supports that families choose for themselves
and that are unattached to systems of surveillance and
punishment.

Experts’ calls for change are powerful invitations for all
of us who identify as “changemakers” or “helpers”—
whether we are family members, neighbours,
educators, service providers, advocates, community
leaders, policy-makers, or legislators—to push for
system transformation today.
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Support community-rooted
care and honour self-
determination

Friends, neighbours, educators, collectives,
community leaders, and organizations can:

Support transformative learning for all

[ Normalize conversations about power
and harm in families and relationships.

[[1 Teach and learn about cycles of harm
to break them.

[ Reject simplistic categories of “victim”
and “perpetrator.”

Build collective responsibility

[[] Create collective approaches to support and
respond to gender-based violence, including
intimate partner violence in our communities.

[[] Share skills and resources so that communities,
families, and peers feel equipped to support
their relationships, including with survivors and
people that cause harm, and can support in
holding institutions that create more violence
and harm accountable.

Build skills and knowledge to support survivors of
GBV'’s self-determination

[ Learn, practice and implement the skills to
support survivors determining what safety
looks like to them and support them to make
that a reality.

Resource community-based
services

Funders, governments, legislators, and
agencies can:

Resource upstream, wholistic supports for family
well-being

[T] Address basic needs so that all families can
thrive.

[] Fund wholistic, family-centered, culturally safe
and trauma- and violence-informed models.

[] Fund relational, peer-based models, and
connections to community, land, and culture.

Increase access to inclusive community-based anti-
violence services for those who have experienced
harm and those who have harmed

[[] Fund accessible anti-violence services that
meet the needs of marginalized survivors.

[[1 Fund non-carceral anti-violence and healing
supports beyond the gendered victim/
perpetrator binary and engage people who
have caused harm.

Service providers and advocates can:

Prioritize self-determination

[[] Service providers can support survivors in
who are accessing supports by implementing
informed choice models and helping survivors
make informed choices.
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Move towards supporting
over reporting

Friends, neighbours, educators, collectives,
community leaders, organizations, advocates
and service providers can:

Uphold a commitment and practice to support
and not report

[ ] Connect survivors and families with their
chosen supports.

[[1 Support through informed choice, goal-setting,
and accompaniment to minimize harms and
maximize access to benefits.

Build helpers’ capacities to support

[[1 Develop resources and skill development
opportunities to build helpers’ capacities to
support.

Service providers, advocates, governments,
legislators, funders, and agencies can:

Advocate to end mandatory reporting

[[1 Lobby for legislation to be revised and repeal
mandatory reporting laws, in BC this includes
Section 13 and 14 of the CFCSA.

4 Minimize. fa.nmily policing harms
and maximize support

Friends, neighbours, educators, collectives,
community leaders, organizations, service
providers and advocates can:

Take an advocate stance during investigations.

[[] Accompany families to witness interactions and
push for accountability during investigations.

[[] Provide ongoing support to meet parenting
goals.

[]  Advocate to minimize harms and “hoops,” and
maximize supports.

Governments, legislators, funders, and
agencies can:

Strengthen rights-based and accountability approaches

[[] Ensure all families have access to well-paid and
trained advocates.

[] Improve transparency, oversight, and
rights-based mechanisms to hold systems
accountable.

Implement multi-system

5 advocacy supports and
transformative alternatives to
existing legal systems

Governments, legislators, funders and
agencies can:

Implement multi-system navigation and advocacy
supports.

[ Fund childcare, translation and system
navigators who work across systems.

Implement systemic changes to address discrimination,
gaps, and contradictions.

[[] Review and revise laws that impact families and
ensure consistency to be family-centred across
all jurisdictions.

[ ] Ensure all actors in the legal systems (criminal,
family, child protection) are trained in cultural
safety, trauma-and violence-informed practice
and on the impact of stereotypes around GBV.

Enable meaningful access to Indigenous, transformative
and restorative justice options.

[[] Provide adequate and stable funding to justice
alternatives to address the harms of GBV.
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Support well-being and
connection to minimize harms
of separation

Friends, neighbours, educators, collectives,
community leaders, organizations, service
providers and advocates can:

Support the well-being of parents, children, and
families — even during separation.

[ ] Support parents’ goals and well-being before,
during and after removal of children.

[[] Support the well-being children and youth
before, during and after removal into
government custody.

[] Advocate with children, youth, parents,
extended family and community to
ensure their rights to access to maintain a
relationship are upheld.

[] Support family members to connect and heal
when separated and if reunification occurs.

Governments, legislators, funders and
agencies can:

Ensure resources are available for families to maintain
their relationships.

[ ] Provide adequate and sustainable funding
to support community to facilitate ongoing
connections.

Implement advocacy supports if access is being
denied or negatively impacted.

