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Like all po
or families 

in Ontario, 
First Nation

s children 
are 

poor because
 parents are

 unable to 
work or cann

ot get work,
 

because soci
al supports 

do not provi
de enough fo

r the family
 

to live on, 
or because p

arents can o
nly earn ve

ry low wages
. 

There is not
 enough subs

idized housi
ng available

 to have a 

decent and s
afe place to

 live for fa
milies on lo

w incomes. I
n 

addition, fo
r children 

living on re
serve, there

 isn’t fundi
ng 

for decent h
ousing, acce

ss to health
care provide

rs, safe 

drinking wa
ter or equit

able funding
 for educati

on. 

- Chapter 1: Introduct
ion -

When a First Nations
 child asks, 

“Why am I poor?” what 
is the answer 

that we, as a society,
 will give? 

First Nation
s children 

have the add
ed burden of

 

racism, assi
milation pol

icies and fu
nding inequ

ities. 

They are two
 and a half

 times more 
likely to en

d up 

in child pr
otective cus

tody for neg
lect. Yet, o

nce 

removed from
 their famil

ies, there i
s funding to

 pay 

at least $10,0
00 per year fo

r each child
 in care 

as long as t
hey are not 

with a famil
y member, an

d 

$80,000 per y
ear for each

 child in a
 specialized

 

group home. 
As they get 

older, the g
overnment pa

ys 

$55,000 per y
ear to inca

rcerate each
 person, not

 

including a
dministrativ

e, court or 
overhead cos

ts.
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The depth and breadth of poverty in First 

Nations children and families in Canada is 

staggering. First Nations children under 

6 years of age living off reserve are more 

than twice as likely to live in low income 

families as compared to other Canadians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The level of poverty experienced by 

First Nations children is all the more 

disturbing given that Canada has a high 

standard of living and has been identified 

as one of the best countries to live 

in the world by the United Nations. A 

recent Senate report, Children: The 

Silenced Citizens, referred to a brief 

the committee received from World Vision 

Canada that noted Canada’s standing would 

drop to 78th on the United Nations’ Human 

Development Index if the analysis looked 

at the economic and social well-being 

of Aboriginal people. According to an 

article in the November 27, 2010 Economist 

magazine, when countries are ranked 

according to child poverty, Canada rates 

among the bottom third of the richest 

countries in the world, at 22 out of the  

31 member countries in the Organization  

for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

The cost of First Nations child poverty 

affects everyone - from the child who has 

significantly fewer opportunities to live 

a balanced and fulfilled life and less 

opportunities for personal growth and 

development - to the single mother who 

is struggling to raise her children in a 

new city far from her home community and 

culture - to all Ontarians who experience 

the costs and the loss of human potential 

resulting from the impact of poverty. 

According to the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal People, the cost of poor wages 

and unemployment in terms of lost income 

in the form of taxes and social assistance 

was 7.5 billion dollars in 1996. That amount 

is expected to grow to 11 billion by 2016, 

not accounting for inflation, the costs of 

children in care or incarceration.

Phil Fontaine, former National Chief of the 

Assembly of First Nations, noted that both 

the 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal 

Peoples and the Kelowna Accord had the goals 

of reducing the socio-economic gap between 

First Nations people and other Canadians. He 

expressed his concerns that Canada had not 

yet developed a plan to meet this target. 

At the root of the income gap, is the 

impact of colonization, lack of recognition 

of First Nations’ collective rights and 

interests, the intergenerational impact of 

the residential school system, an outdated 

legislative and policy framework governed by 

the Indian Act, and over a decade of budget 

caps frozen at levels below population 

growth and inflation (Fontaine, 2007). 

For children living on reserve, 
high levels of unemployment coupled 
with lower incomes put them at a 
significantly higher risk of being poor 
as compared to other Canadian children. 
As a result, First Nations children 
have:

�� a higher risk of being taken into 
the child protection system

�� an increased chance of poor  
overall health

�� an increased likelihood of going 
hungry on a regular basis

�� a lower level of physical activity

�� an increased risk of living  
in overcrowded and poorly  
maintained homes

�� an increased risk of lower  
school readiness

�� an increased likelihood of becoming 
involved in the criminal justice 
system once they reach adulthood 

(RCAP, 1996) 



Why am I Poor?  -  4

The issue of First Nations child poverty 

cannot be understood without understanding 

the historical and current social contexts 

from which it arises. It is important for 

service providers to have an awareness of 

individual lived experience in the context of 

social policy, funding inequities and racism.

This report provides a hard look at the 

lived experiences and outcomes of First 

Nations children in Ontario who are poor, 

the factors that drive First Nations child 

poverty and the ways that service providers 

can make a difference.

Purpose
The purpose of this report is to help 

service providers understand the context 

and history of First Nations child 

poverty. It also provides information on 

how to work with and advocate for First 

Nations families. Practical, culturally 

relevant and effective strategies to 

support families have been included to 

help service providers reduce both the 

impact and the rate of First Nations child 

poverty. Information is also provided on 

ways to support front-line staff working 

with vulnerable First Nations families. 

Methods
Information was collected for this report 

through key informants and from a review 

of current literature, reports, articles 

and news bulletins from First Nations 

organizations, government and other 

organizations. An advisory group guided the 

development of the report.

The key informant interviews included 

questions (see Appendix B) regarding 

effective approaches, challenges, impact 

of culture, substance use, mental health 

concerns, issues pertaining to children 

in care, strategies to reduce the rate of 

child poverty and the challenges faced by 

front-line workers. 

The recommendations and strategies in this 

report are based primarily on information 

shared by the key informants. Their 

conversations were insightful, inspiring 

and sometimes unsettling. The interviews 

took place at a time when the overall rate 

of child poverty was rising in Ontario. 

The researcher has made all attempts to 

remain true to the voices of key informants 

and to reflect their urgency to move 

forward in supporting vulnerable First 

Nations families. In addition, the draft 

text of the report was reviewed by topic 

experts to provide additional insights.

Status

It is govern
ed by the I

ndian Act. 

First Nation
s people ar

e registere
d 

under the I
ndian Act b

ased on blo
od 

quantum and
 historical

 policy. The
 

Indian Act 
impacted st

atus, due to
 

the loss of 
status for F

irst Nations
 

women marry
ing non-Nati

ve men and 

their desce
ndants for 1

50 years. S
ome 

people rega
ined their 

status with 

Bill C-31 an
d Bill C-3. 

Throughout 

colonial hi
story, polic

ies removed
 

status for v
eterans, pe

ople who 

attained a 
university d

egree and 

for those wh
o were empl

oyed. First 

Nations peop
le may live 

in First 

Nation comm
unities both

 on and off 

reserve, in 
urban or ru

ral areas.
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The Indian Act 1876
This Act further defined the government relationship with Canada’s first people, by determining who was Indian, where Indians could live and what Indians were entitled to. Through this Act, Aboriginal people lost all autonomy, including self-determination, self-identification, traditional culture, health and education. The Act was grounded in assimilation, through the outlawing of traditional practices, traditional governments and enfranchisement.

Aboriginal people
Are recognized in Canada’s Constitution  and include First Nations, Métis and  Inuit people.

British North America  Act 1867
Laid the foundation for the historical relationship between the indigenous people’s of Canada and ongoing federal policy. In it, Indians and their lands became crown wards. 

First Nation
s

There is no
 legal defi

nition for 

this term. 
It replaced

 the usage 

of the term
 Indian in 

the later 

part of the
 last centu

ry. It 

can refer to
 a communit

y or an 

individual.
 People may

 refer to 

themselves a
s First Nati

ons with 

or without h
aving statu

s.

Métis

Those of mi
xed ancestr

y or First 

Nations peop
le who do n

ot have 

status as de
fined by th

e Indian 

Act. The Mét
is people h

ave a 

distinct cu
lture and h

istory.

Inuit

The people who traditionally occupied the  most northern parts of Canada.

INAC

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada has now been changed to Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. 
 

Common Terms



- Chapter 2: Measurin
g Child Poverty -

How is Poverty Defin
ed? 

Poverty can 
be measured

 in many di
fferent ways

. Poverty  

is often def
ined on the 

basis of inc
ome. Standar

d measures 

of poverty d
o not measur

e non-standa
rd families,

 such as 

extended fam
ilies and m

ultigenerati
onal famili

es, which 

are seen mor
e frequently

 in First Na
tions famili

es.  

 

The Ontario 
Deprivation 

Index (ODI) 
tries to cap

ture 

real life ne
eds and tak

es into cons
ideration is

sues 

such as food
 quality, ab

ility to mee
t health nee

ds 

and housing.
 It was deve

loped with i
nput from 

community gr
oups and fro

m people liv
ing in pove

rty. 
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The Low Income Measure (LIM) considers a 

family to be living in poverty when their 

income is less than 50% of the median 

income, adjusted for family size.  

