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Introduction:
TheAdoptive FamiliesAssociationoftheACT (hereafterreferredto asAFA) is anindependent,non-profitandnonpolitical
organisationthathasbeenservingtheACT communitysincethemid 1 970s.TheAFA hasa committeeofninememberswho
areall volunteers.

TheAFA currentlyhas 105 memberfamiliesrepresentingthe interestsof bothlocal andintercountryadoptionandprovides
supportthrougheachstageof theadoptionexperience.Memberfamilieshaveadoptedchildrenfrom thefollowing countries:
Australia,Brazil,China,Colombia,Ethiopia,Guatemala,India, Korea,Philippines,Romania,Russia,TaiwanandThailand.

TheAFA hasseveral,countryspecific,sub-groups:

The Kimchi Club — for adoptivefamilieswith Koreanchildren

ClubPrietenii— for adoptivefamilieswith Romanianchildren

Philippine AdoptionSupportNetwork— for adoptivefamilieswithFilipino children

ACT Familieswith ChildrenfromChinagroup— for adoptivefamilieswith Chinesechildren.

“Adoption Australia” is a quarterlymagazinepublishedby theAFA whichis distributedto our membersandsubscribersin
theACT, aswell asmembersofASIAC (AustralianSocietyfor Inter-countryAid for Children) inNSW, andWFA (World
FamiliesAustralia)membersin SouthAustralia& theNorthernTerritory.

AFA volunteermemberswork with theACT CentralAuthority (currentlyknownasthe Deptof Disability,Housingand
CommunityServices,Office for Children,Youth andFamilySupport)indeliveringservicesfor prospectiveadoptive
familiesby wayofprovidingpresentersat educationalseminars.Ourmembersspeakonsuchtopicsas:healthissues,an
applicanttells, therole of AFA andotherassistingorganisations,opennessaboutadoptionandadoptiveparentpanels.

TheAFA recognisesthatthe interestsof thechild aretheparamountconsiderationin adoption.TheAFA supportstheUN
DeclarationontheRights oftheChild andtheHagueConventiononInter-countryAdoption.
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Foreword:

TheAFA asksthattheCommitteebearsthefollowing two importantpointsin mind.

Whendoing aninquiryinto childrenadoptedfromoverseas,it is beneficialto consulttheadopteesthemselves.However,we
wouldcautionthat if anyadopteeslodgea submissionand/orareinterviewed,it berememberedthat theymayhave
experiencedaverydifferentsystemto thatin placeinAustraliatoday.Adopteesfrom twentyor thirtyplusyearsago,most
likely hada closedadoption,grewup in anerawhereadoptionswere rarelyspokenaboutandthesechildrenhadverylimited
opportunitiesforcontactwith theirbirth culture. (Forexample,in themid 1 970swhenVietnamesebabieswereadoptedinto
Australia, therewereveryfew otherVietnamesefacestobe seenon Australianstreets).However,todayin2005,Australia is
a verymulticulturalsocietyandaninternationallyadoptedchild growingup hereattractsfar lessattentionthanin past
decades.The adoptedchildrenof AFA memberfamilies, havemanyopportunitiesto associatewith otheradoptedchildren
andopenlycelebratetheirbirth culture.Acknowledgementof adoptionfrom anearlyage,exposureto birthcultureand
opennessin discussionaboutadoptionissues,all contributeto ahealthysenseof self identity thatis sadlynotalwaysso
readilyfoundby olderadoptees.

It is sincerelyhoped,that whencomparingthe inconsistenciesbetweenthevariousAustralianstatesandterritoriescentral
authorities,it isnotseenasa fund raisingexercise,particularlywith regardsto thevaryingstateandterritoryfeesfor
internationaladoptions.The highestadoptionfee,recentlyimposedby NSW at $9,700.00,is preventingmanychildrenin
overseasorphanagesfrom becomingpartof loving familieswho residein NSW. Theinquiryshouldbeanopportunityto
ensureconsistentandpracticalapplicationof the adoptionpoliciesandproceduresAustralia-wide.Thestatechargingthe
highestfeesdoesn’tnecessarilyfollow “bestpractice”.Adoptiveparentsaren’t for “milking” to raisestaterevenue.Themyth
thatall families adoptingarewealthyneedsto bedispelled.
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Brief Summary:

TheAFA will attemptto coverthefollowing topicsin this submission.Theyareplacedin no particularorder.