[[] Ensure there are timely mechanisms to
address concerns around maintaining access
and connection for families.

At each site of intersecting harm, community
organizations, Nations, and advocates are already re-
envisioning and restoring family safety and well-being
through transformative practices of advocacy and
support. Their actions reflect creativity, commitment,
and integrity despite the precarity and turmoil caused
by insufficient resources. Their practices are rooted in
a wholistic grasp of violence as flowing from harmful
conditions that impact whole families—not just
children. Taken together, these wise practices offer a
powerful re-envisioning of child and family safety that
can be mobilized to end the colonial harms of

family separation.
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GLOSSARY

Administrative violence

Administrative violence “draws attention to the ways
in which systems that organize our lives in seemingly
ordinary ways — determining what ID we carry, what
government records exist about us, how roads or
schools or garbage pick-up are organized — produce
and distribute life chances based on violent forms

of categorization. [...] [E]xperts invent and deploy
categories that manage and sort people, substances,
buildings, curricula, human capacities etc.”’®® Often
these categorizations are presented as normal and
neutral, and mask how they uphold colonial, racist,
ableist etc. frameworks. The state presents these ways
of organizing life as neutral and ordinary, helping them
entrench harm into daily life.

Anti-violence supports

Programs, policies, and campaigns aimed at combating
and reducing various forms of violence in society,
including physical, emotional, and structural violence,
and supporting survivors.2°°

British Columbia (BC)

This report uses “BC” to refer to the Government
of British Columbia and the lands that are colonially
known as the Province of British Columbia.

Carceral

Carceral is the approach and process that relies on
the state to control and punish people in the name of
safety. This includes maintaining prisons and police,
and extends to the idea that we must rely on the
government for safety, including for the safety of
children and youth. In reality, carceral approaches
create more ongoing violence.2%!

Coercive control

Coercive control is an act or a pattern of acts of
assault, threats, humiliation, and intimidation or other
abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten a
victim. This controlling behaviour is designed to make
a person dependent on the person who is harming
them by isolating them from support, exploiting them,
depriving them of independence, and regulating their
everyday behavior.2°2

Cultural safety

Cultural safety is a practice for those in positions

of power (including frontline staff), to recognize the
historical, economic, and social contexts, coupled with
structural and interpersonal power imbalances, that
shape people’s outcomes and experiences with systems
like family policing. For Indigenous peoples, this means
naming and recognizing the past and present role

of colonialism.2%%

Family policing

Often known as child welfare or child protection, the
family policing system narrowly focuses on assessing
whether to remove a child from their home. Thus, the
system focuses on scrutinizing parents or caregivers
and families as “risks” to their children.

The family policing system maintains power and control
over the lives of families and children—most often
Indigenous families and children—through surveillance,
regulation, and punishment.

Family policing investigations

Family policing investigations refer to the process that
occurs after a family is reported to the government.
Families are subject to multi-stage investigation
processes where they experience surveillance and
monitoring of their behaviors, relationships, and
home life. If an investigation confirms the existence
of perceived child safety concerns, there are a range
of possible protection responses. These range from
negotiating a voluntary agreement with the parents
to removing the child from the parents’ legal custody
through the court.

Gender-based violence

Gender-based violence (GBV) is “violence that is
inflicted upon a person or persons due to their gender
identity, gender expression, or perceived gender.”204

It impacts women and all people impacted by gender-
based discrimination, including Two-Spirit, non-binary
and queer people, and trans people of all genders. It
can include sexual violence, assault, rape, stalking, etc.
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Ghost fathers

Ghost fathers is a term to describe how the family
policing system does not acknowledge or engage with
the presence of fathers in the lives of mothers and
children, even when they are present to some capacity.
Research has demonstrated that family policing
workers will often see fathers as irrelevant or a risk to
the child and/or mother and then make little effort to
engage or contact fathers.2%%

Government custody

Government custody refers to when a child(ren) is
removed from the care of their family by the family
policing system and placed with someone else. This
can include kinship care arrangements when family
policing workers are monitoring and controlling these
placements. For example, a grandma may step up to
be a kinship carer but may then be required to sever
the relationship with her adult child to be allowed to
care for her grandchildren.

“Foster care” is part of government custody when
children are placed with strangers or in more
institutional settings like group homes. Risk is much
higher for children in “foster care.” The process of
government custody can occur before the formal court
process of terminating parental rights and occur under
“voluntary arrangements.”