At the national level, Statistics Canada 

uses the Low-Income Cut-Off (LICO) to 

identify the poverty line for Canadians. 

LICO is defined as the income level at which 

nuclear families with children under 18 

or individuals spend more than 20% of the 

proportion of income that an average family 

spends on food, shelter and clothing. LICO 

is adjusted by community size and number 

of children in the family. It is not 

adjusted for families with special needs or 

disabilities. It is used by most governments 

and publicly funded organizations to 

measure poverty in Canada.

First Nations Child  
Poverty Rates in Ontario 
This section shares information about 

the rates of poverty in First Nations 

children. Data specific to Ontario is 

noted where available. Where provincial 

data was not available, national data is 

provided. In cases where First Nation-

specific data was not found, Aboriginal-

specific data was provided instead (i.e. 

data that is inclusive of First Nation, 

Métis and Inuit populations).  

There are approximately 249,000 Aboriginal 

people in Ontario according to the 2006 

Aboriginal Population Profile, of which about 

65% self-identified as North American Indian, 

about 30% as Métis, and 0.8% as Inuit. 

The balance was due to multiple identity 

responses as well as other Aboriginal. 

Aboriginal people in total account for 

about 2% of the Ontario population and First 

Nations people about 1.3%.

$22,229

$27,674

$34,022

$41,307

$46,850

$52,838

$58,827

$5,989 

Table 1 - Low Income Cut-off

Size of Family Unit 	  Minimum necessary income

added for each  
additional person

Source: Citizen and Immigration Canada 
(Effective until December 31, 2011)
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Family structure also impacts the risk of 

poverty. First Nations children under 6 

years of age, living off reserve in Canada, 

were more than three times as likely to be 

raised by young parents between the ages of 

15 and 24 years old than other Canadians 

(27% compared to 8%). They were also more 

than three times more likely to live with a 

single parent as compared to other Canadian 

children (41% compared to 13%). They were 

more likely to have larger families than 

other Canadians. First Nations families 

living off reserve in Canada are twice 

as likely to have four or more children 

as non-Aboriginal people (17% vs. 8%), 

(Statistics Canada, 2006). Young parents, 

and particularly young single mothers, are 

more vulnerable and face challenges related 

to education and employment that can lead 

to poverty (Pohl, 2002). 

First Nations people continue to lag behind 

the general population in the areas of child 

poverty, income and education. In addition, 

First Nations families have higher risk 

factors for poverty based on the younger 

average age of new mothers and their 

increased likelihood to be single parents.

The statistics associated with First Nations 

child poverty, and with the factors that 

are linked to this situation, are grim. The 

2006 Canadian Census, which uses low income 

cut-off, showed that almost half or 49% of 

First Nations children under the age of 

6, living off reserve, were in low-income 

families, compared to 

18% of non-Aboriginal 

children. For those who 

live in large cities, 

the Canadian statistics 

were worse: 57% of First 

Nations children are 

living in low-income 

families compared to 

21% of non-Aboriginal 

children (Statistics 

Canada, 2006). According 

to the 2010 Report Card 

on Child and Family 

Poverty in Ontario, 

which utilized the low 

income measure, 15% of 

families are living in 

poverty (Maund, 2010).  

In 2002-03, 25% of 

First Nations children 

on reserve lived in poverty, compared 

to 16% of Canadian children (Fontaine, 

2007). More recent statistics from Indian 

and Northern Affairs Canada indicated 

that income was substantially lower and 

unemployment substantially higher for 

individuals living on reserve. In 2006 the 

unemployment rate was about four times 

higher for First Nations people living on 

reserve compared to other Canadians. First 

Nations children are at substantially 

higher risk of living in poverty with 

a median income of less than half that 

earned by the general population (Indian 

and Northern Affairs, 2009). 

First Nations people 
continue to lag behind 
the general population 
in the areas of child 
poverty, income and 
education.
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49% 
of First 
Nations 
children 
under the 
age of 6, 
living 
off 
reserve, 
were in 
low-income 
families

18% 
of non-
Aboriginal 
children

57% 
of First 
Nations 
children 
in large 
cities are 
living in 
low-income 
families

21% 
of non-
Aboriginal 
children

(Statistics Canada, 2006)

vs.

vs.



- Chapter 3: Historica
l Foundations - 

The high rate of pove
rty  

today is linked to th
e traumas 

experienced by curre
nt and  

past generations [ . . . ]

Disease also
 had a devas

tating impac
t on First N

ations 

people. Some
 communities

 were comple
tely decimat

ed. There 

were many o
utbreaks thr

oughout colo
nial history

 from small
 

pox, influen
za, polio an

d tuberculos
is as well a

s the 

current HIV/
AIDS and H1N

1 epidemics.
 For example

, during the
 

2009 H1N1 ep
idemic, Firs

t Nations pe
ople were at

 high risk o
f 

infection. A
ccording to 

Dr. Isaac So
bol, poverty

, overcrowde
d 

housing and 
limited acce

ss to runni
ng water wer

e the main 

contributors
 (Rabson, 20

10).
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The Indian Act had a profound negative 

impact on Aboriginal people. The Indian 

Act defines status, which means the 

Canadian government has the complete 

power to decide who is and isn’t Indian. 

It was particularly devastating for 

Aboriginal women and their children. 

First Nations women who married non-

status men lost status for themselves 

and their descendants. First Nations 

women were removed from the reserve and 

families through their loss of status. 

In matrilineal cultures, this disrupted 

the traditional balance of power and the 

transfer of traditional knowledge. 

Policies that contributed to the loss 

of language and culture included the 

outlawing of traditional ceremonies 

and forced relocations from traditional 

hunting lands. The latter resulted in 

starvation and a reliance on government 

handouts of flour, sugar and lard, laying 

the foundations for the health problems 

seen today.

The Indian Act created reserves and 

the band council system of government 

designed to undermine traditional forms of 

government. It gave complete control and 

financial responsibility of First Nations 

people to the government of Canada. At 

the same time, Aboriginal people had less 

rights and their access to basic services 

was diminished below that of other 

Canadians. For example, Aboriginal people 

were excluded from Old Age Pensions, 

Unemployment Insurance, Family Allowance 

and Social Assistance into the 1950’s and 

beyond (Hick, 2004).  

The residential school era in Canada 

began in 1849 and ended in 1996, when the 

last school closed. This system removed 

Aboriginal children as young as four 

years old and kept them away from their 

families and communities well into their 

teens. Residential schools were designed 

to assimilate children into Canadian 

society. Children were not allowed to 

speak their native languages, their hair 

was cut and their traditional clothing 

The high rate of pove
rty  

today is linked to th
e traumas 

experienced by curre
nt and  

past generations [ . . . ]

In some residential schools the 

death rate  
was as high as 

75%  
from  

disease,  
starvation 
and abuse  
(Milloy, 1999).  

The children who survived 
often had low literacy  
rates and did not have  
parenting or life skills.
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discarded. It was mandatory education 

with forced removal. Some estimate that 

150,000 children attended the schools 

at the height of the residential school 

era. Underfunded and run by churches, 

the impact on Aboriginal people was 

devastating. In some residential schools 

the death rate was as high as 75% from 

disease, starvation and abuse (Milloy, 

1999). The children who survived often 

had low literacy rates and did not have 

parenting or life skills. Many turned 

to substances in order to forget the 

trauma they experienced while attending 

residential school. Duran (2006) argued 

that the ‘soul wound’ that was created 

through the assimilation policies like 

residential schools created a learned 

helplessness and hopelessness. 

In a study conducted by the Chiefs of 

Ontario, 35% of First Nations adults 

believed that their parents’ attendance 

at residential schools negatively affected 

the parenting they received as children. 

Additionally, 67% of the adults surveyed 

believed that their grandparents’ 

attendance at residential schools negatively 

affected their parenting skills (2003).  

The high rate of poverty today is linked 

to the traumas experienced by current and 

past generations brought about by efforts 

to colonize and assimilate Aboriginal 

people in Canada through damaging 

government policies. From the discussions 

with the key informants, it is clear 

that service providers who understand 

the impact of these past traumas are 

more likely to be effective in providing 

culturally sensitive and appropriate 

services to their clients.  

The report of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal People (1996) was seen by 

many as an opportunity to break with 

the past and to embark on a new path 

built on recognition and understanding 

of responsibility of governments and 

Aboriginal people. It was seen as an 

opportunity to build a new and better 

relationship with the Aboriginal people 

of Canada, based on mutual respect, 

recognition, responsibility and sharing. 

