
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

June 7, 2019 

VIA EMAIL: ChildrenandYouthCommittee@leg.bc.ca  

Select Standing Committee on Children and Youth 
c/o Parliamentary Committees Office 
Room 224, Parliament Buildings 
Victoria, BC 
V8V 1X4   
 
Dear Select Standing Committee on Children and Youth,  

Re Submission to Special Project on Children and Youth with Neuro-diverse Special Needs  

We appreciate the opportunity to provide this submission in your review of the province’s assessment and eligibility 
processes for services for children and youth with neuro-diverse special needs.  

The BC Government and Service Employees’ Union (BCGEU) represents over 5,000 frontline workers in child, youth and 
family services throughout B.C., including 170 members who perform specialized work in Services for Children and 
Youth with Special Needs (CYSN) within the Ministry of Children and Family Development (MCFD). We also represent 
roughly 6,000 members who work in the broader community social services sector to provide various services and 
supports for both children with neuro-diverse special needs and children with developmental disabilities.  

Our members are centrally involved in all aspects of the provincial child welfare system. They have unique experience 
regarding the many issues and challenges faced by children and youth and their families, and possess critical insight on 
policy changes that would benefit the system as a whole, and the children and families who use it. 

To address the increasingly pressured array of public supports needed for assisting children and youth with neuro-
diverse special needs (e.g. ASD, FASD, Developmental Delay), we ask the committee to consider our insight in the 
following areas:  

Assessment and eligibility 

The single most pressing issue reported by our members (and by many other participants in this consultation) is the 
lack of access to timely assessments and the widespread impact of extremely long wait times faced by children and 
families. (To illustrate, typical wait times are up to 12 months for autism assessments; over a year for complex 
developmental needs; and up to two years for a complete fetal alcohol spectrum disorder assessment.)  

The length of time, while inordinate by any standard, also varies greatly in different communities and regions of the 
province—partly a result of disparities in regional funding and staffing resources available for public programs, 
differences in the relative size and influence of contracted agencies, and a wide range of local economic, social and 
demographic factors. These differences can have a significant and very harmful impact on families and communities, 
both socially and economically, and contribute to widening inequalities across an already-vulnerable population.  

Every additional day (or week, or month) that a child and family have to wait for a much-needed professional 
assessment (or even just the referral for assessment) delays their access to crucial funding for services and supports. 
Some of this funding, as well as the availability of particular services and interventions, changes over time and with the 
age of the child, thereby creating additional urgency and risk for families who already face a critical window of 
opportunity to improve the life and future prospects of their child.     
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The far-reaching impacts posed by provincial wait times have been identified previously by the BCGEU in its 2014 report, 
Choose Children: A Case for Reinvesting in Child, Youth and Family Services in British Columbia.1 This includes a troubling 
knock-on effect for workers throughout the broader system. These workers struggle to provide (within the limitations 
of eligibility) the most appropriate, timely and responsive support services for families and children, but only once an 
assessment and diagnosis has been made. (As noted above, such assessments are typically much delayed.) These 
members—both in direct government in MCFD, and within contracted community social services agencies—frequently 
tell us that they wish they were able to provide more (and far earlier).   

Most recently, a report from the Representative for Children and Youth, Alone and Afraid: Lessons learned from the 
ordeal of a child with special needs and his family (2018), documented in extensive detail, systemic issues that include: 
long and unmanageable wait times for assessments (which create substantial access barriers and missed opportunities 
for early intervention); communication and coordination problems between professional and institutional actors; 
barriers to accessing eligible funding for neuro-diverse special needs, and restrictions created by time-limited services 
and supports; high caseloads and inadequate staffing and program resources (both in MCFD and contracted agencies); 
and difficulty for families navigating a complex system of services and supports.2  

These findings support and strongly reinforce the observations and experiences of our diverse membership in this area. 
We therefore recommend to the committee, in broad terms, that government:  

1. Invest in assessment services for neuro-diverse special needs (including ASD, FASD and Developmental Delay) 
in order to substantially reduce wait times;  

2. Consider introducing wait-time benchmarks;  
3. Standardize assessment access across the province to improve equity for families and communities;  
4. Improve knowledge and information-sharing across members of the professional care and support team;  
5. Hire additional social workers and case coordinators to help families navigate multiple service systems and 

providers; and  
6. Increase base contract funding and staffing for all foundational programs for children and youth with neuro-

diverse special needs.   

