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Never the twain shall meet
AN UNFATHOMABLE GOVERNMENT DECISION ON INTER-COUNTRY ADOPTION  

HAS LEFT PEOPLE ON TWO CONTINENTS SCRATCHING THEIR HEADS.

WORDS: SAM WALKER

Upon the closure of the program, this promised 
secure and happy future was cruelly stripped 
from them. This breaks our hearts 

Three Sunshine Coast families left 
devastated by the Federal Government’s 
decision last year to cancel the inter-

country adoption program with Ethiopia are 
still looking for answers.

They are among 27 families across the nation 
who had progressed through years of scrutiny 
and assessment to be approved for adoption and 
all had files in Ethiopia at the time of the 
program’s closure.

The families met with attorney-general  
Mark Dreyfus in April in the hope the decision 
would be reversed. But in June, Dreyfus 
announced his refusal to reinstate the Ethiopian 
adoption program.

For some couples, this was their last chance  
at having a family. But for these people with big 
hearts, their main concern is that children in need 
are not being provided with loving and caring 
homes. And they are still asking the Federal 
Government why.

Little Mountain’s Gemma Pilcher says they are 
not satisfied with the reasons they have been given.

A spokesperson for the attorney-general’s 
department says there is no single reason behind 
former attorney-general Nicola Roxon’s decision  
to close the program with Ethiopia.

“The decision was a result of the increasingly 
unpredictable, challenging and complex nature of 
the Ethiopian adoption environment, as well as the 
program’s unique operational requirements,” the 
spokesperson says.

“At the time of the closure, there were no 
children referred to the program. The program 
was not able to accept referrals of children, 
because it did not have approval from the Tigray 

regional government to operate in the Tigray 
region of Ethiopia.”

A statement from the attorney-general’s 
department also notes that a suitable community 
development program would need to have  
been identified.

But Pilcher says this is untrue. “There is 
documentary evidence that not only were there 
children referred to the program, but some of them 

had been matched with families and some of those 
children had been told they had families waiting 
for them in Australia,” Pilcher says.

In fact, 10 children had been matched with 
Australian families.

Gaylene Cooper, from Tasmania, is the former 
president of the Australian African Children’s Aid 
Support Association (AACASA ) and has a 
16-year-old daughter adopted from Ethiopia. 

On a visit to see her daughter’s birth family in 
September, she and the AACASA president spoke 
to Ethiopian representatives.

“It was through our visits to the orphanage  
and various other places that we discovered their 
(the Federal Government’s) deceit,” Cooper says. 
“There was no reason, from Ethiopia’s perspective, 
why the program closed.”

She says the small Australian program was 

viewed as a model example and some Ethiopian 
officials hoped other countries would use 
Australia’s program as an example.

She says a regional government approval for the 
program to operate in Tigray was also in place and 
a community development program had been 
signed, agreed and approved by the Australian 
representative in Ethiopia.

Bronwyn McNamara, another prospective 
adoptive 
parent from 
the Sunshine 
Coast, has  
also visited 
orphanages  
in Ethiopia 
and is too 
devastated to 

conduct interviews but issued comments through 
a statement.

“More importantly, children remain in Ethiopia 
living in orphanages without the opportunity to 
come to Australia, despite the fact that there are 
Australian families who desperately want to 
provide them loving and safe homes,” McNamara 
says. “Ten children had been matched with 
prospective adoptive families and those children 
had been told they were going to be adopted by  
an Australian family.

“Upon the closure of the program, this 
promised secure and happy future was cruelly 
stripped from them.

“This breaks our hearts.”
Pilcher fights back tears when she explains her 

family had been matched with a four-year-old girl 
and her eight-year-old brother. It is believed the 
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eight-year-old remained in the orphanage but has 
recently been assigned to an American family, after a 
year of uncertainty. She believes the four-year-old is 
begging on the streets, although it is unclear whether 
this is a result of the program’s closure or whether her 
birth mother removed her from the orphanage.

Poverty and a lack of social welfare mean many 
people in Ethiopia rely on begging to survive and parents 
can often get more money with a child.

Pilcher and husband Darren have two biological 
children and one child adopted from Ethiopia.

Adopting from overseas was always part of the 
Pilcher’s family plan and they have been in the 
Ethiopian program for about 13 years.

“We felt the best balance for our family was not  
to have just one adopted child. That’s why when we 
adopted a single child we went straight back into  
the process.”

She says research suggests adopting more than  
one child helps with cultural support, emotional and 
psychological health and family balance.

“We just don’t understand why, if there were children 
there, they didn’t just finish their process.

“It’s quite cruel what’s happened to the children.”
Some may also argue what has happened to these 

prospective parents is cruel.
They had all been through a strict and onerous 

process, which took up to 10 years and includes criminal 
background checks and psychological and character 
assessments. During this time they had to agree not to 
pursue any other means of having children.

Eligibility in the program required their agreement 
to not take part in any other adoption program, not 
do IVF, not foster children and to ensure they were 
using contraceptives.

“Since we started the adoption process the laws have 
changed, but still we have to sign documents to say we 
won’t try and get pregnant,” Pilcher says.