Since that time there has been some 

progress with respect to the recognition 

of past wrongs. Most notable is the 

June 2008 federal government apology to 

Aboriginal people for the damage done 

by the residential school system to 

Aboriginal culture and language and the 

lasting impact it has had on the social, 

economic and cultural welfare of First 

Nation, Métis and Inuit communities. More 

recently, on November 10, 2010, Canada 

endorsed the United Nations’ Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous peoples. This 

non-binding document identifies the rights 

of Indigenous peoples globally and was not 

supported by Canada when it was initially 

adopted by the United Nations in 2007.
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The latter resulted in 

starvation  

and a reliance on  
government 
handouts of flour,  
sugar and lard, laying the 
foundations for the health 
problems seen today.

Policies that contributed to the loss of  
language and culture included the outlawing  
of traditional ceremonies and forced  
relocations from traditional hunting lands.



- Chapter 4: Current 
Contributing Factors

 - 

In addition to histor
ical factors 

that contributed to 
First Nations 

child poverty, there 
are numerous 

current contributing
 factors. 

One of the m
andatory out

houses in Mi
shkeegogaman

g First Nati
on. This pic

ture depicts
 

the daily st
ruggles that

 on reserve 
community me

mbers have t
o face. The 

majority of 
the 

homes in Mis
hkeegogamang

 are not up 
to par with 

regular hous
ing standard

s and are no
t 

equiped with
 running wat

er. 
- Treena Ash

nugeesha - 
First Nation

s youth
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Inadequate Housing  
Aboriginal families are significantly more 

likely to live in poor housing conditions 

than the general population. Across 

Canada, Aboriginal parents were almost 

twice as likely to be in core housing need 

compared to other Canadians (i.e., more 

than 30% of household income is spent on 

finding suitable local housing). They were 

also significantly more likely to live in 

overcrowded housing or to live in a house 

that needs major repairs (National Council 

on Welfare, 2007). In Ontario, about 15% 

of homes occupied by Aboriginal people 

were in need of major repairs (Statistics 

Canada, 2007).  

Twenty-two percent of on reserve 

households lived in inadequate housing 

and were in core housing need, compared 

to 2.5% of non-Aboriginal households. Off 

reserve, 21% of Aboriginal households had 

problems affording housing and were in 

core-housing need, compared to 14% of non-

Aboriginal households (Canada Mortgage and 

Housing Corporation, 2009).  

The housing shortage is acute on reserve, 

and many young mothers are forced to live 

in over-crowded and run-down housing. In 

2006, almost 22% of First Nations housing 

was in need of major repair, compared to 

7% of the non-Aboriginal population. Off 

reserve, First Nations people were more 

than twice as likely to live in a house 

that needs major repairs (Indian and 

Northern Affairs, 2010).  

Many First Nations communities lack 

potable water and sewage systems. 

According to a national assessment by 

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 

almost 30% of water in First Nations was 

potentially harmful (2003). As of November 

2011, there were 131 boil water advisories 

in First Nations across Canada (First 

Nations Inuit Health Branch, 2011). 

Poor housing is also related to poor 

child health outcomes including higher 

infant mortality rates, Sudden Infant 

Death Syndrome, and respiratory disease 

(UNICEF, 2009). Other impacts include an 

increase in life threatening infections, 

injuries, mental illness and chronic 

illness (National Collaborating Centre for 

Aboriginal Health, 2010a). 

Poor housing is one of the risk factors 

linked to the high number of First Nations 

children in care due to neglect (NCCAH, 

2010b). Poverty and housing issues are 

closely linked, and the inability of 

First Nations parents to obtain suitable 

accommodation for their children is a 

major concern that can lead to involvement 

with child protection services. 

Employment and Income  
First Nations people, both on and 

off reserve, have higher rates of 

unemployment, compared to the non-

Aboriginal population. Across Canada, in 

2006, the non-Aboriginal unemployment rate 

was 5.2% compared to 13% for registered 

First Nations people living off reserve 

almost 

30%  
of water in First  
Nations was  
potentially harmful 
(2003)
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(Silver, Mallet, Green & Simard, 2002).

did not believe that 
teachers expected 
Aboriginal students 
to succeed in school

of Aboriginal 
students didn’t feel 
welcome in school 

believed that racism 
was a factor for 
Aboriginal students 
in school 

75%

70%

100%
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and 22.1% for those living on reserve 

(Statistics Canada, 2006). About 43% of 

the total Aboriginal population 15 years 

of age and over in Ontario ware either 

unemployed or not in the labour force 

(Statistics Canada, 2007).  

According to a study conducted by the 

Canadian Council on Social Development, 

racism had a significant impact on the 

ability to obtain employment and once 

employed, on the ability to receive 

equitable wages (Lock-Kunz, Milan & 

Schetagne, 2000). Furthermore, when 

education and experience are equal, the 

unemployment rate for Aboriginal people  

is still highest among visible minorities. 

Incomes were lower for First Nations 

people, as compared to the general 

population who had an average income of 

$26,000. The median income for Aboriginal 

people in Ontario age 15 and over was 

under $19,000 in 2006. This was 25% lower 

than that of the general population 

(Statistics Canada, 2007). In Canada, the 

median income of First Nations people 

living on reserve was just over $11,000 

and $17,000 for First Nations people living 

off reserve (Indian and Northern Affairs, 

2010). According to the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal People’s, there is a significant 

loss of income, 7.5 billion in 1996, which 

has grown each year for Canada from lost 

revenue from taxes, potential earnings and 

the costs of assistance resulting  

from unemployment and underemployment. 

Educational Achievement  
Educational achievement is lower in First 

Nations populations. Almost 24% of non-

Aboriginal people in Canada aged 25-64 

had a university degree in 2006, compared 

to 4.3% of registered First Nations people 

on reserve and 9.2% who lived off reserve. 

Almost 40% of registered First Nations 

people in Canada did not have a high 

school diploma, degree or certificate 

compared to approximately 15% of the non-

Aboriginal population (Indian and Northern 

Affairs, 2010). 

The educational profile for Aboriginal 

people in Ontario is similar. 

Approximately 38% of Aboriginal people 

in Ontario did not have a certificate, 

diploma or degree and only about 7% had 

a university level education (Statistics 

Canada, 2006).  

Some of the underlying causes for 

educational underachievement include lower 

and inadequate funding for schools on 

reserve. Funding for First Nations schools 

has been capped since 1996, while need and 

inflation has grown 6.2% (First Nations 

Education Council, 2009). 

Schools on reserve receive less 
funding per student than schools 
off reserve. Funding for schools 
on reserve does not include 
building maintenance, library 
services, technology, sports, 
recreation or language services, 
transportation costs, operating 
costs, student data management 
costs or employee benefits  

(First Nations Education Council, 2009). 
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First Nations students experience racism 

and lower expectations throughout their 

educational lives. From kindergarten 

onward, First Nations children encounter 

a devaluing of their culture and identity. 

The British Columbia Teachers Federation 

on Aboriginal Education writes, “For 

years, Aboriginal students, parents, and 

Aboriginal representatives have complained 

about racism, but their complaints have 

been dismissed.” They go on further to 

say that Aboriginal teachers are also 

discriminated against. A report released 

by the Canadian Teachers Federation 

confirms that not only do Aboriginal 

students experience racism in school, 

Aboriginal teachers experience it as well 

(St. Denis, 2010). 

A study by the Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives found that 75% of the people 

participating in their study did not 

believe that teachers expected Aboriginal 

students to succeed in school, 70% of 

Aboriginal students didn’t feel welcome in 

school and 100% believed that racism was 

a factor for Aboriginal students in school 

(Silver, Mallet, Green & Simard, 2002). 

Stereotypes about Poverty  
Key informants identified the stigma 

that society and service providers still 

attach to the poor as an underlying cause 

of the high rate of poverty. Breaking 

through the stigma of poverty, facing 

it, and being able to discuss it, without 

the impediments of judgement and re-

victimizing the family, are critical to 

providing effective assistance.  

“We as a sector have done such 

a crappy job of reaching out to 

Canadians on poverty. We have no clue 

about how to talk to people about 

poverty and the images we use are 

mediocre. The idea that everyone can 

pull themselves up by the bootstraps 

and succeed is false.” - Key Informant 

For urban First Nations 

parents living in poverty, 

issues of stigma and shame 

continue to affect their 

well-being. Parents are still 

blamed if they cannot feed 

their children. Families 

living in poverty continue to 

be stereotyped as spending 

their money on drinking and 

substances, despite evidence 

that shows a lower rate of 

alcohol use among primary 

caregivers in hungry families 

(Ontario Federation of Indian 

Friendship Centres, 2003).  

“Most systems don’t support the 

poverty issue and we still love to 

blame the victim.” - Key Informant

“Most systems don’t 
support the poverty 
issue and we still 
love to blame the 
victim.” - Key Informant
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The idea that everyone can pu
ll 

themselves up by the
 bootstraps and 

succeed is false.”	
- Key Informant 

“We as a sector have done 
such a crappy job of reaching 
out to Canadians on poverty.

