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Wally Rich died in a unlicensed group home

that repeatedly failed compliance checks,

inquiry hears

Family calls for Labrador Group Home to be demolished and replaced
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Wally Rich, an Innu teen from Natuashish, had been in care for about a decade, according to his mother. In last

month's provincial budget, $1 million was earmarked for an inquiry into Innu children in care. (Submitted by

Nympha Rich)

WARNING: This story contains details of suicide.

Wally Rich died alone in his bedroom on May 22, 2020, five days after telling staff

members at the Labrador Group Home he didn't want to live anymore.

His workers were supposed to be checking on him every hour.
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But evidence provided to a public inquiry suggests that didn't happen.

"When Wally's body was found, he had been dead for quite some time. Rigor mortis had

set into the body," said Will Hiscock, a lawyer for the Rich family.

Wally Rich was 15 years old.

He's now one of six Innu youths whose deaths were examined by a public inquiry into

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

system. A report into his death was compiled by two investigators following a hearing

where witnesses were called to testify.

That report is a private document, but closing submissions given by the family's lawyer

late last month were held in public, giving a glimpse inside the tragic circumstances

that led to Wally's life and death in the child protection system.

High among the concerns raised by investigators was the fact the Labrador Group

Home in Happy Valley-Goose Bay was not licensed by the Government of Newfoundland

and Labrador from the time Wally arrived in November of 2019, until he died in May of

2020.

In a statement to CBC News, the department responsible for child protection said

residential placement providers did not require licensing until a legislative framework

was introduced in June 2019.

Six Innu youths died by suicide or hypothermia between 2015 and 2021. All six had been in the care of the child

protection system at various points in their lives. They are Thunderheart Tshakapesh (top left), Jacob Collins,

James Poker, Wally Rich, Faith Rich and Kirby Mistenapeo. (Submitted)
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Providers like the Labrador Group Home, which operated under service contracts with

the province, were grandfathered in. The statement said they were still subject to

monthly monitoring as they worked towards licensing.

Hiscock said those checks showed the home routinely failed to meet a list of standards

set out by the department. Among those failed standards were safety programming,

crisis intervention and record keeping.

The department said the first licenses weren't handed out until January of 2021, due to

delays with the COVID-19 pandemic. The Labrador Group Home was licensed in

December of 2021, more than a year and a half after Wally Rich died.

In a statement, Social Supports and Well-Being Minister Joedy Wall expressed hope

the inquiry can pave the path for improvements in the child protection system.

"My staff have been participating in the process by sharing their understanding of past

events and what we can do collaboratively to ensure that these events do not happen

again. I offer my sincere condolences to the individuals and families involved in these

hearings."

Investigation found problems were 'normalized'

While the Labrador Group Home was being monitored monthly, those checks did not

appear to lead to many changes.

Investigator Kenn Richard testified before the inquiry commissioners, calling the lack

of oversight and accountability at the Labrador Group Home "pretty extreme."

"There were regulations but they were not being followed, and it just stayed that way,"

Richard said. "It led to deficient practices to care for Innu, or any child in that home. It

was normalized. To us that was something difficult to navigate and understand."
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Among the major concerns identified in Wally's case was a lack of mental health

services, despite him entering the home with significant problems already identified.

"He had a history of trauma, substance use, emotional dysregulation and involvement

in high risk behaviors," Hiscock said. "During the entirety of his placement at the

Labrador Group Home, at no point was Wally assessed by a psychologist or

psychiatrist."

Instead, Hiscock said the investigation found kids were told to "seek help

independently" through services like wellness lines or health centres.

"This seems like an entirely unreasonably heavy burden for a child, much less a child

dealing with a number of cognitive and psychological issues," Hiscock said.

"I'd remind the inquiry that the government had taken this child, and their duty to this

child was of a reasonably prudent parent. And expecting a young child to self-diagnose,

then assess their needs for treatment and then arrange their own mental health

treatments, I think falls well outside of the standard of any prudent parent."

No mental health assessment was done

Wally Rich spent seven months at the Labrador Group Home in Happy Valley-Goose Bay, far removed from his

home in Natuashish. (Submitted by Innu Nation)
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A month after arriving at the home, Wally was sent to the hospital for a medical

concern. During that visit, a hospital social worker recommended he follow up with

mental health services due to concerns about drug use and behaviour, Hiscock said.

"The file indicates that this recommendation was not acted upon."

On May 17, 2020, a friend notified Wally's mother that he was talking about ending his

life. She contacted the home.

"This prompted two members of the Labrador Group Home staff to go upstairs to talk to

Wally, whereupon he expressed suicidal ideation again, saying that no one cared about

him and he wanted to die," Hiscock said.

Wally then left the home, but was later returned by the RCMP. Hiscock said Wally told

the workers he was fine and wanted to be left alone.

Hiscock said the report concluded: "CSSD and the Labrador Group Home's actions

during this period contradicted policy requirements mandating a mental health

assessment following suicidal ideation."

No mental health assessment was done prior to Wally’s death on May 22.

Facility should be torn down, family says

The Labrador Group Home was a correctional facility for youth until it began

transitioning to a child protection facility in 2015.

This was cause of concern for Wally's family, Hiscock said, because his father spent

time in the home when he was a youth.

"Multiple witnesses, including Wally's parents, raised concerns about the Labrador

Group Home's historical origins as a youth corrections facility and questioned whether

the transition to a child welfare model in 2015 resulted in a substantive shift in

practice," Hiscock said.

"Parents described a lingering corrections mentality characterized by punitive

responses, rigid rule enforcement, and limited empathy."

Their phone calls were limited. The snacks were under lock and key. Hiscock said many

of the staff carried over from the correctional facility, and didn't get much in the way of

updated training.

"It is clear that such staff members were poorly equipped to deliver high-risk, complex

care," he told the inquiry.

The Rich family identified four recommendations they'd like to see moving forward. The

first one: Tearing down the Labrador Group Home and replacing it with a new facility,

fully licensed on the day it opens, and staffed by people with specialized training to

meet the needs of children.
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"They are not confident that any reactive change in the wake of Wally's death has

transformed the group home into a safe, adequate placement," Hiscock said.

They also called for Wally to be memorialized, and suggested naming this new group

home after their son.

"The tragic death of Wally Rich should not have occurred," Hiscock said in closing.

"It is our hope that in the future fewer Innu children will be separated from their

parents, and those Innu children that are placed in residential placement will receive a

high level of care sensitive to their needs from staff fluent in Innu-aimun with robust

access to Innu culture, even if such placements are not Innu-led."

Where to get help:

Canada Suicide Prevention Service: 1-833-456-4566 (phone) | 45645 (text) |

http://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/ (chat)

In Quebec (French): Association québécoise de prévention du suicide: 1-866-APPELLE

(1-866-277-3553)

Kids Help Phone: 1-800-668-6868 (phone), Live Chat counselling

at www.kidshelpphone.ca

Canadian Association for Suicide Prevention: Find a 24-hour crisis

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

Labrador. Click here to visit our landing page.
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