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From time to time, newspapers and press agencies bring tô light child traff icking scandals. generally from

Third World countries to the industrialised nations, involving acloption, pornography or prostitution rackets'

The information that reaches us from the countries where this trafficking originates is all the more difficult
to verify in that none of the "parties" concerned is - naturally -- particularly inclined to boast about the

fact, whether they be the mothers, the middle-men or the "clients"'

So it is in an atmosphere of silence, and contending with a dearth of reliable statistics, that various

international organisations have, for the past thirty years, been workinE to improve protection for children

against all forms of commercial exploitation to which they can fall victim.

The question of adoption is central to these concerns, since it very often acts as a cover for transactions

with somewhat less noble aims, and may indeed actually be at stake itself in view of the ever-increasing
,,demand,, for children in the western world. ln the face of this phenomenon, everyone agrees that the

interests of the child should be the prime consideration. At the same time, opinions differ as to the

definition of these "interests" - and this is not the least of the problems.

For the past few years, the United Nations General Assembly has had on its agenda the problems that can

arise in ihe sphere of international adoption. This item is scheduled for discussion during its forthcoming

session (Autumn lgB3). So we feel that this is an opportune moment to take stock of the situation as it

stands today, and to examine the questions involved.
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Korea which, in 1977, had made provisions for gradual

reduction in the number of children to be adopted abroad,
finally resulting in the total abolition of the practice.
ln 1981, however, the government reversed its previous
decisions, because of the country's economic difficulties,
and once more authorised children to leave... thereby
unburdening itself of responsibility for the children con-
cerned.

Given this wide variety of national legislation and practice,

is it possible to try to distinguish between "good" and "bad"
adoption policies, and "good" and "bad" intentions ?

Small steps forward for big ideas

Possible or not, the attempt has been going on, painfully
slowly, since the Fifties to institute international rules
governing the practice. The first United Nations study was
published in 1953, and concerned the problem of adoption
between countries "with different legal systems". But it
was the non-governmental organisations who took up the
question in a more systematic way. ln 1960, under the
auspices of the European Office of the United Nations,
a seminar was organised in Leysin (Switzerland), devoted
entirely to international adoption, the preparatory work
for which was carried out by lnternational Social Service
(lSS) and the lnternational Union forChildWelfare (IUCW).
It was there that, for the first time, a series of "principles"
were defined, whose relevance is, moreover, virtually as

great today. ln line with the spirit of this seminar, two
important conventions were then concluded during the
Sixties : the Hague Convention in 1965 and the Strasbourg
Convention in 1967. Using different methods (in one case,
unyfing national legislation, in the other fostering inter-
national agreement), the two conventions constitute an

attempt to ensure not only greater legal safeguards in the
adoption sphere, but also more effective protection for
the child.

The interest of the United Nations for the question, at a

global level, was only slightly stirred again in 1972. At the
initiative of a delegate from Liberia, the General Assembly
adopted a resolution calling for a UN Conference and an
international convention on legislation relating to adoption.
Over the following five years, information was collected
from 67 lVlember States regarding their national policies,
practices and legislation in the sphere of child welfare and
adoption. ln 1978, a group of experts met in Geneva, and
at last adopted a "draft declaration on the social and
legal principles applicable to adoption and foster-care at
the national and international levels" : the text incorporated
a number of general principles on child welfare, and con-
firmed the preference for placing a child in a family rather
than in an institution.

Since that time, however, the draft declaration has been
left to wander in the maze of UN procedures. lt has been
on the agenda of several General Assembly sessions since

Although international - and inter-racial - adoption seems

to have been "in fashion" during recent years, it is no new
phenomenon. At the end of the Second World War, many
children in several parts of the world had no home. They
were not just orphans, but also children who had been

abandoned for reasons that were imperative at that time:
in many countries, the ramifications of the war had by no
means been confined to the battle-fields. The presence

of foreign troops brought with it an increase in the number
of illegitimate children whose abandonment was fostered
by the strong prejudices against unmarried mothers. ln
addition, the ruined economies of countries that had

taken part in the war forced the poorest families to let
one or more of their children go.

Thus it was that, in the early Fifties, a cons,derable number
of trans-national adoptions took place from Greece, ltaly
and Japan, more especially to the USA.