We have no clue about 

how to talk to people 
about poverty 

and the images we use 
are mediocre. 
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Health Outcomes 
Poverty is a social determinant of 

health, and its impacts - food insecurity, 

substandard housing, and poor water 

quality - are linked to health disparities 

(The Centre for Research on Inner City 

Health, 2009). First Nations children 

suffer a greater burden of poor health 

than other children in Canada. The causes 

are largely influenced by environmental 

and socio-economic factors, including 

huge differences in income, education and 

employment opportunities between First 

Nations peoples and other Canadians. 

Compounding this issue are geographic 

isolation and lack of access to physicians 

and medical specialists (UNICEF, 2009). 

Despite a decrease in infant mortality 

rates over the last decade, First Nations 

children living on reserve still have a 

higher rate of infant mortality than other 

Canadians at 7.2% of live births compared 

to 5.2% for the general population (Indian 

and Northern Affairs, 2004). One of the 

leading causes of infant mortality among 

First Nations children is Sudden Infant 

Death Syndrome (SIDS). SIDS has not only 

been linked to environmental factors such 

as the mold and mildew often found in 

substandard housing, but to crib safety, 

smoking and lack of breastfeeding. First 

Nations babies aged 1-12 months are three 

times more likely to die than the general 

population in Canada (UNICEF, 2009).

Hungry children are more likely to get 

colds and viruses, to have a compromised 

immune system, to have anemia, sore 

stomachs and headaches. Food insecurity is 

also linked to a number of mental health 

issues including low self-esteem, inability 

to concentrate, shame, moodiness and 

behavioural problems (Ontario Federation of 

Indian Friendship Centres, 2003). 

There are higher rates of respiratory 

tract infections for First Nations 

children living on reserve e.g. 3.6% 

of First Nations children on reserve 

had bronchitis compared to 1.4% for the 

Canadian population (The Centre for 

Research on Inner City Health, 2009). 

Poverty is also linked to lack of success 

in school. One key informant reported that 

about half of poor children have early 

literacy and speech delay issues as well as 

behavioural issues. Often, staff do not have 

the specialized training needed to attend 

to the needs of these children. Their only 

option is to refer the child to another 

agency. However, waiting lists are long.

Living in poverty over extended periods 

is linked to an increased risk of 

behaviour problems, depression, emotional 

problems and family dysfunction (Assembly 

of First Nations, 2006). The impact of 

intergenerational trauma stemming from 

the residential school system continues 

to affect First Nations children. 

The many harmful impacts endured by 

the survivors and their children and 

grandchildren, including physical, 

sexual, emotional abuse, low self-esteem, 

depression, inability to form healthy 

Living in poverty over 
extended periods is 
linked to an increased 
risk of behaviour  
problems, depression, 
emotional problems  
and family dysfunction  
(Assembly of First Nations, 2006).
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relationships, etc. These are all linked 

to poverty, homelessness and other 

negative consequences (Wesley-Esquimaux & 

Smolewski, 2004).

There is a recognized association between 

poverty and a range of mental health 

issues, including stress, anxiety, 

depression and lack of self-esteem 

(NCCAH, 2010b). Poverty, combined with 

addictions and over-crowded housing, is 

a contributing factor to family violence, 

both on and off reserve. Children are 

often the direct recipients of their 

impact, and are at risk of repeating the 

cycle of abuse (UNICEF, 2009). 

Food Insecurity 
Thirty-three percent of Aboriginal 

households in Canada experienced food 

insecurity compared to 9% of non-

Aboriginal households. A total of 14% of 

Aboriginal households were affected by 

severe food insecurity, compared to 3% of 

non-Aboriginal households (Willows, 2009). 

“It is impossible to live on what is 

provided through social assistance, it 

encourages people to lie and cheat in 

order to survive. If we really value 

children in our society, then as a 

society we need to provide parents 

with the funding and support to enable 

them not to just merely survive, but 

to be able to thrive.” - Key Informant

Food insecurity is a serious issue among 

urban Aboriginal people. In a survey of 

parents conducted by the Ontario Federation 

of Indian Friendship Centres in 2003: 

�� 79% said they worried about running 
out of food or the money to buy food

�� 35% said their children had gone 
hungry because they had run out of  
food and money

�� 11% had kept their child from school 
because they had no food to send with 
them to school

�� 7% said they had been involved in the 
child protection system because of  
food shortages 

More than half of First Nations children 

are either overweight or obese and are 

at risk of developing diabetes, heart 

disease and other conditions as they get 

older. In 2004, the rate of obesity among 

First Nations children under 12 years of 

age was more than four times the Canadian 

rate. This is linked to the high rate of 

diabetes among First Nations youth and 

adults. Poverty, parental education and 

physical activity are linked to increasing 

rates of child obesity (The Centre for 

Research on Inner City Health, 2009). 

Families living in poverty have less 

access to healthy food and to recreation 

opportunities for their children. 

Communities have seen increases in type 2 

diabetes in children (UNICEF, 2009). Child 

obesity is a major health concern with long 

term individual and societal consequences.  

Underfunding  
of Current Services  
The needs in First Nation communities are 

increasing at a far greater rate than the 

funding. An issue facing all organizations 

working with people living in poverty is 

the lack of sufficient and stable long-

term funding. This funding is needed for 

programs and services that address poverty. 

Key informants noted that, based on current 

demands for their programs, they could 

easily double their clientele if they 

had the resources to support additional 

programming. For example, funding for the 

Aboriginal Head Start program was estimated 

to only reach about 12% of eligible 

children on reserve and 7.6% off reserve 

(National Council of Welfare, 2007). 
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“Right now the majority of First 

Nation people aren’t successful. But if 

I were to walk down to Ottawa and go 

to one of the mainstream schools and 

cut their funding back by $2-$3K per 

student, put them in portable trailers 

where the heat goes off every couple 

of weeks, reduce the money I provide 

in child welfare, and cut out all the 

voluntary sector services, nationalize 

their parent’s property and make them 

subject to the Indian Act, in a couple 

of years they wouldn’t be doing very 

well either.” - Key Informant 

For families with mental health and 

substance use issues, the lack of locally 

available services means that parents must 

access treatment away from their home. 

Many have to place their children in care 

while they are in treatment. Waiting lists 

for treatment programs are long. Children 

and parents are often unable to access 

needed services. Front-line workers may 

bear the responsibility of supporting 

families as well as considering options to 

provide safe environments for children.  

In Ontario, the majority of Aboriginal 

people live off reserve. Funding for 

programs and services needs to be placed 

where the people are living including both 

on and off reserve situations.  

“We have this stereotype that the 

poor can’t manage money, but there 

are also cases where the rich can’t 

manage money, but we don’t stereotype 

the rich on the basis of a minority, 

and we shouldn’t do that to the poor 

either.” - Key Informant  

Support is also needed for agencies to do 

research and to advocate for the needs of 

their clients. 

The lack of adequate funding results in:
�� Programs turning families away that need and want help

�� Families that cannot afford transportation to the program
�� Programs that don’t have the funding to cover transportation  
costs for families

�� Inability to provide evening workshops to families who cannot  
come during the day

�� Insufficient parenting classes to accommodate the different 
schedules and needs of families

�� Not being able to provide traditional programming to clients 
�� Inability to hire professionals when needed (e.g. registered  
nurses) to run programs

�� Aboriginal service providers who have worked for 10 years  
without a salary increase 
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Child Protection System 
The term ‘children in care’ is used 

throughout this report to refer to 

children who are under the care of child 

protection services. The term can also 

refer to children who are in foster care 

or in a group home setting.  

Although data on the number of First 

Nations children in care in Ontario is 

incomplete, First Nations children appear 

to be 2 to 3 times more likely to be in 

care than the general population. At least 

12% of the children in care 

in Ontario were Aboriginal, 

although Aboriginal people 

made up about 2% of Ontario’s 

total population (Ontario 

Association of Children’s Aid 

Society’s, 2010; Statistics 

Canada, 2007).  

Neglect, based on poverty, 

is the primary reason for 

First Nations children being 

reported to child protection 

agencies (NCCAH, 2010c). The 

rates of substantiated cases 

of physical abuse, sexual 

abuse, emotional abuse and 

exposure to domestic violence 

were lower for First Nations 

children in comparison with 

non-Native children. Yet, 

First Nations children are 

more likely to receive the 

most intensive and costly 

intervention; out of home placement 

(Trocmé, MacLaurin, Fallon, Knoke, Pitman 

& McCormack, 2005). 

