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Before I came to law school, I had the great privilege of working in an immigrant support
centre in Ottawa for almost two years. It was here, surrounded by so many incredible social
workers, lawyers, and community leaders, that I became inspired to pursue a career in the legal
field. Working with the newcomer population allowed me to see up close how the nexus between
poverty, race, class and unfamiliarity with the local culture can bring about situations of
injustice. I spent my days listening to stories about misunderstood tax procedures, bed bug
nightmares, deportation orders and more. Every day brought forth stories of tragedy, stress, and
fear, as well as those of resilience, joy, and adaptation.

One day, a member of the city’s Somali community wandered into the reception area and
began asking the intake worker what kind of steps he could take to protect himself for when the
government inevitably came to take his children away. Confused, my colleague asked what he
meant, and he explained that he had noticed child protection workers coming to take away many
of the children within the Somali community, seemingly for no reason. He wanted to know if it
was possible for him to get some kind of document explaining that his children should be given
to another member of the community, a neighbour or an extended family member, instead of to
some place where they would be living with strangers. My colleague, if I recall, could do nothing
but attempt to explain that child protection services do not intervene without just cause, and send
the fellow on his way.

This interaction always stuck with me. This man, as both a member of the Black
community and an immigrant, probably had good reason to worry: after all, his children fall into
two of the most over-represented groups in the child welfare system. But something about this
interaction felt incongruent. Here was person who obviously believed he was raising his children
in a perfectly acceptable manner, yet still understood that manner may not be found to be
acceptable to the general Canadian population. From what I overheard, it sounded like this
person genuinely wanted the best for his children and his family. So why did he have to still live
in fear that he might lose them?

When it came time to pick a topic for the term paper that I needed for the Major
Concentration in International Human Rights and Development, I knew I wanted to write
something about children’s rights in the world and in Canada. At first, I thought I would simply
write a paper that was a comparison of the recent changes to Ontario and Quebec’s child welfare
systems, situating them within the international human rights framework. I envisioned this as a
means to brush up on this particular area of law, since it hadn’t been extensively covered in any
of the classes I had taken so far. However, as I began working on the paper, I kept thinking about
that former client. I was trying to understand how his experience fit into the larger topic of child
welfare protections. Then, as I was reading through the comments from the various delegations



over the years at the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, I saw a comment from the Indian
delegation in 1995 that I quoted in my paper. In speaking about children’s rights, the delegation
mentioned the right to culture, stating specifically that, “The right to culture implies not just the
freedom to preserve one’s culture and retain it but, more importantly, the non-imposition of a
culture considered to be better or superior.”

Until the moment I read that line, I had never really considered that a right to culture even
existed. Sure, | knew that most countries seem to have a general pride for their various cultures,
and that protections for certain groups is almost as old as human rights law itself. At no point had
I ever considered that people have right to culture however, as much as they have a right to
education, freedom from slavery and torture, freedom of expression, etc. As soon as this was on
my radar, [ realized that my paper had to be about the tension between this right and that of the
best interests of the child. By exploring these two rights in detail, I was finally able to put into
words what was not sitting right with me about what the man who came to the immigrant support
centre was saying. This paper gave me the opportunity to show that there was not only
something morally off with the fact that so many children within this particular Ottawa
community were being targeted by child protection services, but potentially something legally
incorrect as well.

There was so much content to cover for this paper that it felt very easy to write, and [
actually felt like I could have written even more. The main thing I struggled with though was
checking my privilege, as a White, Canadian-born woman, when I was writing about the cultures
of overrepresented groups. I tried to be very careful with my research and use sources that
seemed reliable, both statistics and anecdotes. However, I invite anyone involved in this project
to offer me criticism or advice on any part of my paper where I may have made an error or
assumption about one of the groups I focus on in the final part of my paper.
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