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She was told her son was thriving in care. Years

after his death, an investigation found

otherwise

Jacob Collins died while incarcerated at the Labrador Correctional Centre in

2020
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Virginia and Jacob Collins at Jacob's high school graduation in 2015 in Natuashish. (Submitted by Virginia

Collins)

By all accounts, Virginia Collins was a good mother to her son, Jacob.

There were never issues flagged with her parenting. She loved her children and cared

for them deeply. She just needed help.

Virginia turned to the child protection system when Jacob began to develop complex

mental health challenges and exhibiting high-risk behaviours. But instead of help, a

lawyer representing the family says she was presented with papers to sign her son into

out-of-province care.
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"Removal should not have been encouraged in this case, but rather treatment for Jacob

and support for Ms. Collins should have occurred," said Will Hiscock during a public

inquiry late last month. "The only solution offered to her was removal of Jacob from her

care."

The life and death of Jacob Collins was put under the microscope by a public inquiry

examining the treatment, experiences and outcomes of Innu in the child protection

system.

A report into his death was tabled during the late stages of the inquiry. It's a private

document, but the family was able to give closing submissions in a public forum,

providing insight into the investigators' findings.

In Collins' case, investigators found there was a severe lack of services offered to keep

him at home with his family. Instead, he was sent to a foster home in southern Ontario.

"Ms. Collins has described how the social workers always arrived with the paperwork

and the order is ready to be signed," Hiscock said. "They made her feel as if she had no

choice. They did not offer any real choices, rather they simply wanted her to rubber

stamp the course of action they had already chosen."

Communication was misleading, investigators find

Jacob Collins was sent to Broken Arrow Residential Treatment Services (BARTS).

The company cropped up in several of the six death investigations at the centre of the

public inquiry, and was named in the public-facing summary of systemic failings found

in each case.

Despite the implications of its name, investigators Kenn Richard and Tara Petti said

Broken Arrow was not an Indigenous facility, nor was it a treatment centre. It was a

foster home, where kids were discouraged from speaking their native languages.

Broken Arrow — which rebranded as Kalon Services NL — has not responded to

requests for comment from CBC News.

Faith Rich saw two sides of the child protection system. She died at 22

James Poker aged out of a treatment centre at 16. Nobody told his father

His language was lost. His worker was drunk: Inside Kirby Mistenapeo's time in

care

Hiscock said the investigation found Virginia Collins was given glowing updates during

her son's time at Broken Arrow. They said he was excelling, and highlighted his

participation in soccer and cadets. What they didn't tell her was that her son often tried

to run away, but was returned each time.
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"He had alarms on the doors and windows of his room and was treated as a prisoner,"

Hiscock said.

Hiscock said the report found that Collins was underweight as a boy, but his food and

diet were closely monitored. In one example, the investigation uncovered an incident

report where Collins was disciplined for putting an extra spoonful of jam on his toast.

"[Virginia Collins] feels she was misled and bamboozled into repeatedly signing her son

away under voluntary custody agreements," Hiscock said. "She was told in great detail

how well Jacob was doing in school, soccer and cadets. She was repeatedly told how

happy he was and the opportunities he was getting. To her, it felt as if she was being

told that she could not do for him what he needed."

Hiscock quoted from the investigative report, which said Collins was "a stranger in a

strange land" while living in Ontario, disconnected from his family, language and

Jacob Collins smiles during his high school graduation ceremony in 2015. Collins died five years later at the

Labrador Correctional Centre. (Submitted by Virginia Collins)
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culture.

Like the other children whose cases were investigated as part of the inquiry, Collins was

eventually returned to Natuashish without a plan. He suffered, having spent so long

away from home.

Hiscock said his mother worked hard, with little help from the child protection system,

to get Collins through high school. Against all odds, he graduated in 2015.

His mental health struggles persisted, leading him from the child protection system to

the criminal justice system. Jacob Collins was in pre-trial custody in February 2020,

when he died by suicide alone in his cell.

More than six years later, Virginia Collins still struggles with her son's death and the

systemic failings that marked his adolescent years. Hiscock said it's gotten easier since

the inquiry began, now that she has some answers about what went wrong.

"She still gets angry at the way she and her son were treated, but that is balanced by a

greater understanding of those failures and by the hope that this inquiry can make the

changes that they need."

The inquiry commissioners are expected to file their final report by October, including

recommendations on how to overhaul the child protection system to better suit Innu

families.

If you or someone you know is struggling, here’s where to look for help:

Canada’s Suicide Crisis Helpline: Call or text 988.

Kids Help Phone: 1-800-668-6868. Text 686868. Live chat counselling on the

website.

Canadian Association for Suicide Prevention: Search by province or territory for

suicide crisis services, suicide bereavement and mental health support.

Download our free CBC News app to sign up for push alerts for CBC Newfoundland and

Labrador. Sign up for our daily headlines newsletter here. Click here to visit our

landing page.
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