Six percent of children living on reserve 

were in care in 2002-03, compared to 

an estimated national rate among non-

Aboriginal children of less than 1% 

(Indian and Northern Affairs, 2004; 

Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights, 

2007). Despite accounting for only 5% of 

Canada’s child population, Aboriginal 

children represented approximately 25% of 

children admitted to care in 1998 and 2003 

(First Nations Child and Family Caring 

Society of Canada, 2006).  

Children from First Nation communities are 

more likely to be placed in care away from 

their home communities, and risk being 

disconnected from their extended families, 

culture and community (OACAS, 2010). 

This is often seen as the continuation 

of decades of removal of First Nations 

children from their families, communities 

and culture. This includes the residential 

school system and the ‘60’s scoop’, so named 

because the highest number of adoptions of 

First Nations children to non-Aboriginal 

families took place during the decade of 

the 1960’s, sometimes without the knowledge 

or consent of the family or community.  

“[child welfare] needs to set aside the 
arrogance that we know what’s best for 

you and embrace other ways of knowing 

and looking at the world in terms of 

Indigenous children. It also means 

understanding that the current system 

is not working and is culturally 

loaded. People assume that the child 

welfare system is culturally neutral 

but it’s only neutral to the British 

and the French because it’s based on 

that worldview.”

(Cindy Blackstock in National Council of Welfare - 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit Children and Youth: 
Time to Act, fall 2007) 
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The outlook for children in the child 

protection system is dimmer than for other 

children. Children in the child protection 

system are more likely to have poor 

health as adults, achieve less success at 

school, which has implications for future 

employment, and are more likely to become 

involved in the criminal justice system 

(National Council on Welfare, 2007). 

Underfunding is a particular concern 

in the north and in remote areas of the 

province. In one case an Aboriginal 

child protection agency was forced to 

close its doors because of substantial 

underfunding and the agency’s inability 

to comply with the legislation for child 

welfare. The agency, whose geographic area 

of responsibility included very few other 

support services for vulnerable families, 

identified underfunding as impacting every 

area of need for First Nations families, 

including child welfare, community 

supports for families, child mental  

health services, foster homes, group  

homes and professional 

expertise. Children 

who were apprehended 

were likely to be 

taken out of the 

community, away from 

their homes and 

culture and placed 

into care. In areas of 

the north where Cree 

may be the language 

spoken at home and in 

the community, there 

are many children who 

have difficulty with 

English. Caregivers 

may not be able to 

support the children 

to keep their language 

and culture, adding to 

the difficulties for 

children who are sent 

south for services.  

“The severe lack of services in the 

region, and the absence of child 

mental health services, means there 

is no way to help or intervene in the 

lives of children at a young age.”  

- Key Informant 

In areas of the north, there is often 

a lack of local child mental health 

services to deal with serious issues 

such as FASD, depression, autism and 

behavioural problems. In one area of the 

province, a key informant spoke of being 

on a waiting list for one and a half years 

to get a child diagnosed, after which, 

there was no local service provider 

available to work with the child and the 

family. The only alternative was to take 

the child outside of the community for 

critical services. In the home community, 

there are often no community supports 

available for children or families.  

Off reserve, there are 
a number of charitable 
organizations to bridge 
the gap for families  
in need. [ . . . ]  On reserve, 
these services often 
don’t exist. 
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Off reserve, there are a number of 

charitable organizations to bridge the gap 

for families in need, such as food banks, 

United Way, Salvation Army, Friendship 

Centres and others. On reserve, these 

services often don’t exist. 

The lack of housing in First Nation 

communities is an additional barrier faced 

by child protection services. It makes 

it difficult to approve foster homes or 

customary care homes for children given 

the smaller home sizes, lack of potable 

water and the substandard conditions found 

in many of the homes on reserve. 

Some people in child protection services 

may understand the issues facing First 

Nations families and the need for a 

unique approach to meet needs, but this 

information does not reach all front-line 

workers who are called in to respond to 

family needs.  

“The majority of protection workers 

are straight out of university and 

are armed with the best intentions. 

They go into a First Nations home and 

see overcrowding for example, or that 

there may not be a lot of food in the 

home, and the worker immediately sees 

neglect. The worker is evaluating the 

situation from their own perspective 

and not from that of the family or 

culture.” - Key Informant 

One of the major blocks to providing 

supports to First Nations families is that 

service providers often interpret poverty 

as neglect. The disproportionate impact of 

poverty-induced forms of neglect has been 

noted by the Assembly of First Nations 

as a key factor to the high number of 

children in care.  

“If a young First Nation mother 

is living in a home with her mum, 

grandmother, and maybe other members 

of her family, it may not be the 

best situation, but if these people 

are providing her with support, 

then this can be a good thing. The 

child protection worker, however, 

may not understand or appreciate the 

importance of this outside support and 

see only overcrowding and neglect.”  

- Key Informant 

Aboriginal workers may make suggestions  

to families that differ from the 

directions of non-Aboriginal child 

protection workers. Families involved with 

child protection services may be afraid 

to follow the directions of Aboriginal 

workers for fear that this might increase 

the likelihood of their children 

being taken away. Non-Aboriginal child 

protection workers may believe they are 

better equipped to determine the needs  

of the child than the Aboriginal workers.  
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All of these factors have huge 
implications for First Nations 
children, since the majority of 
inmates were parents and in 
many cases, single parents  

(Elizabeth Fry Society, 2003-2011). 

Aboriginal people  
were almost nine times  
more likely to end up  
in the criminal  
justice system  
than other Canadians.9x
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Across Canada, there was a lower level 

of funding provided to First Nations 

child protection agencies compared to 

non-Aboriginal agencies (approximately 

22% less per child for First Nations 

child protection services than for non-

Aboriginal agencies). As noted in the 

2008 Ontario Association of Children’s 

Aid Societies report, Your Children’s Aid, 

“There were serious shortcomings in the 

funding and administration of services for 

Aboriginal children in Canada, including 

those in Ontario.”  

In 2007, the Assembly of First Nations 

and the First Nations Child and Family 

Caring Society filed a complaint with 

the Canadian Human Rights Commission on 

the basis that the federal government 

is discriminating against First Nations 

children by providing less child welfare 

benefits on reserves.  

Criminal Justice System 
Aboriginal people were almost nine times 

more likely to end up in the criminal 

justice system than other Canadians. 

The prison population consisted of 20% 

Aboriginal men and 29% Aboriginal women, 

although Aboriginal people comprised only 

2% of the population in Canada. The rate 

of incarceration of Aboriginal women into 

the federal prison system increased 37% 

compared to that of Aboriginal men of 

5.5% (Native Women’s Association of Canada, 

2007). During the same period, rates of 

incarceration for non-Native women increased 

2.8% (Correctional Service of Canada, 2002).  

Aboriginal people were more likely to 

get a public defender and to plead guilty 

(Canadian Criminal Justice Association, 

2000). They were more likely to get the 

maximum sentence for the offence committed 

and less likely to get probation or early 

release. The number of people remanded 

into custody awaiting trial was higher than 

those being sentenced. All of these factors 

have huge implications for First Nations 

children, since the majority of inmates 

were parents and in many cases, single 

parents (Elizabeth Fry Society, 2003-2011). 

The Aboriginal Justice Implementation 

Commission of Manitoba succinctly described 

why the child protection system and 

criminal justice system are intertwined. 

“The available evidence indicates 

that the apprehension of Aboriginal 

children by the child welfare system 

tends to set a pattern of multiple 

foster home placements. The evidence 

also indicates that this pattern 

often leads the children into young 

offender institutions and, ultimately, 

to “graduate” to the adult correction 

system (2001).” 

Aboriginal people were more likely to 

be questioned by the police during the 

course of daily activity and charged for 

crimes. Once charged, Aboriginal people 

were incarcerated at more than six times 

the national rate and denied parole at a 

higher rate than non-Aboriginal people. 

Aboriginal women were especially at risk 

for incarceration with rates exceeding men 

(Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.). 

This often leaves Aboriginal children more 

at risk for poverty and involvement with 

child protection services.
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The inner circle - child, family, 
community and culture - represents the 
holistic, integrated perspective of 
First Nations people in Ontario. The 
child is not viewed in isolation but is 
an integral part of the broader network 
of family, community and culture.

The outer rings represent the broad 
areas of support needed to provide 
First Nations parents and young 
children affected by poverty with the 
assistance they need to move forward 
in their lives.  

Strengths: Strengthen the family 
unit. Listen to what parents identify 
as their needs. Tailor programs to 
respond to parents’ priorities. Build 
on parents’ strengths and provide 
opportunities for them to develop 
their skills.  

Learning and Partnership: Recognizing 
biases and preconceptions about the 
poor and about First Nations people. 
Learn from each other. Increase 
knowledge of social service workers of 
the unique history and circumstances 
of First Nations people. Work together 
across organizations and jurisdictions.  

