
Cowichan Tribes  
Child & Family Wellness Legislation Project 

Interviewer: Tell me about your background and how you 

became involved in this important project? 

Stephanie Atleo: My name is Stephanie—Suniimtunaat. I am on Chief and Council and serving 
my 4th term. I have been a project manager for 16 years working in many different areas. 
Currently, I am the Acting Director of Education for Cowichan Tribes. I have a BA in First 
Nations Studies and History and my Master’s degree, which is in progress, focuses on 
Governance and Leadership. Governance is my interest, as is legal. I enjoy the discussions and 
understanding and developing the legal framework for our governance structures that we are 
putting into place for our Nation. 

“Spotlight on Legal Sub-Committee” 

We’re pleased to introduce a new series called Spotlight where we speak with some of the 
experts and community members who are working “behind the scenes” to develop our new 
law governing child and family services. This month, we interviewed three members of the 
Legal Sub-Committee: Joe Thorne (community member), Stephanie Atleo (Councillor) and 
Sarah Morales (project member and Co-Chair of the Legal Sub-Committee).  

Sarah Morales: My name is Sarah - Su-taxwiye. I’m Coast Salish and a Cowichan Tribe 
member. While attending law school, I worked as a summer student for the Hul’q’umi’num 
Treaty Group.  During my time there, I had opportunities to sit in on tripartite negotiations. 
Through watching and listening to those negotiations, I realized how important it is for our 
communities to articulate our laws according to our traditional teachings and practices.   

I decided to pursue graduate work in the United States to learn how Native American tribes 
are articulating and applying their own laws and legal traditions. I later returned home to 
complete my PhD focusing on our Hul’qumi’num laws and legal traditions. About 10 years 
ago, I was asked to participate in the Research Working Group on the Cowichan Tribes  

Nation-Based Child and Family Wellness project because of my research interests. I’ve had the privilege to be 
involved in this work ever since. 

Joe Thorne: My involvement in this project came as a 
foster parent over many years and being a single dad 
raising children. I understand what foster care does or 
could do to a child. This has always been in the forefront in 
my heart. I got involved because I care for all children.    

“I believe that our  

culture is needed to help a 

family through whatever 

may have caused a social 

worker to get involved.”  

– Joe Thorne
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Interviewer: What do you think are the main challenges 

with the current child welfare system? 

Stephanie: The challenge with the current law and care system is that it 

does not allow us to practice our traditional ways of dealing with child 

welfare issues. Traditionally, it was a family first approach that protected 

the child by surrounding the child and family. Today, there are more 

attempts to defer to the family intervention approach first. But legislation 

does not always align with the traditional way of practicing child welfare. 

Sarah: I think the biggest problem with the current care system is that it 

does not reflect indigenous legal principles, practices and decision-making 

processes. Our community believes that families are at the core of legal 

institutions. They are often responsible for resolving disputes, applying 

corrective measures when needed and taking a collective approach. We 

had our own systems in place before colonization but now our ways of 

relating and working through issues are not reflected into the current laws, 

which can be characterized as individualistic, and does not take into 

account systemic racism and the impact of colonization. This project is a 

way forward for our community. 

Interviewer: What are your hopes for the new law? 

Joe: My hope is that we, as a people, can make changes that won’t 

damage a child’s innocence. As parents, I believe in xe xe smuneem (our 

sacred children). I believe that our culture is needed to help a family 

through whatever may have caused a social worker to get involved. 

Sarah: I agree with Joe’s comments. I also believe that the new law will be 

a steppingstone to transforming the health and well-being of our 

community. Our law will be measured as successful by the overall health 

of our community. This means having safe and happy children, prosperous 

communities, higher rates of employment, and more people graduating 

from secondary and post-secondary education etc. 

Stephanie: My hope is that we bring back our traditional ways of 

managing child and family situations. We want to practice prevention - not 

protection.  So, the goal of this work is to create legislation that supports 

this. 

About the Sub-Committees 

Five sub-committees have been 

established to support the project 

team by providing technical 

expertise and insights to inform 

the development of Cowichan 

Tribes jurisdiction/governance, 

service delivery and fiscal 

relationship with Canada and BC.  

Sub-committee members include 

representatives from Chief & 

Council; technical project leads; 

community members; Lalum’utul 

Smun’eem (LS); the General 

Manager and other departmental 

offices (ad hoc as required); and 

the provincial and federal 

governments. 

Legal Sub-Committee’s Mandate: 

Responsible for drafting the 

Coordination Agreement with the 

federal government (Indigenous 

Services Canada and Crown 

Indigenous Relations) and the 

province (BC Ministry for Child 

and Family Development), 

outlining how the transition of 

responsibility for child and family 

services to the Cowichan 

community will occur. 
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Huy tseep q’u for reviewing our July 2021 newsletter submission!

We look forward to sharing more updates as we develop 
this historic legislation for our community! 

If you have any questions, please contact Rosanne Daniels: 
htg-rdaniels@shaw.ca  

Stephanie: My kids [bring me comfort and joy] and knowing that they are safe and healthy. It was a tough 
year, but our community really pulled together to support and take care of each other. I am glad it is almost 
over - that’s for sure.  

Sarah: I feel the same way. My kids have given me strength, happiness and comfort during this period. Being 
able to be home with them, to spend more time with them, and to witness their growth and resiliency has 
been an unforeseen blessing of this pandemic. 

Interview: Last question and ending on a more personal note… 
what brings you comfort and joy during the pandemic? 

“I believe that the new law will be 
a steppingstone to transforming 

the health and well-being of  
our community.”  

- Sarah Morales, project member and
Co-Chair of the Legal Sub-Committee 
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