Termsofreference1:

1.01 Lackof overseascountriesavailable

1.02 Disadvantagedby stateof residence

1.03 Numbersof applicantsprocessedbetweenstateandterritories

1.04 Developmentof newcountryprograms

1.05 Nil expansionof existingprograms

1.06 Costof stateandterritoriescentralauthorities’fees

1.07 Upperagelimits of applicants

1.08 Age limits of subsequentadoptedchildren

1.09 Healthstatusof applicants

1.10 Financialcapacityof applicants

1.11 Rightsto nameanadoptedchild

1.12 AttorneyGeneral’sDepartmentrole

1.13 Sexualorientationof applicants

1.14 No promotionfor sibling groups

1.15 Preadoptioneducation

1.16 Postadoptionsupport

1.17 NGO’sandprivateorganisations

Termsofreference2:

2.01 Paidleaveentitlements

2.02 Unpaidmaternityleaveentitlements

2.03 Commonwealthmaternitypayments(babybonus)

2.04 Medicaresubsidies

2.05 Educationof governmentemployees

2.06 Child migrationvisa fees

2.07 Incomeforegone

2.08 Lengthof timetaken

5



Terms of reference:

1) Inconsistenciesbetweenstate& territory approval processesfor overseasadoptions

1.01 There is a lackof numberof overseascountriesavailableto/orofferedby eachstate/territory

1.02 Prospectiveadoptiveapplicantsshouldnotbedisadvantagedin anywaydueto their stateor territoryof
residencewhenapplyingto adopt.Any applicants,in anystateor territoryof Australia,shouldhavethesamelist of
countriesto choosefrom.

1.03 Thenumbersof applicantsprocessedis inconsistentbetweenstateandterritories.TheACT managesto
achievea successrateofoneadoptionper12,461headofpopulationcomparedto NSW with oneadoptionper101,990
headof population(source:2003-04adoptionstatisticsfromAIHW report“AdoptionsAustralia” andAustralianBureau
of Statisticspopulationfigures).Althoughnumbersofinter-countryadoptionsmayvarybecauseofotherdemographic
factors (i.e.differencesin incomesizes,educationlevelsetc.) it is clearthat it is fareasierto adoptin some
states/territoriesthanin others.TheACT hasbeengenerallyuser-friendlyfor manyyearsandit reflectsin ourhigh
adoptionnumbers.NSW is a statewitha populationmorethan20 timesthatof theACT, yet NSW managedless than3
timestheinter-countryplacementsadoptionsACT did. If NSWhadadoptedatthesamepercapitarateastheACT,
therewould havebeen540 adoptionsto that statealone.

