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Introduction:

Good morning.  I’d like to begin by thanking Susan Cox, the staff of Holt International and Adoptees for Children for inviting me to speak this morning.  I’m very pleased to join so many distinguished people here today, including Ambassador Han. It is a pleasure to join you as Holt celebrates 55 years of intercountry adoption.
I’ll focus on three themes this morning:  our work at the Office of Children’s Issues, why we promote joining the Hague Adoption Convention as important to the interest of the United States and our support for adoption service providers’ efforts to improve best practices in the adoption field.
I want to begin by mentioning one adoptee known to many of you, a Mr. Peter Parker, also-known-as “Spiderman.”  Peter Parker is left orphaned when his parents are killed in a plane crash.  Like many children in the child welfare system, he is placed with his relatives, in this case an aunt and uncle.  It is in his new home, mourning the loss of his parents, but safe in the care of his loved ones, that he discovers his special powers.  Noticing Peter’s unique abilities, his uncle tells him, “With great power, comes great responsibility.”  As Peter comes to terms with his powers, he struggles to make his world a better place, all while balancing his dual identities and his relationships.
Though none of us can claim superhero status, I recognize the perseverance of organizations such as Holt International, who have helped inumerable children grow in safety and love to find their unique gifts.  I also want to recognize adoptee groups such as Adoptees for Children and MPAK (Mission to Promote Adoption in Korea)-begun by an adult adoptee- that advocate for children for whom adoption is the best course to permanency.  You use your dual identity to improve the lives of children in need of safe, stable and loving families.
Office of Children’s Issues

Like Peter’s uncle, we at the Department of State, Office of Children’s Issues recognize that with our power, while limited,  brings great responsibility, both as the Central Authority for the Hague Adoption Convention and, along with U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), as the  arm of the federal government most closely allied with the adoption field.

Last year, more than 11,000 children were adopted by U.S. citizen parents.  Looking at the past ten years, U.S. families have welcomed more than 200,000 adopted children into their homes from over 120 different countries.
As a nation too, we have great power, but also great responsibility.  The United States’ openness, diversity, and resources enable us to adopt children from other countries.  Many U.S. citizens are eager to provide permanency and well-being for children in need, both those from the United States and from throughout the world.  With the privilege of adopting children from other countries come responsibilities to adopted persons, birth families and adoptive families.  It is our goal to promote the legal and administrative mechanisms to regulate intercountry adoption and to maintain ethical international child welfare practices.

Specifically, our country is committed to ensuring that in all intercountry adoptions, there are effective safeguards to prevent the abduction or sale of children.  One mechanism for achieving this goal is the Hague Adoption Convention, which the United States joined three years ago.  This important treaty exists between our country and over 80 partners worldwide.  The Office of Children’s Issues (CI) carries out the Department of State’s responsibilities as the U.S. Central Authority for this Convention.
We support the Convention because it protects children, and creates a system of oversight to ensure transparent, consistent, and ethical practice in intercountry adoption.  The Convention sets forth principles and standards of child welfare practice including a framework for processing intercountry adoption cases.  Cooperation among child welfare systems is central to making the Hague an effective tool for protecting children.  Since adoption laws of individual countries differ significantly, the Convention provides a mechanism for coordination and communication regarding these laws.

Adult adoptees, know more than anyone, the profound impact of choices made by agencies, individuals, and countries.  The Hague Convention serves as a vital framework in ensuring that these decisions are made prudently and that the needs of adopted persons, birth parents and adoptive parents remain paramount.