It is a big decision for any couple desperate to have  
a family. And it is a demanding process that leaves little 
room for privacy. “They want to know that you are using 
contraception and I had to get a witness to remain 
eligible,” Pilcher says.

But the invasive process and high expectations placed 
on families have had many other impacts.

Pilcher says they were unable to pursue career 
opportunities in other states because despite being a 
federal program, each state has its own process and the 

move would put them at the back of the queue. Equally, 
in some states the process is faster.

With expectations that all children will have their 
own bedroom, the Pilchers moved from their three-
bedroom house and built a five-bedroom home to 
accommodate the children they planned to adopt. She 
says other families were encouraged to buy bigger cars. 

“For our children, their whole life they have been 
waiting for siblings, and every two years the social 
worker comes and she talks to the kids and she 
interviews them.”

The Pilchers, like many families, are also heavily 
involved in Ethiopian culture and development 
projects in Ethiopia. They had even started learning 
an Ethiopian language.

For some, the lengthy process combined with the 
program closure has left them with no other means of 
having a family. Some are not eligible for other adoption 
programs. Those who are must enter a new program, 
which could mean starting from square one.

“They [the government] failed in their duty of care 
to these families,” Cooper says.

But a statement from the attorney-general’s 
department says inter-country adoption programs are 
always subject to change and uncertainty and “there can 
never be a guarantee of successful adoption”.

However, the families believe the closure of the 
program breached Australia’s obligations under a 
long-standing bilateral agreement with Ethiopia, which 
required the Australian Government to complete all files 
‘in country’ before the program was terminated.

“We need to know why they didn’t honour those files 
that were over there,” Cooper says.

But the statement from the attorney-general’s 
department also notes the bilateral agreement with 
Ethiopia on inter-country adoption has not been 
terminated so the requirement to complete adoption 
procedures in process at the time of closure did not arise.

For the prospective parents, who have immersed 
their hearts and souls into this African country and 
fallen in love with the people and the culture, it’s all a 
matter of semantics and the government’s cold-hearted 
decision is no comfort. But even more heart-wrenching 
for them is the knowledge that children who could have 
a loving family and a secure future in Australia are still 
living in poverty, without the love and affection of a 
supportive family.

FAST FACTS
The inter-country 
adoption program between 
Ethiopia and Australia was 
closed on June 28, 
2012. 

The program was in place for  
20 years.

During that time more than 660 
Ethiopian children were adopted 
into Australia.

On June 25, attorney-general 
Mark Dreyfus said the 
program would not be re-instated.

At the time of closure, 27 
Australian families, 
including three Sunshine Coast 
families, had met all the stringent 
requirements and had files in 
Ethiopia. It took up to 10 
years for some families  
to reach this stage.

Some families involved in 
the Ethiopian program are not 
eligible for other adoption 
programs.

Those that are eligible and 
choose to change programs may 
have to go to the back of 
the queue and start the 
process again.

There are no other adoption 
programs between Australia 
and Africa.

Australia has inter-country 
adoption programs with 13 
countries but not every 
state is eligible.
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 You can be in only one adoption program.

 The requirements for adoption vary from 
state to state.

 Moving state can put you at the back of 
the adoption queue.

 Each country also has its own 
requirements.

 You are not able to try to have children  
by any other means while in an adoption 
program.

 Some states, including Queensland, 
require couples to sign agreements to say 
they will not try to get pregnant.

 Prospective families are expected to get 
involved with the culture of the country.

 Some families feel pressured to buy 
bigger houses or cars to be able to 
accommodate the family they eventually 
hope to have.

 Existing children are subject to 
questioning from a social worker.

 Prospective parents have to undergo 
psychological and character assessments 
and criminal checks.

What’s being said:
Federal Government:
At the time of the closure there were no children 
referred to the program.
Families:
Prospective families have evidence that 10 
children were referred to the program and the 
process had progressed to the stage that some 
children had been told they had been matched 
with families in Australia.
Federal Government:
The program was not able to accept referrals of 
children, because it did not have approval from 
the Tigray regional government to operate in the 
Tigray region of Ethiopia.
Families:
There was regional government approval for the 
program to operate in Tigray region.
Federal Government:
A community development program (every 
private orphanage in Addis Ababa is required by 
the Ethiopian government to provide community 
assistance) had not been identified and agreed.
Families:
Received advice from Ethiopia’s local government 
authorities and the orphanage director that one 
project had been identified and was signed by 
Australia’s country representative. It had not been 
signed off by the attorney-general.

Playing by the rules:
FAST FACTS
In 2011-12 there were 333 finalised 
adoptions across Australia; the lowest 
annual number on record and a 78 per 
cent decline from the 1494 
adoptions in 1987-88.

Among the 333 adoptions, 45 per cent 
were inter-country, 17 per cent were 
local and 39 per cent were ‘known’ 
child adoptions.

58 per cent of adopted children 
were aged under five.

86 per cent of inter-country 
adoptees came from Asia.

The average time for the approval 
of an applicant to the placement of a child 
increased from 37 months in 2007-08 
to 56 months in 2011-12.

The number of Australian children 
adopted fell by 84 per cent from 
1987-88 to 2011-12, while the number of 
inter-country adoptions fell by 52 
per cent in the same period.

SOURCE: THE AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF HEALTH AND WELFARE
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