Ministry programs and resources 

In addition to investigating and improving assessment and eligibility processes, the BCGEU sees the committee’s 
consultation as a necessary opportunity to revisit ongoing and related challenges to the work of our members in core 
ministry program areas—namely, those in CYSN within the Ministry of Children and Family Development.      

These workers provide specialized assistance in order to coordinate support services and funding options for children 
and youth with special needs and their families. Currently, these members report significant challenges in their own 
working conditions and program area that include:  

 Persistent staff shortages (the result of recruitment and retention issues, unfilled vacancies, absences and 
sick leave, and inadequate backfill);  

 Extremely high caseloads (and workload in general); 

 A reactive and crisis-based response model (rather than proactive and strategic workflow); and 

 Poor organizational capacity for considering and integrating crucial staff input on service delivery decisions 
and policy.   

 

 

                                                           
1 See: BC Government and Service Employees’ Union (2014), Choose Children: A Case for Reinvesting in Child, Youth 
and Family Services in British Columbia. Available at: 
http://former.bcgeu.ca/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/BCGEU-choose-children-report-digital_0.pdf   
2 See: “Findings and Analysis,” Representative for Children and Youth (2018), Alone and Afraid: Lessons learned from 
the ordeal of a child with special needs and his family, 42-93. Available at: 
https://rcybc.ca/sites/default/files/documents/pdf/reports_publications/rcy-aloneafraid-dec2018_revised-
web_14_dec_2018.pdf  

http://former.bcgeu.ca/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/BCGEU-choose-children-report-digital_0.pdf
https://rcybc.ca/sites/default/files/documents/pdf/reports_publications/rcy-aloneafraid-dec2018_revised-web_14_dec_2018.pdf
https://rcybc.ca/sites/default/files/documents/pdf/reports_publications/rcy-aloneafraid-dec2018_revised-web_14_dec_2018.pdf


 

 

 

 

At the same time, these members have drawn attention to broader sectoral and systemic challenges that restrict the 
ability of workers, agencies and programs to better serve children and youth with special needs. These include:  

 Service gaps in many communities (related to size, capacity and/or presence of appropriately resourced 
agencies); 

 Inadequate base funding for contractors and services; 

 Frequent administrative time delays between the determination of eligibility and the successful procurement 
of needed services for children and families; 

 Instances of poorly equipped and improperly qualified service providers (due to weak and/or inconsistent 
oversight and auditing capacity);      

 Lack of parental capacity (in some cases) for managing the successful implementation of behavioral plans at 
home; and  

 Incomplete supports and resources for children and youth with neuro-diverse special needs as they transition 
into adulthood. 

The BCGEU is aware that MCFD is developing a new service framework to better support children and youth with special 
needs, and that this will guide how the ministry provides and funds CYSN programs and services on a future (ideally, 
much-improved) basis. Nevertheless, we feel that in the related context of a consultation on improving the assessment 
and eligibility processes governing these same services, that the operational, policy- and work-related concerns of direct 
ministry employees in this specific area are not only germane, but essential for the committee to consider at this time.    

We hope, in this respect, that the recommendations and outcomes of this review will propose substantive resource and 
staffing investments (both for contracted programs, and CYSN), in addition to procedural and process-related 
improvements to assessment and eligibility.     

In the shared interests of our responsibility for improving the province’s ability to provide high-quality, accessible and 
accountable services and supports for children and youth with neuro-diverse special needs, the BCGEU appreciates the 
opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s special project, and for its consideration of our recommendations.  

Respectfully submitted on behalf of the BC Government and Service Employees’ Union by:  

 

 

 

Stephanie Smith 
President    
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