1.04 Developmentof newcountryprograms.Effortsby Australiancentralauthoritiesto establishprogramswith
othercountrieshavebeenlimited to Haguecountries,butmanyof thesecountrieshavefew childrenavailablefor
adoption(arecentexampleis Lithuania.A greatamountof timeandexpensewould havebeenrequiredto establishthis
program,yet it is a countrywith atotalpopulationof only 3 million people— veryfewof whom wouldbechildren
availablefor internationaladoption).Themajorityof countrieswith largenumbersofinstitutionalisedchildrenhave
neithertheresourcesnor the incentiveto performthecomplextasksassociatedwith ratifying theHagueconvention.Yet
Australiaconcentratesits scarceresourcesestablishingprogramswith countriesinwhich fewchildrenare inneedof a
lovingfamily. TheMA deploresmalpracticein internationaladoptions,butcontendsthatratificationoftheHague
conventiondoesnotnecessarilyguaranteethis— severalHaguecountrieshavebeenaccusedof malpractice.TheAFA
believesthe scarcefundingavailablefor exploring newadoptionsprograms,maybebetterspentin a countrysuchas
Russiawhereit is believedup to 600,000(six hundredthousand)childrenarein statecareinstitutions.It is
acknowledgedthat notall of thosechildrenwould be availablefor internationaladoption,butsayif evenonly 10% are,
it is still 60,000childreninneedof a family. AlthoughtheRussianFederationhasnotratifiedtheHagueconvention,it
hashoweversignedtheconvention,which indicatesa willingnessto ratifyatsomelaterstage.NotethattheRussian
Federation,althoughnota memberof theHagueconferenceat thetime, did participateattheseventeenthsession.In the
caseof Russia,the intentionto work towardsfull ratificationof theHagueconventionhasbeendemonstrated.New
Zealandhashadaviable andwell regardedinter-countryadoptionprogramwith Russiafor manyyearsandthereare
over 520 childrenadoptedfrom Russianow a partofNewZealandfamilies. Australiaalreadyhasbilateralagreements
coveringinter-countryadoptionwith manycountries,mostofwhich were signedbeforeAustraliaratifiedtheHague
convention.Whatis preventingfurtherbilateralagreementswith non-Hagueconventioncountriesbeingsigned?

Portugalis anotherinterestingpossibilityto beexplored,havingratifiedtheHagueconventionin March2004,with a
populationof 10 million (2,500of thosebeingstreetchildrenin Lisbonalone,indicatinga highabandonmentrate)anda
desireto only dealCentralAuthority (CA) to CA (ruling USA familiesout fromadoptingPortugesechildren).The
Portugesecentralauthorityonly takestendays to approveanapplicant’sfile.

1.05 Nil expansionof existingprograms.Thoughtshouldbegivento extendingexistingprograms.Koreahasa

numberof agenciesinvolvedin theadoptionof childrenoverseas,including:

SocialWelfareSociety

KoreaSocialServices
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Holt Children’s Services

EasternSocialWelfareSociety

Australiadealswith justoneof theseagencies(EasternSocialWelfare Society).AlthoughKoreahasaquotafor the
numberof childrenadoptedoverseas,as well asactivelyencouraginglocal adoption,it ispossiblemorechildren
might beavailableforadoptionto Australia.

1.06 Costof state/territoryfees,rangingfromTasmaniaat $2,052andup to $9,700inNSW.

1.07 Upperagelimits of applicants.Thevariousstate/territorycentralauthoritiessetdiffering upperagelimits
on theprospectiveadoptiveparents.AFA believesthat all state/territoriescentralauthoritiesshouldjustapplythe limits
assetby theindividualoverseassendingcountries.Thiswould allowfor a consistentapproachAustralia-wide.

1.08 Age limits of subsequentadoptedchildrenandagegapsbetweenadoptedsiblings (oneyeardifferencein
WA, twoyeard(fferenceinACT). It is apolicy rule in theACT thatthesecondadoptedchild mustbe atleasttwo years
youngerthanthefirst child placedin the family. Birth familiesarenot toldtheycannotproducea sibling for atwo year
period.

1.09 Health status(in particularweight) limits of applicants.Birth mothersarenot told theyweightoomuch
andthereforecannothaveachild.

1.10 Financialcapacityof applicants.In theACT afamily hasbeentold theyneedto re-applyin two yearstime
whentheycandemonstrateanimprovementin their financialstatus.In theopinionof somesocialworkers,a large
mortgageon ahomeisviewedasbeingmorefinanciallysecurethanhaving a goodtrackrecordin a rentalproperty.

1.11 In NSW, thefather’snamecanbeaddedto thechild’s birthname.The adoptivemother’ssumamecannot
be addedto thechild’s name.A namethat mayhavebecomea traditionwithin theadoptivefamily for generations
cannotbe addedto the adoptivechild’s name.This legislationonly appliesto theadoptionprocess.After an
adoptionis finalisedin court,a family cango andchangethe child’s nameby deedpoll (fora fee) thedayafterthe
adoptionis complete.Why addanotherlayerof legalprocesswhenit canbeoverriddena daylater?Birth families
arenottold whattheycanandcan’tnametheirchild.