Supports: Provide funding for programs 
and approaches to support First Nations 
families and children. Recognize that 
it takes time to see the impact of 
programs and support for families 
and to measure results accordingly. 
Increase the social supports provided, 
under programs like Ontario Works. 

 

Strengthen  
the Family Unit 
Underpinning the approaches that are 
effective in working with First Nations 
families is the need to stabilize the 
family, strengthen the family unit 
and avoid focussing on the needs of 
the child separately from the needs of 
the family. The First Nations approach 
is to consider the perspective of the 

Str
engths

Le
ar
nin

g an
d partnership

Supp
orts

Family

Community

Culture

Child

The following diagram portrays a First Nations approach 
to supporting children and families living in poverty. 
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family, not of the individuals in 
the family, and to identify what the 
family needs to help them succeed. 
There needs to be recognition that 
there is a long history and current 
realities behind the immediate family 
problems and that it will take time 
and support for the family to change.  

Communicate success stories in the 
community and share how families were 
able to surmount personal obstacles in 
their lives. 

Support parents to return to school 
for further education and training 
through employment and training 
circles and supports to build the 
family’s life skills.

Provide assisted housing for families 
to provide stability and security and 
support to help move the families out 
of the poverty cycle. 

Recognize the specific challenges to 
accessing training and employment 
for families living both on and 
off reserve, including the lack of 
local employment and training, and 
the need for transportation to reach 
the nearest town where there may be 
employment or training opportunities.

Establish family centres for First 
Nations families that focus on efforts 
to rebuild the family, support 
connections between the family and 
the community and look after the best 
interests of the child, in order to 
rebuild the family.

Increase the number of subsidized 
daycare spaces, especially for babies 
less than 18 months, to enable mothers 
to take training, return to school, or 
participate in the workforce.  

Success Story

“We were introduced to a 

young family. The father was a 

student and the mother stayed 

at home. There was difficulty 

with his funding, and at 

times there was very little 

money coming into the house. 

It looked like he was going 

to have to quit school. Mom 

would do odd jobs to make ends 

meet. We offered parent relief 

and regular programming that 

provided social structure for 

their young son and mom. We 

also provided cultural support 

as the dad is an adoptee. We 

continued to support mom and 

dad through the rough patches 

by providing emergency food 

and emotional support. We 

were able to connect the dad 

with an employer where he is 

working full-time. His employer 

needed a temporary employee 

and mom stepped up to fill the 

spot. Stuck for child care we 

made referrals where the son 

was successfully enrolled. 

Mom now works for the daycare 

where her son attends. They 

keep in touch and look forward 

to participating in evening 

events.” - Key Informant
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Build a Relationship  
with the Client 
“A six week program isn’t going to 

give enough time to build a trust 

relationship with the client and the 

staff and peers and to reach goals.”  

- Key Informant 

Key informants spoke of the need for 
a long-term approach with families 
in order to build a relationship with 
staff and peers. It is a mistake to 
force the relationship before the 
client is ready. It is important to 
take the extra time with parents to 
gain their trust. Service providers 
should maintain contact with parents 
as they work their way through the 
system. Parents need support from 
service providers, not just referrals. 
They need someone to be with them 
throughout the process.  

Key informants spoke of working 
with parents and children, moving 
them through programs, providing 
opportunities for parents to gain 
confidence by volunteering at the 
agencies, and of seeing families move 
forward to employment and stability. 
This requires a long-term investment 
in the families.  

For families that need help but aren’t 
ready, key informants recommended 
letting them know that the program 
is there when they are ready. When 
families do decide to come to the 
door, they need to know that the 
program is prepared to help them in 
the way that they want to be helped, 
not in the way that the worker thinks 
they need to be helped. It is also 
important to welcome clients in a non-
threatening, non-judgemental manner.  

Empower the Client 
It is important to ask mothers what they 

need, what their goals are and then to 

tailor the program to meet those needs. It 

is empowering to listen to what clients 

believe they need. If the workers and 

organizations dictate the programming, 

the services may not match the needs, 

issues and approaches of the participants. 

Parents need to be involved in each stage 

of program development and evaluation. 

Programs need to be parent driven. There 

should be opportunities for parents to get 

involved in program delivery as volunteers 

when they are ready, and to be able to 

share their stories and their traditions 

with other families. This approach is 

effective in helping clients to believe in 

themselves, to be empowered, and to begin 

to trust their own judgement. 

Success Tool Box

One key informant commented that their 
participation on a local committee 
resulted in the group working together 
to identify and solve systemic issues 
facing the families. Brain-storming 
helped to move them away from the silo-
thinking that hinders effective service 
provision to clients. The committee 
supports broad thinking about their 
clients and services, opportunities to 
network among different organizations, 
and education of service providers about 
the issues facing First Nations clients. 
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Clients also benefit from creating their 

own networks among their peers. This can 

reduce the sense of isolation that many 

First Nations families feel in a new city 

or small isolated community. 

Provide supports that focus on the process 
of working with clients, based on the need 

to provide long-term support to the child 

and family. Avoid measuring success based 

on short-term goals. 

Empower the client by tailoring the 
programs to meet the specific goals and 

needs of the people in the program. 

Involve the parents in program development 

and provide opportunities for the parent 

to volunteer in program delivery.   

Use a Culturally  
Relevant Approach 
Culture is fluid, dynamic and yet 

specific. First Nations families have 

had 150 years of cultural assimilation 

programs including the residential school 

system, enfranchisement, the Indian Act, 

the child protection system and more. For 

some, traditional culture remains strong. 

For others, it barely exists, leaving a 

gap in identity that people may be looking 

to fill. Each First Nation has a unique 

culture, which varies from community to 

community, sometimes even within the same 

community. It is important to recognize 

that the term culture, as used here, comes 

from the families and children. There is 

not a singular First Nations culture, but 

a diversity of cultures.  

When undertaking cultural programming, 

be aware of the need to acknowledge and 

respect the different cultures that may be 

represented by the parents or children in 

a program. Programs note success in this 

area by being able to respect all cultures 

in the group and by sharing the different 

perspectives and approaches taken by the 

different nations. One program identifies the 

child’s First Nation when the child begins 

the program, then, highlights different First 

Nations throughout programming.  

Cultural programming is at the heart 

of services provided to First Nations 

children and families. It includes 

teachings related to traditional family 

values, traditional parenting, using the 

medicine wheel as a teaching tool, and 

working with children to inspire in them 

the importance of culture and their own 

cultural teachings. It is important to 

get back to traditional skills such as 

living off the land and gardening. Sending 

children to camps where they learn about 

traditions has been very effective. One key 

informant described how a program taught 

mothers about their role in the family, 

taking women back to understanding what 

their role was before the arrival of the 

Europeans. As parents begin to be exposed 

to the teachings, they may decide to move 

further and participate in ceremonies.  

Some First Nations people have issues in 

their life that cause them not to be open 

to cultural programming. It is important 

for workers to understand that some clients 

may not wish to move towards participation 

in ceremonies or cultural activities. Let 

the parent decide when or if they want to 

start participating in ceremonies. 
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It is important to  
recognize that the term  

culture,  
as used here, comes from  

the families and 
children. There is  
not a singular First Nations culture, 

but a diversity of cultures.  
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Worker
There is a tremendous burden for frontline 

workers dealing with impoverished First 

Nations families: underfunding, lack 

of subsidiary services, low pay and the 

depth of complex issues, such as HIV/AIDS, 

drug use and suicide. In northern or in 

isolated communities, there may be few or 

no program/service supports, lack of peer 

support in the community and the pressure 

of multiple demands contributing to worker 

pressure and burnout. A key informant 

noted that one of the reasons for high 

staff turnover is that they are expected 

to be an expert on everything, from 

child development, nutrition, budgeting, 

domestic violence, health issues, and so 

forth, but are not paid accordingly. 

The key informants identified a number of 

strategies they use to support front-line 

staff. They hope these strategies have an 

impact on their ability to be effective in 

their roles, and also on their own overall 

well-being. Suggestions for providing 

support for program staff include:  

�� Develop reward and recognition 

strategies for staff. 

�� Promote and practice good relationships 

between employees and management.

�� Provide regular opportunities for staff 

to share ideas and debrief with other 

workers, in either a formal or informal 

structure. Use debriefing sessions to 

interact with professional staff when 

dealing with specific issues. 

�� Provide time-off for workers to 

compensate for lack of monetary benefits.

�� Provide education and culture days to 

provide training and other supports 

for workers.

�� Support the worker to stay healthy and 

to rejuvenate themselves by providing 

opportunities for ceremonies at the 

workplace and by supporting the worker 

to be self-aware of their own needs 

and issues.

�� Act on the belief that poverty is 

everyone’s responsibility, not just the 

worker’s or the client’s. Relieve the 

burden of responsibility felt by the 

front-line workers. 

