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Introduction 

 

I have three children, the eldest of whom is transgender. I am speaking to you today as a parent, 

a scholar, and as an advocate.    

 

Florence was four years old when we realized that her gender expression was not a phase, as 

some people kept telling us, but rather something more central to her identity. As we began to 

prepare her for kindergarten we realized that we would need additional help and support to keep 

her safe. Fortunately, we lived in one of the few cities in 2010 that had support for families like 

ours: Montreal.  

 

We also had the advantage of tremendous resources at our disposal: good incomes that allowed 

us to move to an expensive neighborhood so that my daughter could get access to an alternative 

school setting, academic skills and connections that could be mobilized to generate new research 

and forms of support, a strongly supportive faith community (Montreal’s Christ Church 

Cathedral), and the privilege of whiteness. Indeed, although we experienced some very real 

challenges, these challenges cannot compare to those struggling at the margins of poverty and/or 

those facing the combined oppressions of transphobia and racism.
1
 Despite the fact that trans 

youth of colour experienced a “slightly higher sense of belonging to their local community,” 

discrimination is a lived reality for many: specifically, 10-13% of trans youth experienced 

discrimination on the basis of their race or colour, and 18-25% experienced discrimination on the 

basis of a disability.
2
  

 

These and the following statistics, drawn from a survey of 923 trans youth in Canada, illustrate 

just how wide the gap is between my daughter’s experience and the experience of many trans 

youth in Canada today: 

Food 

Whereas Florence has at least three regular meals each day, significant numbers of transgender 

youth in Canada have experienced hunger. According to a recent study: 38% of trans youth 

reported ever going hungry, 26% reported losing weight, and 22% reported not eating for a 

whole day because they could not afford food.
3
 

Education 

Florence has never been bullied. She has strong relationships with her peers and teachers and 

is thriving academically. By way of contrast, “more than half of trans youth surveyed had 
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been bullied once or more (55%). Just under 1 in 4 (24%) reported being bullied 1 to 3 times, 

and 13% had been bullied 12 or more times in the past year.”4  

Health Care 

Florence has a supportive family physician and a supportive pediatrician who specializes in 

childhood gender diversity. By way of contrast, “nearly half of older (Canadian) youth (47%) 

and one third of younger youth (33%) had not received physical healthcare when they needed at 

some point during the last year.” Moreover, “only 15 per cent of youth with a family doctor felt 

“very comfortable” discussing their trans-specific health care needs.”
5
  

 

Who are transgender children? 

 

Prior to coming to terms with my own child’s gender nonconformity, I had never before 

considered the possibility that a child could be transgender (and this is despite the fact that I 

taught Gender and Politics at the graduate level). I thus understand why for some the idea of 

transgender and gender nonconforming children may seem perplexing. 

 

In brief, transgender children are children whose gender identity does not align with the gender 

that they were assigned at birth. Although many transgender children know themselves to be a 

girl or boy, some are more fluid in their presentation and understanding of self. At present a wide 

range of terms are used to refer to the broad spectrum of gender identities being expressed by 

young people, including, for example: gender independent, gender diverse, gender 

nonconforming, gender variant, gender creative, and gender queer. It is important to note that 

among some First Nations People, the term “Two-Spirit” is frequently used to refer to traditional 

spiritual roles that span gender and sexual categories.
6
 

 

Why are there transgender children?  

 

All facets of human experience have complex origins, interweaving threads of biology and 

environment.  However, research involving genetics, neuroanatomy, and studies of intersex 

diversity provide solid evidence that the biological basis of gender identity is strong. It is part of 

our very personal, profound, and intimate knowledge of ourselves.
7
 In fact, the gender identity of 

even very young transgender children (3-5 years of age) is consistent with those of cisgender 

(non-transgender) children – meaning that they know who they are just as cisgender children do.
8
 

Although (and as with the origins of sexual identity) we cannot pinpoint exactly why a child may 

assert a gender identity that is different from what they were assigned at birth, it is now clear that 

poor parenting is not a determining factor. In fact, recent research suggests just the opposite: the 

anxiety levels of transgender children and youth who have strongly supportive parents are far 

lower than transgender children and youth without such support, and are on par with their 

cisgender peers.
9
 Overall, parenting connectedness is “key for the well-being of trans youth.”

