Senate of Canada

Motion to Accept Report: 

The Shame is Ours Forced Adoptions of the Babies of Unmarried Mothers in Post-war Canada,
September 20, 2018
Twenty-Seventh Report of Social Affairs, Science and Technology Committee and Request for Government Response—Debate Adjourned

The Senate proceeded to consideration of the twenty-seventh report (interim) of the Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology, entitled The Shame is Ours - Forced Adoptions of the Babies of Unmarried Mothers in Post-war Canada, deposited with the Clerk of the Senate on July 19, 2018.

Hon. Art Eggleton moved:

That the twenty-seventh report of the Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology, entitled The Shame is Ours: Study on the Forced Adoptions of the Babies of Unmarried Mothers in Post-war Canada, tabled with the Clerk of the Senate on July 19, 2018, be adopted and that, pursuant to rule 12-24(1), the Senate request a complete and detailed response from the government, with the Minister of Families, Children and Social Development being identified as minister responsible for responding to the report.

He said: The Sixties Scoop survivors were recognized last year, those Indigenous children removed from their families and placed into non-Indigenous homes. There is, however, a kind of scoop that also needs to be acknowledged and that involves a non-Indigenous part of the population.

Our committee undertook a study to examine the systemic practice in the decades following World War II of coercing many Canadian unwed mothers to surrender their babies for adoption. We heard moving testimony from mothers, adoptees and organizations working to support those affected by this dark chapter in Canadian history.

In Canada and other allied nations, including Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States, social ideologies focused on the traditional family. This led the babies born to unwed mothers to be seen as “illegitimate.”

Unwed mothers across the country were outcasts, many were sent away to maternity homes, mainly operated by religious institutions, where they were isolated from their communities. These mothers were often the subject of verbal and emotional abuse, were limited in their contact with the outside world and in many cases were not even allowed to see their babies after the birth. In fact, they were sometimes told that they deserved all of this because it was punishment for their sins.
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Once their experiences at the maternity home came to an end, the mothers were told never to speak of it again. Some were told, for example, “Well, get a puppy,” as if that could fill the void of a child taken away, or “Be a good girl from now on.” Other statements we heard included, “I was told that I would eventually get married and forget about my baby.” How does a mother forget her baby? “The social worker stood in front of me coldly. She said, ‘You will never see your baby again as long as you live. If you search for the baby, you will destroy his life and the lives of his adopted parents.’”

This is from an adoptee in this case: “I thought about her all the time — this mother whose absence was ever-present in my life.”

Yes, they were different times, different attitudes, but the pain for many of these people, both the mothers and the adoptees, still endures. It was cruel, nonetheless, from any perspective.

There are not a lot of official statistics available from this period, but between 1945 and 1971, we learned, nearly 600,000 infants born to unmarried mothers were recorded as illegitimate births. We heard that as many as 95 per cent of the unwed mothers in the maternity homes surrendered their babies for adoption — 95 per cent. Today, it’s 2 per cent.

During this era, the Canadian government, along with provincial governments, provided funding that was used to support these maternity homes, as well as the adoption and counselling services that were given — in most cases they weren’t given, as we were told — to unwed mothers.

Although most of these disturbing practices remain in the past, they led to lasting — and this is important — and life-altering psychological distress for many of these mothers and the adoptees.

In Australia, a Senate report led to a formal apology from the national government in the provision of services for individuals affected by forced adoption. To date, there has been no official acknowledgment by any level of government in Canada of the pressures that were put on unmarried pregnant women to surrender their babies for adoption and the pain it caused.

For many, time is running out. They’re getting older. It is past time to acknowledge the wrongs that were done and to start moving forward toward a healing process for these people. With this report, we have tried to give these mothers and the children back their voices, to give them a way to share their stories so that we as a nation can begin to understand the harm they’ve suffered.

We received not only some representations by witnesses before our committee but also a number of letters — testimony in writing. For a lot of these mothers or adoptees, it was too painful to appear in person, but they did, in many cases, share their stories with us.

Our recommendations — and let me go through them very quickly as there are only four. The first one deals with the question of an apology. I want to make the point that it’s not an apology as a stand-alone measure that is being proposed here. It’s an apology in the context of healing. The recommendation is this:

That the Government of Canada issue a formal apology on behalf of all Canadians to the mothers and their children who were subjected to forced adoption practices in the years following World War II.

It continues:

The apology must:

be informed by the work of an advisory group established to provide direction on the content of the apology;

fulfill five criteria: —

In fact, these were established by the Law Commission of Canada. I first discovered that it was used in Australia when they did their report. The criteria are:

. . . acknowledge the wrongdoing, accept responsibility, express regret, provide assurance that this practice will not occur again and provide reparation through action; and,

be delivered in Parliament within one year of the tabling of this report.

Recommendation 2 says:

That membership of the advisory group established under recommendation 1 includes, but not be limited to, mothers, adoptees and members of reunification organizations.