The Department takes its responsibilities as the Central Authority seriously.  As a result, there has been dramatic growth in our office.  Over the last 15 years, our office has expanded from 5 people to over 90 staff members.  The Adoption Division alone comprises 22 staff members.  With this foundation in place, we are better able to meet the needs of our stakeholders and more efficiently cooperate with our partner countries.
Last year, I was appointed by Secretary Clinton as the Special Advisor for international Children’s Issues, a role that I am honored to play.  As a longtime child advocate, Secretary Clinton’s wish was to elevate the importance of international children’s issues.  I work with our Embassies and Consulates to encourage governments around the world to join the Hague Convention and to improve their child welfare systems.  I have traveled to Guatemala, Kyrgyzstan, India, Ethiopia, Cambodia and Vietnam to support adoption practices that are ethical and transparent for all parties.
On the international front, we are increasing our diplomatic efforts to ensure that our future convention partners will be able to meet their responsibilities under the convention.  Many of these countries have few resources available to implement the Convention.  Their child welfare institutions and overall child protection capacity are extremely limited.  Our challenge is to increase efforts to assist countries in creating better child welfare and protection systems that benefit all vulnerable children.  We can do this by working with our partners in USAID, the PL109.95 Secretariat, the Hague Permanent Bureau, private organizations and many NGOs.

The ongoing challenges of international child welfare issues necessitate coming together to address the needs of adoptees, birth families, and adoptive families.  There are three generations of adult adoptees sit here today-who are examples of the successes of intercountry adoption and a source of unique insight.  The adult adoptee community can be a distinct voice in advocating for adoptees and for ethical adoption practices.

At our office, we are trying to reach out and seek all the perspectives in the adoption community.  We can learn immensely from listening to you as pioneers in adoption.  We understand that the experience of adoptees and their lessons for future practice may at times get lost.  I am here to tell you that we want to hear from you, and that we respect your ideas. 
We know that some question the morality of removing a person from their birth country and culture and are actively trying to discontinue the practice of overseas adoption, while others in the community feel there are not enough efforts to raise the numbers of intercountry adoptions.  The chorus of voices from one side or the other belies the complexity of adoption and impedes real reform.  It is unrealistic to think that all children can be raised with their birth parents, but it is naïve to believe that oversight is unnecessary. 
Oversight is crucial to maintain high uniform standards for Intercountry adoption.  Responsible adults and governments must have the vision and foresight to protect all parties from abuse, fraud, and exploitation.  Regulated international adoption practice will help end the abuses and create an equitable and sustainable global child welfare system.    In a number of providers have tried to fill what they perceived as an urgent need to find homes for vulnerable children.  Unfortunately, these well-intentioned actions sometimes led to a rapid increase in placements without necessary safeguards.  Well-publicized abuses led to closures or significant curtailments in placements.  

This is a storyline we cannot afford to repeat; it benefits no one.  Adoptive parents are left wondering whether their child was taken from their birth family or they are stuck in limbo, waiting to see if a given country will once again re-open.  Agencies are forced to lay off employees or close, which can result in significant harm to children in care.  Most importantly, families and children in these countries are victimized by unscrupulous actors, including government officials and facilitators.
Some might say that tighter regulation of adoptions means that ethical providers are being penalized for the actions of a few bad actors.   Our goal as the Central Authority is to create an infrastructure for practice where all providers and host government officials are ethical. This is especially true in situations where documents are completely unreliable and it is impossible to know how children came into care. 
Closing:

In my time as the Special Advisor for Children’s Issues, I have been privileged to meet many wonderful people, passionate about serving children in need.  One event that stands out in my mind was a lunch meeting I had with some adult adoptees working in adoption.  I was struck by their motivation to strengthen adoption practice - for thinking about those children who would come after and making it better for them.  Isn’t that what we all want?

So, I leave you with this message - like Peter Parker, we all have the task of using our power responsibly.  I will say to you unequivocally that the United States government is committed to the goal of safe, ethical, and open international adoption, but like superheroes, you also have responsibilities.  For those of you that wish a clear and unobstructed path to intercountry adoption, we hear you.  But I ask you to move beyond thinking about success as a number.  More is not necessarily better.  For those of you who believe that the only good number in international adoption is zero, I ask you to acknowledge the benefits of adoption to adoptees, birth families, adoptive families, and their communities.  For in the end, the true mark of heroism is the ability to have vision - to see beyond the present and beyond one’s own perspective.

Thank you.
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