10
 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

How many transgender children and youth live in Canada today? 

 

At this point accurate figures for Canada are difficult to come by. One recent New Zealand study 

suggests that approximately 1.2% of high school students identify as transgender.
11

  Moreover, 

the number of “out” transgender children and youth are rapidly increasing:  

 Between 2009 and 2015, annual referrals to nine major Canadian clinics supporting 

gender diverse children and youth increased more than 12-fold, from 43 to 546.
12

 Dr. 

Margaret Lawson, a Pediatric Endocrinologist at CHEO, estimates that these numbers 

increased by at least another 25% in 2016. Moreover, new clinics have opened since 

figures were collected in 2015, including in London, Hamilton, and St. John’s.
13

 

 Participation in the activities of the Montreal-based Gender Creative Kids 

Canada/Enfants transgenre Canada grew by 450% (parents) and 766% (children) between 

2015-2016.
14

 

 The online support group “Canadian Parents of Trans and Gender Diverse Children / 

Parents canadiens d’enfants trans” now has over 600 members from across the country.
15

  

 

Why so many transgender children and youth now? 

 

Until very recently transgender identities were pathologized and considered a form of mental 

deviation. It is thus not surprising that parents were unwilling to allow their children to express 

any form of non-conforming gender identity; and, indeed, no degree in gender studies is required 

to understand that “sissy boys,” in particular, have long been a target for abuse by peers and 

adult authority figures. Over the past five years, however, attitudes toward childhood gender 

diversity in Canada and the United States have shifted. We are now seeing an increasing number 

of professional associations, including the Canadian Association of Social Workers and the 

Canadian Psychological Association, that have issued statements urging respect for childhood 

gender diversity.
16

   

 

Why should Bill C-16 be passed?  

 

The Senate should pass Bill C-16 unamended for three major reasons: Affirmation, Access, 

Autonomy. 

 

1) Affirmation  

 

As a parent I want my child to be seen as who she fully is – I want her to have the dignity 

that should be afforded to all people who reside in Canada. While I recognize that passing 

Bill C-16 does not guarantee that my child will be respected, I do know that law has a 

powerful role to play in changing public consciousness. Indeed, recent changes at the 

provincial level have proven transformative for many families, not only because they require 

schools and medical care providers to see our children as they are, but because “naming 

injustice and claiming rights serves as an important tool to realize broader social change.”
17

  

 

As Senators, you have an opportunity to “bend the arc of history.” At this moment of rising 

Anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, racism, sexism, and transphobia, you can offer not just my kid, 
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but all kids in Canada a chance to expand their understanding of and appreciation for the 

diversity of human experience. 

 

2) Access 

 

I want Canadian children, regardless of their gender identity, to have full and safe access to 

all public institutions and public space. Bill C-16, if passed as is, can help ensure that gender 

diverse children and youth, have affirming access to public space, including bathrooms, 

social services, and shelters.  

 

Bathrooms 

 

Currently, one of the spaces where the health and well-being of transgender people can 

quickly be compromised, are bathrooms.  According to the 2015 US Transgender Survey:  

Nearly one-quarter (24%) of respondents said that someone had questioned or challenged 

their presence in a restroom in the past year. 

Nearly one in ten (9%) respondents reported that someone denied them access to a 

restroom in the past year.  

One in eight (12%) respondents were verbally harassed, physically attacked, or sexually 

assaulted when accessing or using a restroom in the past year. 

More than half (59%) avoided using a public restroom in the past year because they were 

afraid of having problems.  

