
Face of adoption changing 

The heyday of international adoption appears to be over. 

“Intercountry adoption is changing continually. It’s not static. But there are more restrictions 

in place now,” says Cathy Murphy, the acting executive director of the well-regarded non-

profit Ottawa agency, the Children’s Bridge. 

The result is higher fees, fewer adoptions, longer waiting times, older kids. 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada reports that in 2010, there were 1,968 international 

adoptions, down from 2,130 in 2009, and peak of 2,180 in 2003. 

The downward trend is more stark in the United States, says Elizabeth Bartholet, a professor 

at Harvard Law School and faculty director of its child advocacy program. From an all-time 

high of 22,991 in 2004, international adoptions fell to 9,320 in 2011. 

“In seven years it’s fallen off by more than half. So that’s a pretty stunning falling-off-the-

cliff phenomenon. It definitely has affected agencies in Canada, the U.S. and elsewhere that 

help facilitate international adoption. It’s just drying up.” 

There are about two dozen agencies in Canada, and shutting down can mean hundreds of 

families left in the cold. A Vancouver agency, Hope Adoption Services, closed in January, 

also for financial reasons. An Ontario agency, Imagine, shuttered in 2009 after its founder and 

general manager were charged with breach of trust and fraud. It all leaves prospective parents 

with a feeling that their access is shrinking.“The agency pool is getting smaller and smaller,”  

Some children left behind 

In some cases, children may languish in orphanages, but in others, stricter rules may prevent 

children from being separated from their parents in the first place. 

Unicef Canada’s president and CEO, David Morley, says that despite what can be grinding 

bureaucracy, the Hague Convention rules are “the best we’ve come up with to deal with this 

incredibly important and emotional issue around caring for the weakest most vulnerable 

people in the world.” 

It’s not just the international community playing policeman; countries can pull up the 

drawbridge at any moment, motivated by nationalism, perception and their own changing 

demographics – or the taint of scandal. 

In one high-profile case in 2010, a U.S. woman put her seven-year-old adopted son on a 

plane, unaccompanied, back to his birth country, Russia. As a result, the Russian foreign 

minister called for a freeze on such adoptions. At present, the country still allows international 

adoptions, but there is now a mandatory six-month search for adoptive parents within Russia 

before a child can be adopted internationally. 

“The net effect, usually, is kids gets older,” says Prof. Bartholet. 



In recent years, China, too, has raised the standards for parents who hope to adopt. No single 

moms, same-sex couples, obese parents, or those with alcoholic parents or cancer in the 

family need apply. 

“China, today, wants to look good and strong: ‘We don’t need you to take care of our kids any 

more. We can take care of our own,’” says Prof. Bartholet. 

The Children’s Bridge has stopped processing Chinese adoptions, except for Canadians who 

were born in China or who will adopt older children with medical needs, and pass China’s 

requirements, says Ms. Murphy. 

Ethiopia is following a similar trend. In 2010, Canadians adopted 113 Ethiopian children, 

down from a high of 187 in 2008. Before its troubles, CAFAC had closed its waiting list for 

Ethiopian adoptions. 

Calgary father Evan Dewald and his wife have adopted two Ethiopian children with the help 

of CAFAC, most recently a 2½-year-old boy in January (“He’s such a fun little guy. He’s 

trying to find his sense of serenity with us.”) He has been helping circulate a petition urging 

Manitoba to help CAFAC, hoping that he wasn’t to be among the last to adopt from the 

African nation. 

“There’s so much emotion tied up in wanting to be parents,” he says. “And there are 

thousands of kids that need homes. I saw them there.” 

 