There is movement to move away from the term “in
care” as it implies children were not being cared for
by their family and instead it is up to the government
to provide care. This conflicts with research findings
about people’s experiences in government custody.?%¢

Indigenous justice

Indigenous justice refers to the process of each
Indigenous Nation restoring and implementing their
laws, legal practices, and protocols to oversee how

to address conflict and harm for their Nation members,
whether they are a survivor or the one who

caused harm.27

Informed choice

Informed choice is a process where someone has

all the information that they need to weigh the risks
and benefits of a decision, that they can have all their

questions answered, and that they are allowed to make
the decision for themselves, free from pressure or
threat.?08

Intimate partner violence

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a predominant form
of GBV andis reflective of what most community
experts encountered either as survivors or as
supporters to survivors. IPV is the “abuse of power

by one partner in a dating, common-law, married, or
otherwise intimate relationship. This abuse can be
physical, sexual, emotional, financial, social, cultural, or
a combination of some or all of these.”2°°

Mandatory reporting

Mandatory reporting (also known as the duty to
report) is the universal legal “duty to report” suspected
child abuse/neglect to the Ministry of Children and
Family (MCFD). Mandatory and permissive reporting
laws often lead to misreporting, which results in over-
reporting, due to vague and subjective definitions like
neglect, reporter fear, implicit bias, and a “when in
doubt, report” culture.?'®

Ministry of Children and Family Development (MCFD)
The Ministry of Children and Family Development

is the government department that is given power
through the Child, Family and Community Services
Act (CFCSA). This agency employs family policing
workers (Ministry workers) to investigate and
maintain oversight of children, youth, and families.
This government department also funds many family
support services within BC.

MCFD also has significant oversight and discretion
over delegated Indigenous Child and Family Service
Agencies (ICFSA). Delegated ICFSAs retain some
independence from MCFD, such as hiring their own
employees. Other ICFSAs have total jurisdiction if they
are overseen by an Indigenous Nation that has reached
a coordination agreement with BC.

Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity is the idea that all brains are diverse in
how they work — no two brains or nervous systems are
the same.?"
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People who are marginalized based on gender

We use the phrase “people who are marginalized based
on gender” to refer to all people who face gender
discrimination, not only women. This includes Two-
Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans people of all genders
(not only women), queer, intersex, non-binary, and
gender non-conforming people.

Person who caused harm

Person who caused harm is a term used to resist
stereotypes, binaries, or minimize the wholeness of a
person. Terms such as accused and offender are legal
expressions rooted in colonial law.

Racial capitalism

Racial capitalism refers to the process that used racial
categories to normalize and naturalize labour roles
and access to resources. The most prominent example
of this was the Atlantic Slave Trade. Today, racial
capitalism operates on a racial division and hierarchy
to pit workers and their communities against each
other and normalize structural inequalities like lack of
resources on reserves, underpaying migrant workers,
and blaming migrants for rising housing costs.?'?

Restorative justice

Restorative justice is a process focused on “restoring
or repairing relationships after someone has caused
harm or a rupture in the relationship. It emphasizes
the importance of individual people and their direct
community connections receiving support and working
toward healing after harm. This may be described as

making a person whole after they have been harmed.”
213

Saviourism

Savioursm is the idea that assumes some people need
someone to save them and that without intervention
and guidance they will not survive. It is predominantly
expressed through white saviourism, a colonial idea
that assumes Black, Indigenous and racialized people,
need white people to save them.?'* In the context of
GBY, it can look like people dictating to survivors what
they need to do for their own safety.

Self-determination

Self-determination is both an individual and collective
process and goal. It is the ability to make important
decisions about one’s life. For Indigenous nations,

it includes the ability to make collective decisions
about governance, including nation membership, laws
(including child and family well-being), economics, etc.
without interference from the state.?'®

State violence

State violence refers to violence that is perpetrated
by the government, its systems, or its employees
or actors. State violence includes violence by law
enforcement, prisons, immigration policies, and
economic systems.?'®

Structural violence

Structural violence refers to the physical and
psychological harm that result from exploitative and
unjust social, political, and economic systems.?'"”

Transformative justice

Transformative Justice (TJ) is a “political framework
and approach for responding to violence, harm,

and abuse. At its most basic, it seeks to respond to
violence without creating more violence,” understand
the structural conditions that allowed the violence to
occur, “and/or engaging in harm reduction to lessen
the violence.”21®

Web of surveillance

Web of surveillance is a framework to understand how
the family policing system has created a network of
actors who judge and control how families adhere to
standards of “child safety” and “protection.” These
network of actors are framed as neutral and normal,
and mask how colonialism, racism, ableism etc. inform
these standards. For example, this can include a
practice like co-sleeping with an infant or children of
different sexes sharing a bedroom, all of which can lead
to a report to the family policing system.

Surveillance and enforcement of these norms happen
through mandatory reporting laws that turn people
who could be a support for families into the eyes
and ears of the state. The surveillance continues in
how families are investigated and assessed by family
policing workers and how their relationship with their
children is controlled and dictated by the workers,
including after children are removed from their
families.?™
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