Similarly, the Korean and Vietnam wars drerv ettention
in the Western world to the existence of mixed-race children
in those countries. lVore global phenomena as r,^rell, such
as the urbanisation process and unprecedcnied population
growth in the developing countries, led to the abandonment
of large numbers of chiidren towards,,vhom Western
couples began to turn more and more.

Shortage in the West

At the same time, in Europe and North Arerica, diametri-
cally opposite factors were to foster the ini=.est of couples
there in foreign children. Contraception arc abortion on
one hand, and the considerably improved siatus of single
mothers on the other, resulted in a sharp r=duct on in the
number of abandoned - and therefore "adcptable" -
children. Furthermore, the development r'the media
helped to make certain countries aware cf what was
happening in other parts of the world that v.,ere less privi-
leged : trans-national adoption in the Sixties a nd Seventies
was looked upon as a form ol "relief", or at least solidarity,
in favour of countries that had been devastated by war
and natural disasters which were widely reported in the
media.

During the Seventies, international adoption developed
signif icantly. ln certain European countries, such as Sweden,
the Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium and France, the
number of children arriving from the Third World doubled,
tripled or even quintupled between 1973 and 1975 alone.
Alongside this trend, increasingly frequent objections were
raised in the "sending" countries against this mass exporta-
tion of children. Between '1975 and 1980, the countries
most concerned reacted either by enacting laws that severely
limited the number of children leaving the country, or by
instituting stricter control over adoption conditions.
National policies vary, reflecting each country's own
customs and religion. Thus, during the same years, certain
lVloslem countries like lraq and Kuwait widened their
adoption practices (which had been inexistent until then,
due to incompatibility with lslamic Law). whereas others
such as lndia and lVlalaysia brought in restrictive legislation.
A typical example of the variation in policy is that of Dp.+
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then, to be sure. But it has never yet been considered'

having found itself systematically relegated to the forgotten

realms of the SOth or 82nd item on the agenda"'

The interests of the child

Yet no one doubts the need for international regulations'

ln adoption procedures, each "party" left in a state of

uncertainty constitutes an open door for potential abuses'

Ever since the f irst "war-children" arrived in the USA' the

leitmotiv has always been the interests of the child' But

today, it is realised that that very same priority has provided

a iuitification for interpretations that are often autho-

ritàrian, not to say ethnocentric, from a cultural' social

as well as religious standPoint.

Who is in a position to judge the interests of the child ?

Poverty is still considered a "good reason" to remove a

child to another country, as can be seen from certain recent

brochures put out by international adoption agencies'

all concerned to "generously offer a place in our community

to a human being without parents, without a home,without

defence" ("lnternational Adoption")'

On the opposite side of the fence are those who place

almost total priority on keeping the child in his own countrv

and doing everything possible to resolve his situation on

the spot. Thus, the Council of Europe, in a brochure on

the problem, considers inter-country adoption to be the

"ultimate solution", and expresses lts concern about the

"pressure exerted" during the last ten years by numerous

European couples wishing to adopt a child, in which it
sees the risk that, in the end, the interests of the child

will take second place behind the "need" to find children

for adoptive parents. lllustrating this concern, the brochure

mentions in particular the case of Korea as having been

pushed into placing abandoned children abroad, whlch is

"nothing more than an easy way out"'

Pressure from the West

lf it is not easy to be clear about wherethe child's interests

lie, it can nonetheless be said that they should always take

precedence over those of prospective adopters' Some

organisations, like lnternational Social Service, only provide

assistance in the search for homes f or children with specif ic

problems, refusing to become involved in the opposite

process of finding children for prospective adopters'

One might object that there must be two parties in any

adoption procedure. But it would seem that the very exis-

tence of a "demand"" perceived as such, in Western

countries, acts as as stimulus to the creation of child

"markets" in certain Third World countries' At all events,

there is not a shadow of doubt that it is in response to this

demand that traffic in children for adoption occurs' Even

more dramatic and significant in this respect is the discovery

of "baby-farms", which proves that the demand for babies

in particular, can give rise to barely-imaginable exploitative

practices : children placed in orphanages are often too old

in the eyes of certain prospective adopters, and the need

tofulfiltheirdesireshascertainly,inmanycases'resulted

in all kinds of pressure being applied on the most deprived

mothers.