�� Support an environment where the 

issues of shame and stigma often 

associated with poverty are addressed 

in an open and respectful manner.

�� Acknowledge and support Aboriginal 

front-line workers, regardless of level 

of formal education. They bring lived 

experience and cultural knowledge to 

the work that mainstream workers may 

need in order to work effectively with 

First Nations families. 

Program
Provide Culturally  
Based Supports 

Key issues and approaches that are 

considered essential to providing effective 

supports for First Nations children and 

families and/or that would serve to reduce 

the impact of poverty include: 

�� Build a coordinated and integrated 

network of support programs for First 

Nations families. These programs will 

help young children to develop to 

their fullest potential and will help 

parents to increase their confidence 

and awareness as parents. These 

programs will provide cultural and 

economic supports to help families 

move out of the poverty cycle.
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�� Use a flexible approach that is 

tailored to specific cultural beliefs, 

social needs and priorities identified 

by the First Nations families.

�� Include the use of more Aboriginal 

workers, Aboriginal terms and language.

�� Start to understand the huge deficit 

in publicly funded resources for 

children who live on reserve, including 

education and child welfare, and also 

the meagre amounts that are directed 

into the voluntary sector on reserve. 

Work Collaboratively  
with Other Agencies 

Programs should link with all programs in 

the community in order to make good use 

of resources and staff skills. Without 

these connections, resources may run out 

very quickly and staff may burn-out. In 

order to maximize the services provided 

to support families, develop relationships 

and protocols with Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal agencies, including local and 

regional community agencies.  

One benefit of partnerships, collaboration 

and protocol agreements is that these may 

provide an opportunity for the community 

to participate in local cultural events 

and ceremonies. This may help service 

providers to start to understand the 

issues and approaches that Aboriginal 

agencies use with their clients, and may 

act as a vehicle for greater understanding 

among the partners.  

�� Develop on-going relationships 

and protocols, both locally and 

regionally, among Aboriginal and 

non-aboriginal service providers 

to increase awareness, sharing and 

understanding of the issues they 

face in providing support for First 

Nations children. This will improve 

the working relationships between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

service providers, strengthening 

collaboration, services and referrals.

�� Consider developing formal Memorandums 

of Understanding with other agencies, 

local police and the municipality to 

promote effective working relationships 

and opportunities to support First 

Nations children and families. 

�� Invite non-Aboriginal agencies to 

participate in cultural events and 

ceremonies as a way to increase cultural 

awareness and build relationships. 

Invite Aboriginal agencies to come into 

non-Aboriginal agencies to present on 

culture, agency services, practice and 

successful interventions.

Success Tool Box

One local Aboriginal service
 

provider developed a protoco
l with 

the local police force to re
fer 

First Nations women to their
 service 

if they were involved with t
he 

justice system. Another prov
ider 

developed a partnership with
 

the city to work collaborati
vely 

together. For the first time
, the 

Aboriginal service provider 
was able 

to sit down with the city’s 
senior 

managers and talk about gaps
 and 

where money was needed.
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�� Asset mapping - identifying where all 

services a family would need are in the 

community and sharing the information 

with all organizations. Each 

organization shares their calendars 

and assets with all other organizations 

creating a map of all assets. 

Service Provider Networks 

Service provider networks offer the chance 

for local providers to connect and to 

bring First Nations parents’ needs, issues, 

and programming ideas, to a broader table. 

They can provide key information about 

mandates, services and limitations. The 

information gained through networking can 

help workers develop programs that are 

more responsive to client needs.

�� Develop local networks between 

Aboriginal service providers and 

between both non-Aboriginal and 

Aboriginal service providers to 

enhance communication, share ideas 

and concerns related to the clients’ 

needs, to inform and educate each 

other about services, and to provide 

the opportunity to strategize and 

advocate on behalf of their clients.  

Some networking committees are formed to 

address a specific issue of concern, and 

others address child and family issues 

in general. Racism remains a problem in 

many communities. Establishing an anti-

racism committee can help in dealing with 

this issue. Identifying and understanding 

the subtleties of racism, when setting 

up the terms of reference, provides an 

opportunity to develop a strong foundation 

for committee work 

Programming 

�� Support programming that will take 

children onto the land. Provide 

children’s cultural camps as a form of 

therapeutic intervention.

�� Provide transportation and child care 

services for families who participate 

in programming.

�� Offer programs in the evenings to 

provide greater flexibility for parents.  

Organization 
Child Welfare 

Previous reviews of the Child and 

Family Services Act identified issues 

for Aboriginal people related to the 

insufficient use of customary care, the 

need to incorporate Aboriginal approaches 

to alternative dispute resolution, and 

the need to develop formal agreements for 

child welfare between child protection 

services and Aboriginal communities.  

�� Create polices which mandate that 

Aboriginal child and youth services 

from the child’s community of origin 

are involved in every aspect of case 

management. Develop terms of reference 

in collaboration with an Aboriginal 

advisory committee to guide, review 

and regularly evaluate that process.

�� Use Alternative Dispute Resolution 

techniques as a standard of practice 

for child protection workers and 

families. ADR is described as a 

traditional method of dispute 

resolution, including circle 

processes, which have been established 

by First Nation communities or 

Aboriginal organizations (ADR-LINK, 

2008). Provide ADR training to both 

Aboriginal and mainstream workers.

�� Develop forms, tools and assessments 

which reflect Aboriginal realities  

and culture. 

�� Ask questions in a culturally 

appropriate manner, and allow 

flexibility to provide appropriate 
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responses to the needs of the child 

and family. 

�� Address barriers to engagement of 

parents and community in discussing 

local child welfare issues in remote 

northern communities, including high 

costs of transportation, limited local 

services, language barriers and poverty. 

�� Expand the definition of native 

community to include Aboriginal 

service provider organizations.

�� Identify the importance of culturally 

appropriate health and social services 

as key to supporting children 

and families and to providing 

opportunities for healing.

�� Assist the courts in better 

understanding and implementing the 

provisions of the Child and Family 

Services Act in First Nations families 

(MCYS, 2010).

�� Guide front-line child protection 

workers in assessing their own  

biases and misconceptions about  

First Nations people.

�� Implement a consistent approach for 

child protection workers across the 

province that would ensure that 

First Nations children are referred 

to their community or an urban 

Aboriginal agency for services. 

Implement this approach as a standard 

and provide training to all front-

line child protection workers.

�� Direct child 

protection services to 

work with Aboriginal 

front-line service 

providers. Direct all 

First Nations clients to 

these Aboriginal agencies 

for support and services 

as a matter of course.

Training

�� Service providers 

are more effective if 

they understand the 

teachings, the supports, 

and the strengths of the 

communities, for example, 

the Elders, aunties, 

mothers and grandmothers 

who help support and are a social 

network in the community.

�� Provide all front-line workers with 

training in the areas of First Nations 

cultural awareness, history and 

current circumstances of First Nations 

people (cultural, social, economic), 

understanding about the different 

histories, cultures and practices of 

First Nations, and understanding of 

the lived culture of First Nations 

Service providers are 
more effective if 
they understand the 
teachings, the supports, 
and the strengths of 
the communities.
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people today that includes beliefs, 

values and perspectives regarding 

family and community. 

�� Make cultural awareness training 

about First Nations people a necessary 

and important aspect of the broader 

training, education and ongoing 

professional development provided to 

front-line service providers.

�� Ensure that all front-line service 

providers learn about the First Nation 

and Aboriginal-specific organizations, 

programs and supports that are 

available for First Nations people, 

including for those with status and 

those without.

�� Teach front-line workers about the 

practice of customary care among 

First Nation communities and provide 

practice guidelines and tools.

�� Provide training to front-line child 

protection workers about the link 

between poverty and the high rate 

of First Nations children in care. 

Include training about service 

provider biases related to poverty.  

Government
Jurisdiction

�� Take into account the cost of 

providing supports to children and 

families against the loss to the 

broader society of the potential 

skills and talents.

�� Amend the definition of Indian/native 

person under the Child and Family 

Services Act to include all Aboriginal 

children, as defined under section 35 

of the Constitution. 

�� Collaborate across ministries 

and governments to address the 

issue of poverty and its impact on 

child welfare, health, educational 

achievement and other areas of impact 

with policies and funding attached. 

�� Facilitate discussions between 

government and Aboriginal leaders on 

Aboriginal child welfare issues.

�� Provide advice to the government from 

Aboriginal leadership on child welfare 

issues, including the Child and Family 

Services Act, the Tripartite Table, 

and the designation of Aboriginal 

children’s aid societies (Government 

of Ontario Newsroom, 2010). 

Funding

Funding is a key area for breaking the 

cycle of poverty and for mediating the 

outcomes as a result of poverty. Key 

informants were clear about the need 

for equitable, appropriate and long-term 

funding for Aboriginal organizations.  