Recommendation 3 gets into the question of reparations, and this would include:

collaboration between the Government of Canada and its provincial and territorial counterparts to create a fund to support training programs for professional counsellors —

— because this is an unusual circumstance, and there are not a lot of people out there trained to do this kind of counselling. Counselling to help these people through the difficulties they have been experiencing is what is needed, first and foremost.

So we’re saying:

— training programs for professional counsellors that is appropriate to the needs of individuals affected by past adoption practices and the provision of counselling services by those professionals to mothers and adoptees affected by forced adoption practices at no cost to them;

“A public awareness campaign” is also suggested, as is:

a commitment to highlight the issue of access to adoption files by parents and adoptees with provincial and territorial governments.

I should say that I’m sure I’m not suggesting that every mother who gave up their child for adoption was coerced into it. There were, I’m sure, many who willingly did that. Today, of course, adoption practices for people who are willing to do it are quite available. This is a particular group of people who, in different countries, experienced the kind of coercion that we’re talking about in the report.

Recommendation No. 4 is:

That the Government of Canada, in collaboration with its provincial and territorial counterparts:

initiate a discussion on the status of provincial legislation governing adoption files, in particular whether parents and adoptees have the right to access those files;

develop a consensus position on a uniform policy in regard to accessibility of adoption files across Canada that acknowledges a person’s right to know their identity;

Many people, adoptees particularly, made the point that they’d like to know their history. They’d like to know the genetic factors that could affect them. They would like to find out who their mother was. Access to information in these files varies from province to province. In some of these cases, of course, a person might have been born in one province and ended up in another province, or gone south of the border. In fact, a number of people who were adopted were sent out of the country.

I don’t know if you remember seeing that film a few years ago — it was nominated for an Oscar — called Philomena. It starred Judi Dench. It was about an Irish mother. It was a true story. The woman actually is still alive to this day. She gave birth to a child who was taken out of her hands. She was mistreated and misinformed, like many of the others, and the child was taken off to the United States. They tried, as you see at the end of the movie, to find each other but didn’t in time, unfortunately.

Then it says in recommendation No. 4 — and this has to do with the access to files again:

develop and issue a joint statement calling on the religious organizations that ran the maternity homes for unmarried mothers to examine their roles during the post-war years, acknowledge the harm that resulted from their actions and accept responsibility;
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We invited all of the religious organizations and, in fact, a number of institutions, including governments, to make representations to our committee. They declined.

The only religious organization that agreed to come was the United Church, who had studied this matter a few years ago and indicated that they concurred with the testimony that we heard before us by these mothers and the adoptees.

We also received a written statement from the Salvation Army that indicated what their practices were but admitted that there could be some mistreatment and they noted that in their report to us.

The others just declined totally to come; we heard from no government agency. We brought the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies in, but while they and a number of people verified these things happened, they had no statistics, no general information and no corporate memory on these matters.

Finally, we’re saying to work with child welfare organizations in all jurisdictions to examine the roles in forced adoption practices with a view to issuing apologies at the provincial and territorial level composed of the five criteria recommended for the national apology. This is very similar to Australia. Their national government issued the apology and the reparations, but they also asked the state governments and the various organizations.

In fact, in that country all of the churches admitted that this happened. They all admitted it. But in our country, so far only the United Church has admitted that these kinds of things happened.

I think it’s time for healing and the adoption of this report, and in moving it along to do that I know there will be many people in our country, both mothers and adoptees, who will be very grateful for this kind of action by the Senate of Canada. Thank you.

[Translation]

Hon. Julie Miville-Dechêne: Honourable senators, I want to congratulate Senator Eggleton and the Social Affairs Committee on this report, which was one of the first reports I read after becoming a senator.

The fact that the Senate is addressing such a sensitive historic injustice shows what it is capable of doing. As we know, this report got a lot of media coverage this summer. Canadians were moved, and the report made waves because this is a very important issue. Forced adoptions were carried out not just in Canada, but also in Quebec. We all know older women who suffered the injustice of having a child ripped away from them, or people who don’t know who their parents are. Canadian society was complicit in these kidnappings. The church was involved, but it was society as a whole that wanted to hide these pregnancies. All this happened not too long ago. As an enlightened society that is making strides in gender equality, we must not forget that this happened in the not-so-distant past. When we examine, assess and judge other countries’ practices, we must remember that we are not without fault.

I agree with the recommendations in the report. We must start by apologizing. This should be the Government of Canada’s first step, and I hope it will do so.

[English]

Hon. Terry M. Mercer (Deputy Leader of the Senate Liberals): Honourable senators, I did not intend to speak on this matter, but the substance of the motion has driven me to rise.

As the former vice-president of the Adoptive Parents Association of Nova Scotia and one of its founding members, I want to make sure that we put adoption in its proper light.

Yes, forced adoptions are wrong. Yes, the coercion of young women to give up their children is wrong. But there are many thousands and thousands of people in this country whose lives have been changed by adoption. I’m one of those, because in November 1980 I met my son for the first time. He was a month old. Through a Catholic agency in Halifax, my wife and I adopted Michael.