Nearly one-third (32%) limited the amount they ate or drank to avoid using the restroom 

in the past year. 

Eight percent (8%) reported having a urinary tract infection, kidney infection, or another 

kidney-related problem in the past year as a result of avoiding restrooms. 

Trans people little better off in Canada: according to the Ontario Trans PULSE survey, 57% 

of trans Ontarians have avoided using public washrooms due to fear of “being harassed, 

being read as trans or being outed.”
18

 

 

Racism compounds all of these experiences:  according to the results of the U.S. survey, 

“American Indian (18%), Asian (13%), and Middle Eastern (12%) respondents were more 

likely to report that someone stopped them from entering or denied them access to a restroom 

in the past year.
19

  In Canada, 40% of trans youth rarely or never feel safe in school 

washrooms.
20

 It does not have to be this way: Florence attends a primary school in which 

student and staff washrooms are all-gender. As a consequence of the all-gender washroom 

environment and a school commitment to honor and protect all children, Florence has never 

felt unsafe in a school bathroom. By passing this Bill unamended, the Senate has the 

opportunity to make public spaces like bathrooms safe for more Canadians. 
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Shelter 

 

Not all trans children and youth have the support of their caregivers. In fact, the majority do        

not.  Many trans youth who come out to their parents (and not all do) experience a negative 

reception.
21

 At best parents may merely tolerate their child’s gender nonconformity, at worse 

they may subject their children to ridicule, reparative therapy, and physical abuse. It is thus 

not surprising that many transgender youth find themselves in care or on the streets, trying to 

fend for themselves. While data is difficult to come by, we do know that as many as 40% of 

street youth in Canada are LGBTQ youth.
22

 Moreover, research from the United States 

suggests that 19% of youth in care in Los Angeles are LGBTQ, that youth in care are 1.5-2 

times more likely to be LGBTQ than those not in care, and that the majority are racialized.
23

  

 

One of the reasons data on homeless and fostered transgender youth is so hard to find is 

because, until very recently, very few public agencies in Canada thought to ask young people 

about their gender identity. This oversight has only served to exacerbate the precarious state 

of an already vulnerable population.
24

 Indeed, most shelters are unprepared for transgender 

youth and continue to discriminate against them. According to Dr. Alex Abromovich, an 

independent scientist at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, “Trans youth, especially 

young trans women of colour are among the most discriminated against groups of people in 

the shelter system. Trans people continuously experience transphobic violence and erasure in 

shelters and housing programs across Canada.”
25

 

 

Like so many of the challenges faced by transgender people in Canada, access to safe and 

affirming shelter cannot be fixed by the passage of Bill C-16 alone. But passage of Bill C-16 

is an important step in the effort to provide trans youth with much needed support.  Most 

importantly the passage of Bill C-16 will signal to agencies, shelters, and caregivers that all 

children and youth have the right to be affirmed, protected, and cherished.  

 

3) Autonomy  

 

Two years ago Florence and I travelled to Ottawa to participate in a protest against the 

amendments that had been introduced by this committee to Bill C-279. This protest was 

organized by Anne Lowthian and her daughter Charlie, pictured with Florence below. When 

critics argue that Bill C-16 is being “rammed through” without due process, I want you to 

remember that two years in the life of a child is the equivalent of ten (and, of course, 

variations of this bill have been introduced since 2009). I also want you to think about the 

great risks that transgender activists and families have taken when they have organized 

protests, spoken with the media, and lobbied to get this bill passed unamended. Transgender 

children and youth, especially racialized and impoverished transgender children youth, are 

among the most vulnerable people living in Canada today. By passing this bill unamended, 

the Senate can help ensure that more young people have a chance to express their unique 

selves and thrive. As Florence herself says, passing this Bill is “just being respectful.”  

 

Do not compromise the Bill. Do not compromise trans youth. Let Bill C-16 come to a vote.    
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Charlie and Florence, April 27, 2015. 
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