�� Ensure that the program funding is 

equitable with the level of funding 

provided to non-Aboriginal programs that 

provide similar services in Ontario. 

Funding is a key area 
for breaking the cycle 
of poverty and for  
mediating the outcomes 
as a result of poverty.

Key informants were 
clear about the need for 
equitable, appropriate 
and long-term funding   
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�� Ensure that funding for First 

Nations services on and off reserve 

reflects the needs of the community, 

taking into consideration the lack 

of subsidiary services, location, 

historical implications and racism.

�� Acknowledge the additional costs 

associated with providing cultural 

programming for First Nations families 

and children due to assimilation 

policies. These costs should be 

reflected in the funding formula 

provided to First Nations and 

Aboriginal organizations. 

�� Establish family-based treatment 

services for families where substance 

use may be a concern, so that mothers 

will be able to be with their 

children as they undergo treatment. 

This will help to reduce the fear 

that child protection services will 

apprehend their children while they 

are in treatment.

Income 

�� Increase the rates provided through 

Ontario Works and the Ontario 

Disability Support Program. 

�� Change regulations that penalize 

people for getting jobs. If the 

amount of income the family receives 

is taken away dollar for dollar the 

family may be better off not working 

because their prescription allowance 

may be taken away and the income 

from work is not likely sufficient 

to make up for this loss. There are 

also costs associated with working 

(transportation/ clothing/ work boots, 

etc.) that must be borne by the family. 

�� Gather information about the number  

of working poor First Nations 

families in Ontario. 

�� Consider options to provide 

affordable credit to the poor. One 

option is the Grameen model. The 

Grameen model provides affordable 

microcredit loans which support 

small business utilizing peer review 

of credit activities. More options 

can be found online at: www.grameen-

info.org/index.php?option=com_content

&task=view&id=43&Itemid=93
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1.	 Know how effective are we at 
supporting First Nations families 
and young children affected by 
poverty? What do we need to do to 
become better?

2.	 Know about the extent and 
impact of poverty with First 
Nations people in the community 
and amongst all of our clients?  

3.	 Provide information, training 
and support to front-line 
workers to support them in 
their work with First Nations 
families and young children 
affected by poverty?  

4.	 Support front-line workers by 
providing supervision, culture 
days, health breaks, stress 
leave and lieu time?  

5.	 Know about the history and 
impact of colonization, 
including forced relocation 
programs, the residential 
school system and removal of 
Aboriginal children? 

6.	 Provide information and 
training to front-line workers 
about First Nations people, 
their worldviews and issues, 
especially issues that are 
linked to poverty and young 
First Nations children?  

7.	 Have effective relationships and 
partnerships with local service 
providers, organizations and 
communities who serve First 
Nations families living in 
poverty? This includes having 
regular meetings and formalized 
agreements, such as memorandums 
of understanding (MOU). 

Does our organization: 
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The high rate of poverty among First 

Nations families is linked to historical 

factors as well as a number of factors 

that face all families living in poverty 

in Ontario, including the low social 

assistance rates that make it difficult 

for children to thrive. There are 

restrictions about earning extra money 

to augment the meagre monthly social 

assistance allowance. This limits movement 

of families towards self-sufficiency and 

in acquiring needed employment skills and 

experience. Issues pertaining to substance 

use and mental health further impact 

people’s ability to secure and retain a 

job. Recent changes to Ontario Works, such 

as not penalizing families for receiving 

non-cash gifts such as gift cards for 

food, are a start in the right direction, 

but much more needs to be done to help 

families out of the poverty cycle.  

First Nations people face additional 

hurdles in attempting to move out of the 

poverty cycle that are linked to the 

impact of colonization, racism, discomfort 

or unease in approaching mainstream 

service providers for help, the isolation 

of many First Nation communities, the 

lack of employment opportunities in many 

communities, underfunding of social 

services and education, and the almost 

non-existent non-profit and voluntary 

sector in First Nation communities. 

The benefits of supporting family success 

are far greater than the costs of 

continued failure. Equitable and long term 

funding supports the health and wellbeing 

of First Nations families both on and off 

reserve. Universal standards are needed 

for infrastructure: schools, water, sewage 

and housing. The costs of incarceration 

and the continual removal of First Nations 

children are high - investments in 

addressing First Nations child poverty are 

critical to families and communities.

First Nations people 
face additional hurdles 
in attempting to move 
out of the poverty cycle 
that are linked to . . .
�� the impact of colonization

�� racism

�� discomfort or unease in 

approaching mainstream service 

providers for help,

�� the isolation of many First  

Nation communities

�� the lack of employment 

opportunities in many communities

�� underfunding of social services 

and education

�� the almost non-existent non-profit 

and voluntary sector in First 

Nation communities
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Best Start Resource Centre
A range of resources on Aboriginal 
prenatal and child health.  
www.beststart.org/resources/aboriginal_
health.html 

Aboriginal Head Start 
Federal early child development and school 
readiness program available on and off 
reserve. Provides support for learning and 
development needs of young children and 
provides support to the parents. The six 
components of the program include: 

�� Education

�� Health promotion

�� Culture and language

�� Nutrition

�� Social support

�� Parental/family involvement 

For more information on Aboriginal  
Head Start:  
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fniah-spnia/famil/develop/
ahsor-papa_intro-eng.php

Community Action Program for Children 
and Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program  
- CAPC/CPNP (off- reserve)
Community-based program provides support 
programming to children and their 
families using culture as the basis.  
cpnp-pcnp.phac-aspc.gc.ca

Brighter Futures (on reserve) 
Community based program promotes healthy 
child, family and community development 
programming including child development, 
parenting and healthy babies. 
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fniah-spnia/promotion/
mental/brighter_grandir-eng.php 

Aboriginal Healthy Babies  
Healthy Children (on/off reserve)
Pre/post natal program provides support 
for parents and children through  
services including home-visiting,  
pre/post natal screening and assessment, 
service coordination and support for 
service integration.  
www.ahwsontario.ca/programs/ahbhc/ahbhc_
top.html 

Aboriginal FASD/Aboriginal  
Child Nutrition (on/off reserve)
Provides supports for children, youth, 
families and communities who may be 
affected by FASD, including information and 
education, family support and activities 
focusing on healthy nutrition.  
www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/
topics/aboriginal/fasd.aspx 

Akwe:go (off reserve)
www.ofifc.org/programmes/Akwego_Urban_
Aboriginal_Childrens_Programme.php 

First Nations National Child Benefit 
Reinvestment Initiative (on reserve)
Supports projects, primarily in the areas 
of child care, child nutrition and parent 
support activities.  
www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/hb/sp/ncb/index-eng.asp
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�� Can you tell us about a program, service or approach that you have direct experience 

with, or know of, that has been particularly effective in reducing the impact of poverty 

in the lives of First Nations children and their families? Can you describe the elements 

or aspects that make it so effective? What has been its impact? Do you see a role for 

community development in lessening the negative impact of First Nations child poverty? 

Please describe.  

�� The lack of adequate funding and resources are often identified as the main challenges 

to providing effective program and service support to First Nations children and 

families living in poverty. What are the challenges or barriers your organization 

faces in providing support to First Nations children and families living in poverty? 

Can you describe the approaches or strategies you’ve taken that have been effective in 

overcoming these barriers/challenges? Are there other approaches you would recommend?  

�� The loss of culture, and in particular the impact of the residential school system, 

is generally recognized as a key contributor to the issues faced by First Nation 

communities and people, including the high rate of child poverty. Could you describe 

how culture is linked to your organization’s efforts to address the impact of poverty on 

First Nations children?  

�� Aboriginal people experience a higher rate of mental health issues, including FASD, 

compared to the general population. How does this impact on the way your organization 

responds to the needs of First Nations children living in poverty? 

�� The number of First Nations children in care has risen dramatically over the last decade 

and Aboriginal children are over-represented in the child welfare system. Researchers 

have identified poverty as a risk factor for this situation. What do you see to be the 

challenges faced by the child welfare system in responding to the needs of First Nations 

children in care? What is needed in order to better meet the needs of vulnerable First 

Nations children at risk of getting involved in the child welfare system?  

�� Could you describe any policies, strategies or initiatives in Ontario that have been 

effective in reducing the rate of First Nations child poverty, i.e. helping to move First 

Nations families out of the poverty cycle? What recommendations do you have for reducing 

the overall rate of First Nations child poverty?  

�� Front-line workers face challenges on a daily basis to provide support for First Nations 

children in poverty. Issues of burn-out and high turnover can be attributed to the high 

demands placed on front-line workers. How can workers be supported to meet those needs 

and issues? What would you recommend?  

�� Do you have any other comments you would like to make?
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