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Advisory 

MINISTER OF JUSTICE ANNOUNCES THE CHILD-CENTRED 
FAMILY JUSTICE STRATEGY 

OTTAWA, December 10, 2002 – Today, the Honourable Martin 
Cauchon, Minister of Justice and Attorney General of Canada, 
announced the Child-centred Family Justice Strategy. The 
Strategy is the cornerstone of the Government of Canada's 
commitment, announced in the 2002 Speech from the Throne, to 
modernize the family justice system in Canada. 

"Simply put, these reforms are all about children," said Minister 
Cauchon. "Children need their parents' love, attention and 
financial support, as well as a safe environment. The 
Government of Canada recognizes that children's needs come 
first after separation and divorce." 

Objectives 
The purpose of the Strategy is to help parents focus on the 
needs of their children following separation and divorce. It is 
composed of three pillars – family justice services, legislative 
reform and expansion of Unified Family Courts. Taken together, 
these three pillars will create a child-centred family justice 
system that: 

minimizes the potentially negative impact of separation and 
divorce on children;  
provides parents with the tools they need to reach 
parenting arrangements that are in the child's best 
interests; and  
ensures that the legal process is less adversarial; only the 
most difficult cases will go to court.  

Services for Families 
Canadians have clearly signalled that services for families are 
what is most needed – services like mediation, parent education 
and other court-related services. "Changes to the law, by 
themselves, are not enough", said Minister Cauchon. "Services 
are needed to ease the conflict and stress that come with 
separation and divorce and help parents while they are making 
decisions about the care of their children." The Government of 
Canada will devote $63 million in new funding over five years to 
the provinces and territories for family justice services. "Ongoing 
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collaboration with our provincial and territorial colleagues is 
essential if we are to meet this pressing need for services", said 
the Minister. 

Legislative Change 
The Divorce Act will be amended to include: 

A list of specific criteria for parents, legal professionals and 
judges to use in considering what is in the best interests of 
children. This list will reaffirm and strengthen the core 
principle of family law – that the best interests of the child 
are paramount.  
 
The terms custody and access will be eliminated for the 
purposes of the Act. A new model based on a parental 
responsibilities framework will be created – removing the 
'win/lose' and ownership connotations that some people 
associate with the current terms. This change will help 
reduce parents' levels of conflict and stress, in turn helping 
them focus on their most important obligation – making 
sure their children receive the care they need. 
 
Under a parental responsibilities framework, parents will 
decide how they will each carry out their responsibilities, 
including the time that each parent will spend with the 
children. Parents can do this themselves or with the help of 
a mediator, counsellor or lawyer, where appropriate. 
Where a judge is needed to make a decision – for example 
where parents cannot agree or in high-conflict and family 
violence cases – the judge will now issue a parenting order 
allocating parental responsibilities.  
 
In addition to the changes in the Divorce Act, amendments 
will be made to the Family Orders and Agreements 
Enforcement Assistance Act and the Garnishment, 
Attachment and Pension Diversion Act to improve 
enforcement of federal support programs. The Criminal 
Code provisions concerning parental child abduction will 
also be amended to reflect changes to the Divorce Act 
terminology.  

Unified Family Courts 
The Child-centred Family Justice Strategy also calls for a timely, 
efficient and simpler court process. The Government of Canada 
will provide funding of $16.1 million a year for 62 new judges (46 
will be promoted from the provincial court level), in order to 
expand Unified Family Courts. The provinces and territories will 
reinvest the money they save on provincial judicial salaries in 
family justice services. 
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Unified Family Courts improve outcomes for children and their 
families by providing: 

a single court with jurisdiction to handle all family law 
matters;  
easy access to an array of family justice services;  
specialized judges who are experts in family law; and  
a user-friendly environment where procedures are 
simplified.  

"This reform strategy reflects the important social role of the 
family justice system," said Minister Cauchon. "I believe it will 
result in an improved, less adversarial system that will have 
important benefits for children and their families, as well as long-
term benefits for Canadian society. " 
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