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City Silences Children and Youth Voice

VANCOUVER - On April 6th, 2006 Vancouver NPA Mayor and City Council shocked members of the youth leadership and services community with a late-night decision to reverse staff budget recommendations and eliminate the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate for the City of Vancouver.  The Office was the only independent municipal advocate and voice for Vancouver’s most vulnerable young people, their families and the organizations that serve them.

The Child and Youth Advocate has been providing critical voice on issues that include childcare policy and needs of working families, youth housing and outreach services and sensitive police-youth dialogue. The Office 

has been recognized for its’ efforts to introduce young people to the work of City Hall, to create space for their inclusion in municipal decision-making processes and to build a network of support for young people in the 

City.

“I’m stunned,” said Anna Hilliar, a local arts promoter and student.  “Not only were youth totally excluded from the budget consultation surveys, but then to have their lone City ear plugged and voice silenced too – it just makes 

you wonder if children and youth really matter to this City and Council.”

Ironically, while the City was dismissing its Advocate, the very next day, Honorable Judge, Ted Hughes, released the BC Children and Youth Review final report  in which he argued strongly that there was not enough advocacy 

for children and youth.  His report focuses on the need for: 

• Monitoring and public reporting of the government’s performance in protecting and providing services for children and youth in British Columbia, 

• Advocacy and an independent voice for children and youth
In 2004-2005 the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate implemented the first and only child and youth rights-monitoring initiative in Canada, which included public consultations, youth-led city-wide workshops and a public reporting process.

“It is disturbing and inexcusable that the Child and Youth Advocate has been cut during a time of well-known critical need for exactly what the Advocate’s position was fulfilling,” says Sara Kendall, a Vancouver youth and community facilitator who coordinated the rights-based monitoring project.  “The youth community and children’s service providers are outraged. There is a single, viable response here:  the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate needs to be reinstated.”

The work of the Child and Youth Advocate was instrumental in connecting children, youth, service providers and City government for the insurance of a healthier and safer city for young people. The erasure of this position marks the dismissal of the importance of young lives in Vancouver.  

“Vancouver has previously shown leadership in investing in the lives of its most vulnerable, and most highly valued citizens, the children and youth who live here,” states Caitlin Padgett, the City’s first Youth Advocate Mentor.  “Services that are now taken for granted and considered irreplaceable exist because of the work of advocates who spoke up for children and youth.”
Along with the position of the Child and Youth Advocate, the entire budget of the office was eliminated, including:  The Youth Advocate Mentor, a part-time position that was the only one of its kind in Canada, mandated to directly link the voices of youth communities and City policy; a Child Care Advocacy strategy; community consultations addressing youth-police relations, a youth-police working group; Child and Youth Rights monitoring reporting.

“Young people, particularly those marginalized, rarely have the opportunity to meaningfully contribute to the decisions and policies that impact their lives,” maintains Sheena Sargeant, Executive Director of YouthCO AIDS Society, a non-profit organization that provides support services to youth living with HIV/AIDS.  “With the decision to cut the office of the Child and Youth Advocate, City Council has directly impacted the quality of life of many children, youth, and their families; they have removed one of the very few ways that communities and service providers can be seen and heard.” 
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