1.12 AttorneyGeneral’sDeptlackof involvement.AlthoughcurrentlyAustraliahasoneofficial central
authority,theCommonwealthgovernment,in reality, it appearsthereareeight centralauthoritieseachcreatingtheir
own rulesandprotocolswith theCommonwealthappearingto simply “rubber-stamp”their decisions.The
Commonwealthgovernmentneedsto becomeadriverof thewholeprocess,insteadof a passenger,therebygiving
moreconsistencyto theentireprocess.

1.13 SexualOrientationof applicants.Only theWA andACT governmentsallowgaycouplesto applyfor
internationaladoption(althoughastheMA understandsthis,Australiadoesnothaveadoptionprogramswithany
countrythatallowsgaycouplesto adopt).

1.14 Thereisresistancefromstate/territorycentralauthorities’to promotesibling groupswhensomuch
researchshowsthevalueto anadoptedchild of havingsiblingswho arebiological relativesandfrom a similarbirth
culture.Familieswho adoptbiological siblings,savemoney,timeandhavegenerallybettersettledchildren.An
adoptedchild (whenadoptedin a sibling group)remainswith someonefamiliarto them,someonetheyhave
attachedto.

1.15 Pre adoptioneducation.Almost all preadoptioneducationis compulsoryat thestartof theadoption
journey, in thelead-upto be assessedandbeforegainingapprovalto adopt.Thereaftercomesaftera longwait for
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allocationand evenmoredelaysuntil travel overseascanbe commenced.Perhapspre adoptioneducationcouldbe
reviewedandrefreshedin thefinal weeksbeforetravel?

1.16 Postadoptionsupport.Moststate/territorycentralauthorities’wouldacknowledgetheycoulddo moreto
assistfamiliespostadoption.Thisburdencurrentlyfalls to variousparentsupportgroupswho receivelittle, if any,
fundingandrelysolelyonvolunteers.

1.17 NGOs(non-governmentorganisations)arenotgiventheopportunityto utilise their skills andexperienceto
becomeanaccreditedcentralauthority.The only exampleAFA hasbeenawareof, wasin SouthAustraliawherethe
educationandprocessingrequirements(everythingbutapprovals)wereoutsourcedfrom theSA government
department.Howeverthis arrangementwasabruptlyterminatedon

1
St April 2005 withouttheproperconsultation

with theadoptionandwider communities.

2) Inconsistenciesbetweenthe benefitsand entitlementsprovided to families with their own
birth children and thoseprovided to familieswho have adoptedchildren from overseas

2.01 Paid Leave. Paidmaternityleavecanbe foundin 29%of WorkplaceAgreements,but only 1% of those
havepaidadoptionleave (Deptof EmploymentandWorkplaceRelations).

2.02 Unpaid maternityleaveentitlements.Whymustthisunpaidmaternityleaveprovisioncut off whenthe
child beingadoptedreachestheageof 5 years?No matterwhatagethechild is whenadopted,theACT centralauthority
insiststhatoneparentmuststayat homeandbe theprimarycaregiverfor a minimumperiodof oneyear(thisperiodis
inconsistentbetweenthedifferentstates/territories).Withoutunpaidmaternityleaveprovisionsforadoptiveparents,
theyrun the veryrealriskof losingtheiremploymentwhilst tryingto meetthe ACT centralauthoritiesrequirements.
TheHumanRightsandEqualOpportunities(HREOC)hasrecommendedthat thegovernmentabolishthis age
restriction.

