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***********************************************************
It's harder than he thought it would be.

Sampson Fragoso, baby-faced and calloused hands, was pumped, at first, to make it on his own, free from Children's Aid; free from "parents."

Two months out, the former Crown ward works 65 hours a week temping as a shipper/receiver, and taking odd jobs, just to survive. Keeping a roof over his head and affording food is a daily struggle – never mind saving up to finish high school.

Like more than 650 Ontario youth every year, Fragoso was cut loose from the "system" on his 21st birthday. The hand that saved him from abusive parents, sheltered, fed and "loved" him for 15 years was abruptly ripped away. 

He's crashing into adulthood totally alone.

"I've relied on CAS my whole life, then one day my contract is over," he says.

"I don't understand. They took me from my home. They've taken responsibility for me. I feel like they should take care of me forever. I have to rely on them. I have no other support."

For Judy Finlay, Ontario's Child Advocate, that's one of the system's biggest failings. Care is wrenched from these youth, piling fresh loss on lives already heaped with injury and trauma.

On Thursday, Finlay will release a study, the first of its kind, examining the quality of care for Crown wards. The report, based on conversations Finlay had with close to 300 kids and youth in the system, is expected to outline recommendations about all aspects of child welfare, including transitioning out of the system and care in foster and group homes. 

The "transition to adulthood" is an area Finlay says needs immediate attention. Youth can opt out of the system at 16, or stay in, but at 18 they must sign an Extended Care and Maintenance agreement, which provides a monthly cheque in return for staying in school or holding a job until youth turn 21. 

The 21-year-olds are bound to fail in a society that's biased against renting housing to the seemingly irresponsible and competitive even for people with post-secondary degrees, youth workers agree. It's a world where kids finish school and leave home, on average, at 27, according to Statistics Canada, not 18 or 21.

Unless the province reframes how it sees Crown wards, as kids, not numbers or case files, youth are headed for welfare, homelessness or worse, Finlay says. 

Wards on "independence" say they live in squalor, don't know how to deal with peer pressure and must make hard choices daily, like whether to do homework or earn money so they can eat.

"We're parents to these children," Finlay says. "We have a responsibility to treat them like our own. That's not what happens. We've failed the kids in care anyway, but we've failed these kids who are transitioning out of care in particular. There's no safety net for these kids."

She wants to see change. And she has the support of everyone from CAS executive directors to social workers across the province to YouthCan, a community advocacy network, organized by the Ontario Association of Children's Aid Societies. 

Mary-Ann Chambers, Ontario's minister of children and youth services, says her ministry is reviewing the supports available for youth between 18 and 21. But Chambers doesn't believe extending the age of care will make Crown wards more successful in the real world. 

"It's not as simple as saying, `Instead of 21, let's make it 25,'" she says. "25 is just an arbitrary number."

Chambers doesn't believe giving youth more time with a case worker is the answer either. Instead, she says, increasing the supports youth have throughout their lives is a better way to go. 

YouthCan wants to see the age of care extended to 25. Medical insurance should be extended past 21, Finlay says, so youth can have access to the prescription drugs they used while in care. Young mothers with babies should be given extra resources, she adds. YouthCan says wards need $500 a semester toward tuition, and college/university application fees waived. Everyone wants to see grassroots workers getting as involved with youth, as real parents should.

The most common and striking complaint Finlay heard from youth during the course of her research was that no one has time for them.

"Youth talked about care workers having too big a case load," she says. "They need a parent."

Alicia Venditti, 19, wouldn't argue with that. A month ago, she wasn't invited on a camping trip and like any teen, needed a shoulder to cry on. It wasn't available.

"For my worker, my situation wasn't a big deal," she says. "But for me, it was. Even when I do get time, I always have to hurry up and talk. They look at their watch. It makes me feel awful. Sometimes I need them to stop thinking about their schedule and just be with me."

Provincial policy states that workers should meet with kids on independence every three months. But most in the know feel that's too little contact. Close to 25 per cent of youth between 14 and 17 have a brush with the courts or jail, at some point, says Frank Kennedy, head social worker for Peel CAS. And because they've been shuffled among foster homes, schools and guardians, they're not accustomed to stability or being responsible.

"They're very scared of the future," Kennedy says. "They're really anxious. It's a big step."

According to Sherry Mosko, director of Child and Youth Services for Toronto CAS, taking that step means overcoming a host of problems. Around 87 per cent of kids in care have special needs, 48 per cent have been diagnosed with mental illness and 36 per cent are in counselling.

Cree Dawson, 16, won't admit that moving out scares her, but she's already made plans to avoid it. 

She told her foster parents, whom she calls mom and dad, that she won't be leaving at 18, when a third of Peel CAS youth move out of care or at least head out on their own. She has no plans to leave at 21, either. 

It's not because she's opposed to growing up. When Dawson lived with her biological mom she would leave school early to pay bills, buy groceries, care for her younger brother. CAS took both kids out of an abusive home at 15 – they now live in separate foster homes on the same street. 

Dawson's ahead of her peers in terms of budgeting, saving money and being independent. But in foster care, she's learning how to be a kid. She's taking her time to figure out what she's good at, what she wants to be. "All my peers are rushed to get to life," she says. "I'll get there when I get there."

Fragoso would love to have that luxury. 

Even though he's graduated from care, he still calls his former worker every day. With a past riddled with drugs, jail and violence, he wishes he could go back in time and right his bad decisions. Maybe then the transition out of CAS wouldn't be almost as hard as being taken from his parents in the first place.

"The system is screwed up," he says. "I feel like ... what was my purpose?"
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