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Background 
On October 30, 2018, the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate (OCYA) released 19-Year-Old 

Dakota: An Investigative Review. This report reviews the life and circumstances of a young First 

Nation man with complex needs. While Dakota was not receiving child intervention services at the 

time of his death, he had involvement throughout his life and within two years of his passing.  

As noted in the OCYA’s report, Dakota was described as a funny, caring, and sensitive young 

person who enjoyed art, music, and attending traditional ceremonies. Our thoughts remain with 

the family, friends, and community who continue to mourn the death of this young man. 

Two systemic issues were identified in the report as relevant to Dakota’s circumstances: 

recognizing and supporting young people with complex needs, and providing safety and support 

for young people to explore their sexual and gender identities.  

The OCYA’s report makes one recommendation for child intervention intended to facilitate more 

timely and appropriate services tailored to a young person’s needs. The report also refers to 

recommendations previously made in the OCYA’s Speaking Out: A Special Report on 

LGBTQ2S+ Young People in the Child Welfare and Youth Justice Systems, which the Ministry of 

Children’s Services is working to implement.  

Children’s Services’ response includes information gathered from the following sources:   

 a review of existing policies in comparison to issues identified in the report;  

 a review of current initiatives, practice, and program directions related to issues identified in 
the report; and   

 engagement with all ministry partners, including other divisions, regional service delivery 
partners, and other ministries.  

We welcome the OCYA’s recommendation, and thank the Advocate and his office for their 

ongoing commitment to improving outcomes for vulnerable children, youth, and families in 

Alberta. Children’s Services remains steadfast in its commitment to continually improving and 

addressing all issues identified by the OCYA. 
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Response to Recommendations 

Recommendation #1: 

Child Intervention Services should expand their proposed policy regarding escalation of complex 

case consultation and decision-making to include the definition of complex needs. Young people 

with complex needs should have access to experts and intensive resources to meet their needs.  

Ministry response: The ministry accepts the intent of this recommendation. 

Children’s Services is committed to supporting children and youth who have complex service 

needs. We concur that more must be done to support young people with complex needs – often 

requiring focused efforts by several ministries working together.  

Currently, the terms “complex needs, complex cases, and complex individuals” are all used for 

various service populations in a variety of contexts, without one common understanding of what 

that means or what the threshold would be. As a result, defining complex needs within Children’s 

Services policy alone may not ensure this vulnerable population has access to the experts and 

intensive services needed to meet their needs. That is why a multi-ministry committee has been 

formed with the specific goal of improving service experiences and outcomes for young people 

with these extremely complex service needs. This committee will help ensure the right supports 

and services are in place for this vulnerable demographic. Its work will also help inform further 

policy enhancements to strengthen how we support children and youth with complex needs. 

Children’s Services, and Community and Social Services also recently updated a protocol that 

supports assessment, planning and intervention methods to assist children, youth, and parents 

with disabilities, including cognitive challenges, across both ministries. This updated protocol will 

help programs work in a more integrated manner to support children, youth, parents, and 

caregivers with disabilities, including those with complex needs. 
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Referenced Recommendations  
The following reflects the most recent public adjudication on the past recommendations 

referenced in 19-Year-Old Dakota: An Investigative Review. The recommendations had been 

previously made in Speaking Out: A Special Report on LGBTQ2S+ Young People in the Child 

Welfare and Youth Justice Systems. Children’s Services publicly responds to every 

recommendation directed towards it and tracks the progress on its website. The OCYA also 

publicly assesses the progress on recommendations every six months. Transparent public 

reporting allows recommending bodies and Albertans to keep informed of ongoing systemic 

improvement to the child intervention system. 

Recommendation #1 (November 2017): 

The Ministry of Children’s Services, and the Ministry of Justice and Solicitor General should make 

certain that LGBTQ2S+ specific training and education is required for all employees who work 

directly with young people or make decisions that affect them.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

publicly responded to, but progress not adjudicated at this time.  

Recommendation #3 (November 2017): 

The Ministry of Children’s Services and the Ministry of Justice and Solicitor General should 

review and revise their policies and practices in relation to identity, safety, appropriate places to 

live, and services and supports for LGBTQ2S+ children and youth. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

publicly responded to, but progress not adjudicated at this time. 

Recommendation #5 (November 2017): 

The Ministry of Children’s Services and the Ministry of Justice and Solicitor General should 

ensure young people in their care receive appropriate and inclusive sexual health information.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

publicly responded to, but progress not adjudicated at this time.  
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Update Summary: Referenced 
Recommendations 
Work is underway through Children’s Services’ Sexual and Gender Diverse Working Group to 

address the past recommendations referenced by the OCYA. A staff E-Learning training tool is 

being developed that will support all front-facing staff who have contact with children, youth, and 

families to understand the issues that affect LGBTQ2S+ children and youth. The working group is 

currently gathering research to inform the training to best improve staff awareness, acceptance, 

and support of this vulnerable demographic.  

The working group is also working towards reviewing all relevant policies and practices in relation 

to identity, safety, appropriate places to live, services, and supports for sexual and gender diverse 

children and youth. Systemic gaps, issues, and successes are being identified and documented 

on an ongoing basis as part of the working group agenda. 

Although Children’s Services does not have expertise in the area of sexual health information, the 

ministry recognizes the importance of young people in care receiving information that is 

appropriate and inclusive. The working group’s future work will include identifying existing tools 

and resources that can be leveraged for child intervention practitioners. Children’s Services is 

committed to strengthening supports for LGBTQ2S+ children and youth receiving child 

intervention services. 
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Conclusion 
Children’s Services would like to thank the Child and Youth Advocate for this report. The tragic 

loss of Dakota is felt by all of those who knew him and the challenges he faced have been 

noticed by the ministry.  

As the Advocate’s report states, youth with complex needs are among the most vulnerable in 

society. Children and youth with complex needs often require government ministries and 

community partners to work together to provide a range of services, making it critical that timely 

and appropriate services are coordinated to meet their needs. That is why we are taking action. 

The creation of a multi-ministry committee, along with other initiatives underway, will improve 

service experiences and outcomes. By strengthening consultation and decision-making for young 

people with complex needs, we will help enhance practice across the province. 

We also know that providing safety and support for young people to explore their sexual and 

gender identities is critically important. Ensuring that young people are served by practitioners 

who have awareness and acceptance of the unique issues that sexual and gender diverse young 

people face is part of creating safety and support. Children’s Services’ Sexual and Gender 

Diverse Working Group continues to address the recommendations made in Speaking Out to 

better support the safety and well-being of LGBTQ2S+ youth across the province. 

We accept the intent of the OCYA’s recommendation and are working to strengthen our practice 

to better support young people like Dakota. Children’s Services is committed to continually 

strengthening the child intervention system so that all children, youth, and families receive the 

services they need, when they need them. 

 

 

 