Why a convention ?

The risks of "commercial" abuses in international adoption

will not disappear with the signing of a convention : the

mere possibitity of making a profit (simply because the

demand and supply creates a market) rvill remain attractive

to a whole range of traff ickers To be sure, the draft decla-

ration drawn up by the group of experts and submitted

by the tJN Economic and Socia" CoLLncil to the General

Assembly provides a number of necessary basic principles

- including the one defined in Le'rs n, 23 Years ago' which

states that "inter-country adoption s the ultlmate solution"

and which remains valid today But it is in the "Draft

guidelines on international adoption procedures" that are

io be found the best guarantees of potential control over

adoption practices. The gulde ines 
"vorked 

out by the

lntàrnationat Council on Socia 
""/etfare 

in collaboration

with other competent organisat ons, define in very precise

CR:U,§H.S OF CONCER,N
The followins tituations exemplify the reasons behind'

DCI's - and: others' - concern over the ease with.

which international adoption can be transformed

into child trafficking.

r Àccqrding,:io the periodicai Hulnan Righ::. 
:n.

Thaitand tApril'June 1982). a Thai Embassv offieial:

in iVlalaysii ievealed on 19 [!'iarch 1982 that "several

hundredl' Thai children hacj been sold in Malaysia

and that the Ëmbassy haci had To send them back to

Thailand to be cared for- oy ihe SouThern Provincial

Public Welfare Office lt '*ras aileged that the chlldren

had beçn tâken to Malaysia bv tr'vo methods :-tlr1!X:

by steâlingthechildren and seiling them, forUS$8t0
or, *or* 

t to' 
"hildi"tt 

Crinese-Malaysian couples;'

secondly, bY "buying" the chiidren directly from

their parents and sending:hem to Malaysia for

adoption without the appro"al cf the Provincial

PuLrlic lÂJel{aie Ûfficer. The chiidren were stopped

at the border and sent back to Traiiand'

r EarlY, in *SAS. DCI was requested - by the.head

of a French adoption agencY to try to obtain

i;forrnation, akrout tlvo men vvith addressut ,ln, 
Ël

i"truOor. *l',Ô had visited her office offeringchildren
: ito* Cenfrat Amerlca for adoption a{ainst. the

,u* of tÛ,000 Ërench francs {appr.ox $ 1'300) per

"f''fO.
o ln the first week of MaV 1982, the Swiss press

devoted con§iderable spâce to the discovery of
;'brby-fur*s" in Sri Lanka, one agent for.which was

a Swiss womân operâting a private adoptiÛn agency'
: The "farms'f house wome* who have become.pregnant

*i,n ti,* sote obieetive of selling their babies to the

organirers of the adoPtion scheme'
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terms acceptable conditions for international adoption
from the point of view of the child. the biological parents,
and the adoptive parents. ln addition, very clear rules are
laid down for the operation of adoption agencies, and they
provide for strict control on the part of the authorities.
These guidelines, which are far from being implemented
in every country, could be of assistance to governments
adhering to the principles of the UN Declaration. lf they
are respected, one could reasonably expect a significant
improvement in the protection of ch ldren eligible for
adoption.

All that remains is to hope that the United Nations Gerreral
Assembly manages to deal with this question at its forth-
coming session in October 1983. A thouqn little account is
made of it, adoption remains an "erplosive" subject.
Witness, for example, the nevi riile that has been given er;
route lo the draft declarat on put bÊio'e the UN General
Assembly: the "principles... appl cab a:o adoption" have
become the "principles.., applicabie to.'.e protection and
welfare of children, approached espec;a , îrom the stand-

point of adoption practices" I Will so many precautions
and periphrases make the discussions easier, or will they at
last encourage UN member governments to take an interest
in the interests of the child ?

IVlavbe we shall know this Autumn' 
(c.c.)

Documents consulted

"Le Contrôle des placements en Europe d'enfants venant du tiers
monde", Council of Europe, Social Affairs, 1980.
"lntercountry adoption", lnternational Council on Social Welfare.
Seminar of Brighton, September 1982.
"Adoption and Foster Placement of Children", United Nations,
1 980.
"Problems concerning the Adoption of Children from Countries
of the Third World", lnternational Social Service, German Branch,
1982.

