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by Laura Lofy

san expat in China, livingamongst
Athe massive population, and regularly
encountering the parents and grandpar-
ents devotedly raising their single-child
little emperors and empresses, one cannot
help but think about the children one does
not see. Although largely invisible, they are
the children waiting for adoption in China's
state-run children’s welfare institutions.

In1979 Chinaimposed the One Child Policy
inan effort to slow population growth. The
strict enforcement of that policy, combined
with culturaland economicrealities,
resulted in a massive increase inboth selec-
tive abortion and abandonment of female
anddisabled infants. Asaresult of infant
abandonment, the population within the
state-Tun children’s welfare institutions
explodedin the past three decades.

To solve the growing problems, China for-
mally opened its doors to international
adoption in1992,and parents throughout
the world welcomed many Chinese girls
into their heartsand homesas daughters.
Between 1995 and 2005, American families
adopted more than 60,000 children from
China; the peak wasin 2005 when 7903
Chinese children were adopted into forever
families in the US. Although many of these
were considered healthy children, most
suffered some short-and/or long-term prob-
lems associated with institutionalization
like malnourishment, growth retardation,
attachment problems, developmental
delays,and institutional autism.

Today, thelandscape of Chinese adoption
has changed dramatically. Chinese interna-
tional adoption of children with no health
impairments or medical problems has
slowed toa crawl. Wait times for a typically
developing child are five to seven years;
some adoptionagencies,nolonger havea
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‘regular” China program. Ann Kedl, Orphan
Care Director of the Baobei Foundation, a
US charity that provides medical care for
orphaned children in Shanghai, diplomati-
cally says, ‘For whatever reason, Chinaisno
longer making healthy children available
for international adoption”

Where Are the Children?
Undoubtedly,a combination of several fac-
tors has contributed to this change. While
the One Child Policy remainsin effect, the
implementation hasloosened up inrecent
yearsresultinginareductionininfant
abandonment. In the countryside, the pol-
icy isactually notasstrictasitisinthecit-
ies. In themid 1980s, China broadened the
One Child Policy into the One-Son or Two-
Children policy for rural families, giving
families whose first-born child wasa girl the
opportunity totry again for aboy.Loosen-
ing enforcement and improved economic
conditions mean that some familiesare
now willing and able to pay the finesassoci-
ated with over quotabirths,and are willing
to keepbearing children to get their boy.

Another contributing factor is the correc-
tion of the skewed financial incentives for
welfare institutions. In the past, the place-
ment of an infant with a foreign family
couldresultinalO-20 times greater income
for the orphanage than a domestic place-
ment. Thisimbalance created a strong pref-
erence among orphanage directorsto place
children overseas.

While the international adoption of typi-
cally developing Chinese infants has come
toanear standstill, China's children's wel-
fareinstitutions are still full of children, the
vast majority with some sort of special
need. According to China's Ministry of
Health, over the past 15 years, therate of
birth defects, like congenital heart prob-
lems, neural tube defects, cleftlip or palate,




hyperdactylism (e.g. extra extremities) has
increased 70 percent in China. When trans-
lated, thismeans that 1.2 million (6%) of the
infantsbornin China each year are affected
insome way by birth defectsand/or learn-
ingdisabilities.