2.03 Commonwealthmaternity paymentseg.$3,000babybonus.TheCentrelinkwebsiteadvisesthat the
Maternitypayment“recognisestheextracostsincurredat thetimeof thenewbirth or adoptionof ababy”. A babyis
definedas beingup to 26 weeksof age.Hagueconventionrequirementsmakeit impossiblethatanybabywill be
adoptedinto Australiawithin 26 weeksofbirth. (Thebirth parentsof ababyabandonedmustbegivena “cooling off’
period, in casetheyreconsidertheir decision.Next, afamily musttry to befoundin thebirth countryofthechild for a
periodof time. Only afterboththeseperiodsof timehaveelapsedcanababybe madeavailablefor international
adoption).Whetherit is ababyor anolderchild beingadopted,therewill alwaysbe extracostsincurredatthetimeof
adoption.In factanolderchild adoptionwould incurgreaterexpensesthana babyandthis statementis supportedby
TheHumanRightsandEqualOpportunityCommission(HREOC)reportin 2002,entitled“A Time to Value” whereit
recognisedthecostsincurredby adoptivefamilieswereequalto or higherthanbirth families. TheUREOCreportwent
on to recommendthatadoptivefamilies besupportedequallyto birth families.If thegovernmentwereto allowadoptive
families theMaternityAllowanceof $3,000thenonthemostrecentstatisticsavailable,the2003-04figuresof 370
placementadoptionsinto Australiafrom overseas,this would only amountto $1.1lmillion dollars.

2.04 Medicaresubsidies.The CommonwealthgovernmentheavilysubsidisesIVF proceduresunderMedicare
(oftenquotedat $50 million peryear)as a wayofcreatinga family, whereasthealternative,inter-countryadoption,is
notsubsidisedat all. Adoptive familiesare“user-pays”all theway.
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2.05 Educationof Governmentemployees.Adoptive familiesreceivevaryinglevels of servicewhenattending
governmentofficesanddepartments.Onesuchoftenmentionedoffice is Medicare.Stafftraming manualsshould
includeinformationto educatestaffthat families areformedby morethanonemeans(for example,by birth, adoption
anda combinationof both). A recentinitiative by the federalEducationMinister, theCommonwealthReadingTutorial
CreditSchemeof $700.00did notmakeallowancefor adoptivechildrenwithESL difficulties. Adoptivefamilieshadto
lobbyto get“ESL (Englishas a SecondLanguage)exemptedchildren” eventuallyincluded.

2.06 Child migration visa. An application feeof $1,245.00is chargedby theCommonwealthDepartmentof
Immigration (DIMIA) andis a directcostthatmustbepaidbeforeaninter-countryadoptedchild canenterAustralia.
This governmentfeeaddsto theadoptivefamily’s expenses,but is notapplicableforbirth families.

2.07 Incomeforegone.Whenbecominganadoptivefamily, it is a state/territorycentralauthorityrequirement,
that oneparentmuststay-at-homeastheprimarycarerfor betweensix to twelvemonths(lengthof timevariesbetween
whatstate/territoryanapplicantresides).Thisresultsin theadoptivefamily losingoneincomeata timewhenthe
numberof family dependantshasincreased.Thisrequirementis not imposeduponbirth families.

2.08 Length of time taken in inter-country adoptionprocess.Birth familieswait ninemonthsto holdtheir
child, adoptivefamiliescanwaitup to four or five yearsbeforetheycanholdtheir child. TheAFA acknowledgesthat
muchtimeis expendedin theforeigncountrywhereadoptionfiles areawaitingallocationof a child andthesedelaysare
beyondthecontrolof theAustraliangovernment.However,morecouldbe doneto ensurethereareno unnecessary
delayspreventingAustralianfamilies fromapplyingto adopt.SomeAustralianstatesonlyholdAdoptionInformation
Sessionsonceeachyearor in Queenslandwherethegovernmentallowsawindow of opportunityby only accepting
“Expressionsof Interest”for a few weekseverytwo years.In theACT you cannotofficially applyto adoptuntil you
haveattendeda compulsoryAdoptionInformationSession.After officially applying to adopt,therearemanydelays
alongtheentireprocessfrom waiting fora social workerto be appointedto your case,to beingofficially approvedto
adoptby therelevantAustralianstate/territoryauthority.
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How can theAustralian governmentbetter assistAustralians who areadopting, or have adopted,
children from overseascountries?

