
The Hon. Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond is a lawyer, judge, and children’s rights advocate. She 

earned a Bachelor of Arts from Carleton University, a Bachelor of Laws from Osgoode Hall Law 

School, a Master's Degree in International Law from the University of Cambridge, and a 

Doctorate of Laws from Harvard Law School. Turpel-Lafond has worked as a lawyer in Nova 

Scotia and Saskatchewan and was a professor of law at Dalhousie University. She has been a 

visiting professor at the University of British Columbia and the University of Victoria, lectured at 

the University of Toronto and Notre Dame, and was Aboriginal Scholar at the University of 

Saskatchewan. She has appeared before all levels of courts in Canada, including the Supreme 

Court of Canada, and is a widely published scholar focusing on the rights of children, Aboriginal 

self-government, and constitutional law. Turpel-Lafond has been a legal consultant for many 

commissions and inquiries, and served as an adviser to Aboriginal leaders in Canada.  

 

In 1998, Turpel-Lafond became the first Aboriginal woman appointed to the Provincial Court in 

Saskatchewan. She was a criminal law judge in youth and adult courts and worked to develop 

partnerships to better serve the needs of young people in the justice system, particularly those 

who had been sexually exploited or had disabilities such as fetal alcohol spectrum disorder. She 

was appointed British Columbia’s first Representative for Children and Youth Officer in 2006, a 

position she held until 2016. As an independent officer of the Legislature, she supported 

children, youth, and families who required assistance when dealing with the child welfare 

system. In her role, she strived to take a holistic approach to child welfare that encompassed 

the criminal justice system, mental health services, substance abuse, and education. Her office 

handled 17,000 cases in ten years and produced 93 reports with over 200 recommendations, 

the majority of which were implemented.   

 

Turpel-Lafond has received honorary doctorates from seven universities and the Indigenous Bar 

Association designated her an Indigenous Peoples' Counsel. Time Magazine named her one of 

the 100 Global Leaders of Tomorrow and a Canadian Leader for the 21st Century. In 2009, she 

was awarded the Bill McFarland Award from the Parent Support Services Society of British 

Columbia for her outstanding commitment to the prevention of child abuse, and the following 

year she was awarded the Perry Shawana Award from the B.C. Aboriginal Childcare Society for 

championing the rights of children. She is a member of the Muskeg Lake Cree Nation and the 

mother of four children.  

 