Surprisingly,alarge and growing propor-
tion of disabled children in welfare institu-
tionsareboys, largely because foreign fami-
lieswho doadopt children with special
needs have a strong preference for girls.
Kelly DeRosier, a social worker responsible
for placing China's waiting children with
American families, says, ‘Everyone thinks
therearenoboys, but there are three times
asmany boysas girls. But the vast majority
of adoptive parents want girls, so the boys
have to wait. Parents will take a girl with two
special needs over aboy with aminor spe-
cial (need).Boysare sohardtoplace’Itis
alsothe case that the older children get, the
harder they are to place
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Jessica and Keith Giddens describe their
adoptionjourney as one thathasbeen
guided by faith. Upon finding herselfin
China with time on her hands, Jessicamade
her way to the door of a charity that
arranges surgeries for orphaned infants
with cleftlips and palates. The day of her
first visit, Jessica held a two-month-old
baby named Jia Wei who, unbeknownst to
her at the time, would become her son. With
each subsequent visit, Jia Wei (now also
known as Sam)inched his way further into
Jessica'sheart. Twelve months passed, but
Sammy’s poor health prevented him from
receivingthe series of surgeriesthathe
needed. While other infants came and
went, Sammy stayed putand kept waiting.
Although Jessicaand Keith had a strong
desire to foster Sammy to help attend to his
health, the organization wasreluctantas
they had never entered into such foster

We all know that China's orphanages are
overflowing with girls, right? It's the common belief,
but very, very far from reality. This special report on
adoption in China uncovers the sad truth.

arrangementin the past. Ironically, just as
Jessicaand Keith were preparing torepatri-
ate, the charity got the necessary approval
fromthe home orphanage for them to foster
Sammy. After alot of thoughtand prayer,
the couple made planstostay in Chinaand
brought Sammy home. Withina week, he
had his second surgery.

For Jessicaand Keith, adoption had been
nowhere on theirradar when they came to
China. They hadn't had biological children
of their own,and while they weren't
opposed toadoption, they simply had
never really considered it. When asked
about how they made this decisionto go
forward with Sammy's adoption, Jessica
says, ‘Tfeltinmy spirit that I should adopt
this child, and that feeling scared me. I felt
afraid becausellived inaforeign country
with limited resources to the healthcare
and assistance I knew that Sammy needed.”

Despite the fear, the couple moved forward
with the adoption process, and have spent
the year elbow-deep in paperwork. Jessica
and Keith have just heard that they have
been officially matched with Sammy, the
newsthey were waiting on pinsand nee-
dlesfor sincethey firstmet him.

And Gabriel Makes Six

In September 2010, ababy wasbornand
abandoned in Jiangsu province. Seventeen
monthslater, this sameboy isnamed
Gabrielandislivingin Jingiao, waitingto
become the fourth child of Cleoand Josh
Brookhart. Gabriel wasborn with multiple
birth defects affecting hisbrain and spine.
Fortunately, he was found and placed inan
orphanage that has close ties with the Bao-
beiFoundation. At the age of sixmonths,
Gabrielreceived life-saving surgery at
Shanghai Children's Medical Center,and
wasplaced in the Brookhart's healing
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home. They provided nurturing and took
him to follow-up hospital visits and rehabili-
tation appointments recommended by his
surgeon, Dr BaoNan. The Brookharts were
seasoned aftercare providers, having taken
in several Baobeiinfants prior to Gabriel.

The family’s three biological children once
again opened their hearts to anew baby, but
thistime they werenotas willingtoletgo.
Their nine-year-old daughter pleaded with
them, ‘If youlet thisone go,I'lldie’

Given that their children were now getting
abit older and more self-sufficient, Cleo
and Josh beganto think seriously about
adoption. Cleorecalls the couple’s reason-
ing, “On one hand, what if we meet this
child twenty years down theline, and he’s
homelessbecause he has grownupinthe
system and thereisnolonger a place for
himin that system. We will think, ‘we could
have madeadifference.” Sheadds, “On the
other hand, what if we meet him twenty
years down thelineand he is doing fantas-
tically. Then we will think, Wow, we could
havebeena part of hisstory.”
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Adoptionisnotall smooth sailing. Cleo
says, “The hardest part isnot knowing what
other obstacleslie ahead. But, at the same
time, I think, He was abandoned with this
horrible disease and now he could havea
family with three siblings who love him. So
ifthat can happen, what else can happen?
We'Te hopeful”

The Reality of Expat Adoption
While healing home careresulted in adop-
tionin the cases of Sammy and Gabriel, this
isby nomeansasure thing. Karen Fried-
man, a Beijing-based social worker who has
facilitated hundreds of expat adoptions
says, ‘The parents who find themselves in
this situation (caring for ababy they want to
adopt) spend many sleepless nights worry-
ing whether or not the adoption will hap-
pen. Inreality most children whoreceive
surgeries through these types of charitable
organizations are placed with other adop-
tive families.