- Allow tax creditsfor adoptionexpenses.Otherdevelopedcountriesaroundtheworld (includingtheUSA,
Canada,France,HollandandScandanaviancountries)providetax creditsto assisttheir adoptivefamilies.Up to
USD$10,000is given,peradoptedchild, in theUSA. Someoriginal AFA members,rememberthatAustraliaalso
allowedadoptionexpensesas a tax deductionin thepast.Until 1976 all adoptionexpensescouldbe deductedfrom
income.From1977 until 1986,adoptionexpenseswereclaimableasa rebate,alongwitha list ofotherpersonal
expenses.Thiswasquietly abolishedin 1986,butshouldbere-introducedaswayof assistingadoptivefamilies.

- The Commonwealthshouldestablishuniformnationalinter-countryadoptionlegislationto bring consistencyacross
all statesandterritories.TheCommonwealthgovernmentneedstobecomeadriverofthewholeprocess,insteadof
apassenger,therebygiving moreconsistencyto theentireprocess.Would thegovernmentconsiderallowing an
adoptionorganisation,suchastheAFA, to havea representativeattendthetwiceyearlycentralauthorities
meetings?

- Allow regulatedprivateagencies(NGOs) to administerthe information,educationandassessmentprocess.South
Australia(up until earlierin 2005) andNewZealandusethis process.In theNewZealandmodel,prospective
adoptiveparentsfeel greatempathyfromtheexperiencedadoptiveparentshandlingeducationalandassessment
processes,which cannotalwaysbe foundfromgovernmentemployedworkers.

- Currently,theCommonwealthgovernmentfully fundsinterpretersto assistnon-Englishspeakingcitizenswhen
required(eg.whenseekingmedicaltreatment).Adoptive families facegreatexpensehavingcompulsorydocuments
translatedinto a foreignlanguage.Couldtheinterpreterserviceprovidea translationservicefor adoptivefamilies?

- In thefinal weeksbeforebirth,prenatalclassesarefully fundedfor birth families. Adoptivefamiliesmustpayfor
their attendanceat compulsoryAdoption Seminars,oftentwo or tbreeyearsbeforeadoptingtheir child.

- After a birth, postnatalclassesarefully fundedfor abirth family. An adoptivefamily mustpayfor a socialworker
to completethecompulsory(HagueConventionrequirement)PostPlacementReports,aftertheadoptionof their
child.

- A greatdealmoreshouldbedonein thevital areaof postadoptionsupport.Currentlythevariousstateandterritory
governmentsprovideverylittle postplacementsupportandthebulk ofthis work is beingdoneby adoptivefamily
supportgroups,run by volunteers.Parentingcoursesdealingwith theoftenspecialneedsof adoptivechildren,
accessto therapiststrainedin issuessuchas attachmentdisorder,abandonmentissues,bondingissues,griefandloss
issuesalongwithmanyotherobstaclesfacingpostinstitutionalisedchildrenandtheiradoptivefamilies, shouldbe
madeavailable.

- In thehopeof increasingthenumberof overseasadoptionprogramsavailableto Australianfamilies, programsthat
would beviable in offering thehopeof a family to thegreatestnumberof abandonedandorphanedchildren,a
bilateralagreementshouldbe negotiatedwithRussia.

- Differing upperagelimits setfor prospectiveadoptiveparentsby thevariousstate/territorycentralauthoritiescould
be scrappedin favourof applyingthelimits as setoutby the individual overseassendingcountry(alsosometimes
referredto asa “donor” country).
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As AFA President,I wishto thanktheInquiry Committeefor theirkind invitationto appearbeforethecommitteetopresent
oralevidenceat thepublic hearingon

9
thMay 2005,substantiatingandenhancingupontheabovemattersandansweringany

questionsour submissionraises.

Yours sincerely,

(signed)

Mrs Ann Plohberger

President

onbehalfof

The Adoptive FamiliesAssociationofACT

11


