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Vision Statement
Reconciliation is a coming together for the purpose of moving forward in a better way to a better place. Reconciliation, in the present context, involves understanding contemporary child welfare based on the process of hearing, acknowledging and learning from the diverse experiences of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada and the United States.

"Anishnawbe (Ojibwe) have an ancient prophecy that tells of seven prophets foretelling the future. The seventh prophet-or the seventh fire-told them of a time when a younger generation would regain the people's pride and greatness after a period of loss, tragedy and alienation. Many believe that this seventh generation has now been born."

Kenn Richard, Executive Director of Native Child and Family Services in Toronto, in the Voices for Children Report, July 12, 2005. 

Background

The well-being of children is a value strongly held by us all. Our society, like all societies, demonstrates this value by having in place numerous mechanisms, strategies, and institutions that work implicitly to protect and promote children's well-being. These succeed for some children, but not for all.

Historically, Indigenous cultures had systems that responded to the needs of children who required special consideration or care. A series of government policies and actions, considered an assertion of colonial power by many, disregarded these systems and imposed their own systems of child well-being and protection. These new systems often did not respond to differing cultural views and contexts and, as a consequence, they did not affirm the role of Indigenous adults as care providers for Indigenous children. As well, although Indigenous peoples were sometimes viewed as being capable of managing programs designed by non-Indigenous peoples, Indigenous people were not seen as holding the right to design interventions for their own children. To a great extent, this trend continues today. 

How do such child welfare systems work for Indigenous peoples? In some cases, they have been experienced as positive. However, there is significant reason to believe that many interventions have not been helpful at all, and sometimes they have even been destructive. One of the most poignant examples of a long-lasting destructive intervention was the removal of Indigenous children from their families and their placement by outsiders in residential schools. This pattern continued; in the 1960s and 1970s in particular, large numbers of Indigenous children were removed from their homes and often permanently placed in non-Indigenous adoptive families.

The reasons why many interventions in Indigenous child welfare have been unhelpful or destructive to Indigenous peoples stem from three closely-related societal problems:

· systemic colonialism-the expropriation of lands and resources for settlement by foreign cultures with little or no accommodation of the needs and rights of Indigenous peoples; 

· racism-treating Indigenous peoples differently just because of their racial heritage; 

· the desire to assimilate Indigenous peoples into Euro-western society. 

Philosophy

In redressing the past it is necessary to build relationships by engaging in dialog to begin a process of reconciliation between the mainstream child welfare field and the Indigenous peoples in the United States and Canada. This dialog must be characterized by respect, understanding, inclusion and truth. 

It involves a confirmation of, and learning from, our historical experiences and moving toward a new sustainable relationship that supports successful children and youth. This new relationship will foster recognition and support for the right and ability of Indigenous peoples to make the best decisions for Indigenous children. The ultimate goal of this process in both the United States and Canada-for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples-is unity in child welfare in order to support the successful development of all children.

Actions that will promote Reconciliation in child welfare

· Engage in an ongoing and courageous conversation that supports our mutual responsibility to keep watch in order to avoid the mistakes of the past and to ensure our current relationship supports our shared vision. 

· Allow those who have experienced harm through child welfare interventions to describe that harm and to have their reality validated. 

· Understand the ongoing impacts of colonialism on Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples and communities. 

· Seek understanding of the ongoing impact of colonialism on child welfare systems. 

· Recognize, affirm and support the right and capacity of Indigenous adults and communities to care for their children and youth. 

· Explore what reconciliation means for those who have been oppressed in a child welfare context and for those organizations that have, intentionally or unintentionally, been involved in that oppression. 

· Experience reconciliation and healing through high-level engagement in dialog, experiential activities and ownership of the issues. 

· Take direct and respectful action to mitigate the impact of past wrongs. 

· Support the optimal well-being of Indigenous children, youth and families as determined and defined by Indigenous peoples. 

The Outline of the Conference

Reconciliation: Looking back, reaching forward--Indigenous peoples and child welfare is a unique leadership development initiative. This invitational, three-day participatory event will be held in Niagara Falls, October 26 - 28, 2005. 

The sponsoring organizations are bringing together a small number of people with diverse experiences and perspectives who have demonstrated leadership in Indigenous child welfare. Participants have committed to assuming an active and ongoing leadership role in a broad North American movement of reconciliation in child welfare. 

Initiating a movement of reconciliation in child welfare requires a shift in values at different levels, including intellectual, spiritual and emotional. Like other forms of professional working, the daily reacting to events in social work practice is fed, consciously or unconsciously, by personal values and beliefs. These underlying beliefs will be examined during the three-day event. 

The development of a framework for reconciliation will be among the first tools that can be shared with others to initiate child welfare reconciliation with Indigenous people in local communities. A series of follow-up activities that are community-driven and citizen-led will take place after the Niagara Falls event. 

In addition to Canadian and American community and professional leaders, a small number of international representatives are being invited to share their learnings based on relevant experiences in their countries. These include representatives from Australia, South Africa, and India who will share their knowledge of and experiences with reconciliation in their countries.

The Niagara Falls event is designed to facilitate a range of new partnerships across national and cultural boundaries and to generate new understandings of effective ways to support Indigenous and non-Indigenous children and families. The development of innovative approaches to deconstructing the current limitations of child protection practices, particularly with regard to Indigenous peoples in North America, will continue on in the months and years to come. Knowledge about how to best support Indigenous communities in caring for their children will ultimately be applied within child and family serving systems across Canada and the United States.

This event is expected to facilitate an honest and open conversation among participants and initiate a process of positive change in social work across North America. The total number of participants has been kept small to allow for a frank, dynamic discussion from a range of cultural, professional, geographic and demographic perspectives. Event participants will be laying the groundwork with a framework and action plan for reconciliation. Reconciliation with Indigenous peoples in child welfare will be a long journey and will not happen overnight.