ü',By strange coincidence, the followinS week,.
reommuniqués from Reuters and Agence Fran:ce

rPlesse {AFP} described the discovery of elements of
.,"-'5çtrarotk in Taiwan designed to procure - by
kidnapping or purchase - babies and young children
to meet the adoption demand in Europe, North
America and Australia. The reports suggested that they
,!vê{+,:So.ld into:adoption by the intermediairies for
up to US $ 5,000. Estimated numbers of the children
concerned reached over 60 per yeer, and the main
receiving countries were listed as Australia, Sweden
and Finland * although Canada, Denmark, France,
the .Ëedera,l,fepubtiç of ,Germany. ltaly, Switzerland
a*d,the,,lJ.§Ar.urere, also' said to be i nvo lved. Reuters

'meniiined'',p-,oîiç*.',,beitiefs that the intermediaries :

laÿ;'1i.41s, ,;of ,'parenls;,;,,w-ho wanted to adopt Asiatie
chfldreir.land o,rcould choose their chlld via an
,iltùstiated ca gue,,-far.which they pay US$ 2O0 a
-ponth,untit:th€ cijild, ,i$ "delivered", complets with
'iOênlityr,lpapeqs', Â6'.,a.'result of the investigatioa.,
rerrèrte'd:r L,ç, Mande.an.23 August 1982, forty-two
people' rrrrerâ :charged. with.,invo lve m en t i n the,,l llegâ|,

!.{I-i "S".f 
.c,hildrqn frgfn.Taiwan ..

r:,,,ûR': 2,,,August,,,19§2:, ihe Turkislt Daify. News
reported on investigations into a baby trafficking
ring' heçdbd, by I a Tu rkish: :g:yneecologi st. On ei ôf.rthê,,
methods used to "supply" babies was to announce
to mothers who had just given birth that their baby
had died: The, babies,were sold to couples in Turkey .

and 'abroad. ,particularly the Ëederat Bepubliç;'of,.
Germany, it was claimed.

r In November.,,!§$1,,,11r* Flench weeklrl'l'Fxpress
quoted' the police,,ehief ::of 

, Lima as alleging that some
sixty Feru,viân' rchildien had',been adopted illegally
in Fr:ance.1' ltâlÿ. the. Nethertands and Sweden,,aitr
bei!§i'§udde.nly ,teken, away frorn their mothers'bÿ:

âjtbtgt s,:râgency:, pulporting to be concerned' ,with :

"âssistance,ts,ü'*married rnothêrs and child wstf aie 1'.

r',h.r''his 1982' report commissioned by',the SuU-
Cûrnrnission on Prevention ',of , Biserinrination and
,Ftotection of Minorit[e§,,.]Mr Benjamin Whitaker :

. notdd-.:that "growing concern is being expressed 'ai
tfre çr,.1, praetice of the sate of children for adoption;
general{y by developing to advanced countrlies, A
lawyet"wa: recently'charged in Bogota with buying
twq ch'ildren for $,SûO and then selling them illqgalty
for,àdoptian for S'1ü,080 each,.and was accused of
having,sold 500 Cotombian and 1ûü Peruvian children

' in this'way. {.:,} Ec,.rador has recently forbidden the
' adoption of children by foreigners in an attempt to

$top uu"n exploitation. but 'in Central Âmerica
mâny chitdren, left as orphans after their parents
had been kilted ïn guerilla fighting, remain vulnerable.
Terre des Hommes has called âttention to unregslated
privàte agencies in the Netherlands and the Federat
Êepublic of Germany whieh'offer babies:from pôorer,
countries for adoption by mail order,"

: r Finally, it is worthwhile
made to the problemr:by,Mr.

the'reference
Jean

in his Special Reporr to'ECQ§OC {see page 6},
where he states :

"The internâtional, traffië: in young childr:en . f or
adoption, which is also a form of traffic in persons,
is in itself a subjee_t.'that should be given separate
treatment in a specific study. The Sub.Conrrnission
on Prevgntion rcf Discr,imination and Protection of
Minorilie* 

'taïsd, 
specifically, in paragraph l4 oT

.resolution 198?/16, 'thât a report on the causes
and implications.of.the sale of children, including.
commercially moiivated (and especial[y transnational]
adoptions, shoutd bê Êrâparedr." , ' ',