Typically, the adoption of Chinese children
with special needs doesnot happen
through foster care to adoption process, but

rather through a more formal matching pro-
cessthatis coordinated by anadoption
agency inone’'s home country. Fromthe
Chineseside, thereare criteria that poten-
tialadoptive parents must meetin terms of
age marital status, medical history, mental
health and even body mass. However, there
isoften “wiggleroom” whenit comesto
some of therules, especially for those chil-
dren who the government identifiesas “spe-
cialfocus’ children due to their disability
status,age or time on the placementlist.

Friedman haslearned that US citizensare
inthebest position toadoptasexpats
because their national laws make it possi-
ble for them to proceed through an adop-
tionagency and participate in the regular
matching process. Their adoption may also
be expedited if the conditionsaround their
expatassignmentareright. Europeansand
Australiansarein atougher bind and gener-
ally expatsfall outside of theregular home
country process.

Think Twice
Adoptingachild with specialneedsisan
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undertakingnot for the faint of heart orill-
prepared. Adoptive father Guillaume
GauvainisFounder of the Bethel Founda-
tion, a charitable orphanage that cares for
and educates children who areblind or visu-
ally impaired. To people who are consider-
ing specialneedsadoption, he offers this
advice, “Think twice!”

Gauvain explains, ‘Tthink alot of families
really have this compelling desire of want-
ingtohelptheneedy --whichisnotwrong--
butIthink they don'treally grasp how much
ofacommitment thatisbeyond thinking,
‘Oh we canreally help that child. We have so
much to givehim. It wouldn'tbe bigsacrifice
forustobring himhomeand give hima good
life’ But thereissomuch they are overlook-
ing Makingadifferenceina child’slife goes
way beyond how much you can give him --
even how muchlove. Firstofall, that child
doesn'teven know heneedsmorelove from
someone else, so heislikely toreject your
love. Thatis thefirst shocker for new par-
ents,"headds.

He continues, ‘It [adoption] should not be
justan emotional or humanitarian deci-
sion.. Potential parents need to push the
thinking process further and make sure
they understand thatitisnot just going to
involve you and your wife, but your chil-
dreninthe home, your extended family.
Your wholelife is going to goberserk for a
few monthsor yearsbeforeit settlesdown.”

Does Your Husband Know
Youre Calling?

Adoptingachild with special needsisnot
for everyone, butistheright decision for
some. DeRosier says when sheis screening
clients, shelooks for parents who havea
strong marriage,a good support system,
whoare flexible and have a sense of humor.
She saysthe mostimportant things that
parents should do when they are beginning
theadoption journey is to talk with other
families who are already living the experi-
ence,and encourages them tojoin adoptive
parents groups (such as Families with Kids
from China), and saysitisessential that the

couplebestrongenoughtoturndowna
referral of a child that they feel hasneeds
beyond those they can manage. Finally, itis
essential thatboth parents mustbeready
and willing to jump in with two feet. Her first
question tomotherswho call herisalways,
‘Does your husband know you're calling?”

The children whoarestilllivingin China’s
welfareinstitutionsarereferred toas wait-
ing children,a euphemism for orphaned
children with specialneeds that implies
that someoneis coming. For children like
Sammy and Gabriel, faith, fate and good for-
tune came together to help end their wait,
but for hundreds of thousands of others, the
wait continues. @

Places you can help support children while
they are waiting..

Bethel Foundation
www.bethelchina.org
Baobei Foundation
www.baobeifoundation.org
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