Michael has changed our lives. I’m here today because of that, because it helped focus me for the rest of my life. It gave me a meaning for the rest of my life to work hard to support him, to help him. I’m extremely proud of him. Indeed, crazily, he is in this business as the Executive Director of the Liberal Party of Nova Scotia today. And I know you’re all happy about that, too.

The point I want to make is that this is an important report and we should support it. However, we should not lose sight of the fact that adoption is a very good thing. I am very critical of those people who oppose abortion and who don’t, at the same time, say adoption is an option. Because if you’re going to oppose abortion, you then have to make sure that you give the young women who find themselves in a situation where they’re considering an abortion an option to do something very positive, to change the life of not only the child but of the family who adopts the child.

My wife and I have never been happier than we were after we adopted our son, Michael. Well, we are a little happier now because Michael has given us two grandchildren, and as I tell people openly, the best job I have ever had in the world is being a grandfather. It is more fun than anything I have ever done in my life.

When I went home last weekend, after being on the road for seven days, waking up on Sunday morning with my granddaughter saying, “Wake up, granddad,” made my trip worthwhile.

However, I want to make sure we get on the record that adoption is a positive thing. How adoptions are referred to in this report is a bad thing. I think that we need to understand that and I want to get that on the record. Adoption can be and is a very positive thing.

Hon. Senators: Hear, hear!

Hon. Lucie Moncion: I’m sorry, I wasn’t planning to speak today. I did prepare a speech, but I will go from memory.

[Translation]

There are six or seven points I want to raise about the report. I’ll start by saying that I agree with its findings. However, I think it’s unfortunate that several aspects in the report were not discussed. That’s what I find curious, and a little troubling.

The report barely touches on the religious practices and mores that were prevalent during the years when the adoptions occurred. At the time, religion and social mores were closely connected. There was little room for anything but moral rectitude and respect for church teachings. There were rules, and those who broke them were often shamed.

These women felt abandoned, first and foremost by their families. They ended up in facilities run by the church and other institutions because they had been rejected by their families. The pregnancy would be kept secret, and once the young girl returned home, nine or 10 months after the birth of her child, people were told that she had gone away to school, or some other story. This prevented the family from being disgraced. The young woman picked up where she had left off. In my opinion, this aspect of the situation was glossed over in the report.
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I also think the role of men in these adoption stories was not sufficiently explored. Some men would have like to be part of their children’s lives, but little or nothing was said about this in the report. My family was very religious, and my mother often told me to be careful because men never carry the shame that women do when they have a child out of wedlock.

My office is now researching the number of laws on this matter that existed in each province. All provinces had them, and they were used quite often. In Quebec, the “Duplessis orphans” law was widely used. Senators will remember that contraception was prohibited in Canada until 1969. It was a criminal offence to use contraception until the government decided it had no place in the bedrooms of the nation.

Another aspect that wasn’t explored in the report is the fact that adoptions were a lucrative business. Some organizations got rich off these adoptions. I would have liked the report to examine this aspect.

Someone I know well told me how distressed he was after reading the report. This 86-year-old man was one of the people responsible for finding adoptive homes for these children. He said that he did this to protect the mothers and children and that he never meant to hurt them.

I understand everything that this report entails and the objectives it seeks to achieve. It’s political, and it will benefit the women and children who suffered. If we can help those who want to find their families, then we should do so, so that the recommendations of the report serve their purpose. I would like to close by saying that I was disappointed because I feel like we could have done a lot more. This report could have been a wake-up call for many people who washed their hands of all this.

I will vote in favour of the report, but I would like to indicate that I think it is incomplete, given the significance of everything that happened during those long years. Thank you.

Hon. Renée Dupuis: Honourable senators, I would like to continue in the same vein as Senator Mercer.

First, I would like to congratulate the chair and members of the committee for drawing our attention to the issue of forced adoption and making it possible for the Senate to continue its work. You drew the public’s attention to a situation that people are generally very uncomfortable with.

I believe that Senator Mercer’s speech showed us a different perspective from that of the women who gave up their children, from that of the subsequent generations, of the children and grandchildren of these women who gave up their children and the parents who adopted them. I think that the Senate must go even further and demand an answer from the government. The discussions with the provinces that will follow must be integrated into their bills or their existing legislation. We must come up with measures that take into account all of these perspectives. We have a social responsibility to do so. If we are to work with the people who were affected by these policies, then we must do so with a good understanding of everyone’s perspectives.

I would also like to draw your attention to something I think is very important. When the Quebec law was changed, the Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse du Québec noted that accessing one’s file is still considered taboo. To do so would be like shedding the last vestiges of a social structure. However, that is exactly what we should be doing, because adoption is not only a historical event, but one that has lasting, obvious repercussions and that, in my view, is directly connected to the right to integrity of the body and security of the person guaranteed by the Quebec Charter.

I invite all senators to join me in adopting the report, but more importantly, I urge the committee to pay close attention to how the recommendations included in the report are implemented.

(On motion of Senator Cormier, for Senator Pate, debate adjourned.)

[English]
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