
Children's Aid Society Workload Alert

Children's Aid Societies in Ontario are in crisis as they fall farther and farther behind in

their work of protecting children from abuse and neglect. Chronic underfunding by various

provincial governments has always prevented the societies from hiring enough staff to do the job

properly, but the situation has gotten progressively worse in the past 5 years.

Most front line protection workers feel the recent reforms to child welfare, contained in

Bill 6 - The Bill to Reform the Child and Family Services Act in order to better promote the

best interests, protection and well being of children, are positive steps forward in raising the

standards of child protection to acceptable levels. However, when the new initiatives are

implemented there will be more work to do not less! It is also clear that this government has not

provided the necessary funding to ensure there are enough workers to carry out the new

expectations which are mandated by law. Today's crisis will become tomorrow's catastrophe!

Clearly there is a crisis in workload which is going to get dramatically worse before it

gets better. Budgets were reduced throughout the nineties to the point where 750 full time

positions were terminated between 1991 and 1997 and a number of Αprevention≅  programs were

forced to close. At the same time, referrals rose dramatically, primarily because of the 22% cut to

welfare payments in 1995, the publicity surrounding the Coroner's  inquests into children that

died while in the care of Children's Aid Societies and the loss of support programs in the

community.

The Tory cuts to welfare payments significantly increased stress levels in families that

were already struggling with the pressures of raising young families with marginal resources. 

Parents who were managing, but barely, found that their problem solving skills were not up to

the challenge.  In some cases, parents could no longer afford to feed and clothe their children
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adequately.  Most parents who asked for help, before things got out of hand, found no help or

were assigned to the bottom of long waiting lists.  Anger and frustration too often led to abuse or

neglect.

At the same time, the Chief Coroner for Ontario ordered a review of the deaths of a

number of children who had been receiving service from a Children's Aid Society.  These

inquests were very high profile and successfully accomplished one of their goals, which was to

raise the public's awareness of the issues of child abuse.  Reports of suspected abuse skyrocketed.

Community based programs have traditionally supported the work done by child

protection services. School board social services, children's treatment programs and hospital

based services for children and families must work hand in hand with child protection services to

ensure that the needs of the family are met in a way which reduces the risk of abuse. These

services, which for the most part are not mandated by law, have also suffered severe cuts

throughout the nineties. When community based programs are not able to respond immediately to

requests for assistance, they create waiting lists for their services. In some cases children are now

waiting over 6 months for assessments of conditions like attention deficit disorder or speech

pathology. And while they are waiting for these assessments, they continue to do poorly at school

and with their peers because they do not have the supports they need.

Children's Aid Societies aren't allowed to create waiting lists for child protection services.

They are mandated to respond quickly and effectively to reports of abuse and neglect. It used to

be that protection workers had 21 days to respond to reports where the children were not at

immediate risk. Now protection workers are expected to respond to every report within 7 days.

This new Ministry expectation is but one of many which is proving to be totally unrealistic

because there aren't enough staff to implement it properly.

In response to recommendations made by the juries at the inquests, the government

spearheaded the most sweeping reform of child welfare imaginable.  They characterize these
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reforms as, "providing front line workers with the tools they need to do their job properly." 

Unfortunately, they haven't come close to providing the front line workers needed to use the

tools.

When the provincial government passed Bill 6, they broadened the definition of abuse

and clarified the definition of neglect. They shortened the time that children can be in the care of

societies before an application must be made for Crown Wardship and they raised the

expectations for community professionals to report suspected cases of abuse or neglect. These are

but a few of the changes that will substantially increase the child protection workload across the

province.

At the same time, Children's Aid Societies were given a new computerized recording

package; computers for every protection worker (some of whom have never used a computer);

increased accountability oversight functions; and a new procedure for completing the court

process. As well, new training standards were introduced to ensure that everyone who works at a

Children's Aid Society is aware of, and capable of, implementing all of these new initiatives. 

While each one of these changes is positive, collectively they have placed a heavy burden on

staff to keep up to speed and they have also substantially increased the child protection workload.

Finally, a new funding formula, establishing Αbenchmarks≅  for some, but not all,

functions which societies are mandated by law to provide to their communities, was unilaterally

imposed by the government on societies. It is the feeling of everyone involved in providing

protection services to children, front line and management alike, that this formula is woefully

inadequate. 

In 1999, the OPSEU Children's Aid Society Sector leadership implemented a study of

workload which proves the shortcomings of this new funding formula. For example, the new

funding formula allows a protection worker 12.5 hours to complete an investigation of abuse.

Our initial results indicate that it takes 20.3 hours, without factoring in court time or the time it
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takes to bring a child into care. The funding formula allows 5.5 hours per month to monitor a

family where the children are still in the home. Our data indicates that it takes at least 11 hours.

Finally, the benchmarks allow 4 hours per month to monitor a child in care. This isn't even

enough time to complete the new recording package. Our estimates are 8.7 hours per month as a

bare minimum. The results make it clear that child protection workers are given roughly half the

time they need to do their job properly.

Let's review. Everyone agrees that the child welfare system was in need of some major

reforms. The government embarked on an ambitious program to make the necessary changes. In

many respects, the government has given protection workers the tools they need to do their job

more effectively. And in a perfect world, one might conclude that the children of Ontario will be

better protected from abuse and neglect. But the experience on the front line today tells us that

workers don't have the time they need to use these new tools effectively. In fact, many protection

workers find themselves spending more time at their desk completing their new paperwork than

actually out in the community ensuring that the children they are responsible for are safe from

abuse and neglect. While all of the new tools are useful, there can be no substitute for protection

workers out in the community, meeting with clients and assessing the extent to which children

are at risk. Clearly the children of Ontario deserve better.

If this government is really serious about protecting children, they will provide the

funding necessary to ensure that there are enough workers to effectively implement these new

reforms. This can only be accomplished by sitting down with the societies and front line staff to

seriously study the time it takes to do the work properly. All but one of the Coroner's inquest

juries recommended that the government do this. If this government proclaims Bill 6 without

first providing the necessary resources, it will just be a matter of time before the present crisis in

child welfare becomes a catastrophe.
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For Further Information Contact:

Linda Aho: 705-669-3389

David Calvert: 613-364-3044


