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This trip was made in the spirit of reconnaissance. Dorinda went to Vietnam 
to try to assess the current level of development regarding international 
adoption.  

She went first to Saigon, so Dorinda, Thuy, and Loan worked together to try 
to make a reasonable assessment. She also went to the center of Vietnam - 
to Kontum and Quang Binh - then to Hanoi and back again to Saigon. 

GENERAL RESULTS 

The first thing she noted was the fact that the new format for international 
adoption is indeed in the process of being normalized. As is to be expected, 
the changes in the law have required that the Vietnamese make changes at 
the local level. That is never easy and not very quick anywhere. But progress 
is being made, not as quickly as hoped for, but as fast as the culture allows. 

The second point is that the role of the Department of Adoption (DA) has 
been increased, and the culture has had to find ways to restructure itself at 
the level of the individual orphanage. The DA is mostly waiting for the local 
functionaries of the system to reorganize themselves, and there is a level of 
reluctance, if not actual resistance, to the idea that the provinces should 
cede their control to the Central Authority. Such resistance is to be 
expected as a normal human response to change.  

Dorinda made a point of visiting a number of orphanages, meeting both old 
and new directors. These visits were social, that is, they were only a matter 
of upgrading her general awareness of the particular orphanages and their 
staff. 

The third point was that, in accord with the new process, there would have 
to be some adjustments to the paperwork of international adoption, to the 
expectations of agencies and parents, and to the costs. 

THE THEORY 

The motivation behind these changes came from the pressure exerted on 
Vietnam by UNICEF, The HAGUE, and the international community in 
general. Vietnam wanted to show that it was ready to comply with the 
demands made by these organizations. It has written these new laws to 
conform to the demands these organizations have addressed to them. We 
are now waiting for the culture to adjust to these demands. 

(Continued on page 2) 

Report on Dorinda‟s trip to Vietnam: 
August 7-25 
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THE PRACTICE 

The adoption agencies will have little 
or nothing to do with the orphanages 
in the future, according to the new 
law. It is said that this new provision 
was meant to eliminate any 
favoritism due to financial 
contributions. But the agencies do 
need to have some familiarity with 
the orphanages from which the 
children are presented from a 
bureaucratic and health point of 
view. Dorinda’s visit was in part to 
ascertain what could be learned 
about the orphanages on those two 
points. 

Now that agencies are not allowed to 
make direct donations to orphanages 
from which they receive children, the 
orphanages have to find ways to 
address this issue. That is accounting 
for some of the time the adjustment 
is taking. The theory was that fees 
would be paid directly to the DA and 
those fees would be distributed to 
the orphanages. But the amount 
they are to receive by this means is 
greatly reduced from what was being 
donated by agencies, and the 
orphanages are pointing out that it is 
impossible for them to take care of 
all the children in the orphanage, to 
support those who will be adopted 
through the longer process required 
by the new law, and further to 
advance all the expenses until the 
end of the process when they would 
receive the funding. The bottom line 
is that the agencies must, in addition 
to the fees paid to the DA, make 
donations at the provincial level 
which will be designated for the 
orphanage from which adopted 
children come.  

In general, the new formula means 
that children will now come from a 

wider range of orphanages. This also 
implies that parents will often have 
to travel greater distances than 
before and that, of course, impacts 
on the logistics of the adoption trip. 

THE LIST 

Gradually children are being 
presented to the DA for listing on 
their general list of adoptable 
children.  As that list builds up, 
adoptions will begin to move again. 
The list started slowly because the 
local administrators had to learn a 
new way of doing things: notice of 
search (30 days) for birth parents 
before birth certificate could be 
registered, then 60 day searches for 
Vietnamese adoptive families at 
commune, provincial, and national 
levels, and finally request from the 
DA to the province to prepare the 
complete child dossier. That new way 
has added some steps to the official 
identification and processing of the 
children’s files, for example the 
police investigation which now 
occurs after the 180 day search 
period. 

What does seem to be working is 
that, once the various searches for 
domestic adoptive parents is 
completed and the child is deemed 
eligible for international adoption, it 
seems that the actual adoption 
process (from proposal to 
finalization) will proceed more 
quickly than previously. 

DISTINCTIONS 

The new law clearly makes a 
distinction between healthy children 
and those who fall under the 
category of Special Needs. For the 
healthy children, TDH will continue 
to provide the same level of medical 
and social assessment as before. The 
category of Special Needs has taken 

on a new value for international 
adoption, in part because the process 
is slightly quicker, but also because, 
in general, these are children whose 
future, and even whose lives, remain 
bleak in Vietnam because the 
medical, social and cultural 
infrastructure is not yet developed to 
a point where it can care for them 
adequately. So for these children the 
option of being adopted to Canada, 
where there is a high quality of 
medical expertise, often means life 
rather than death, but always means 
a quality of life that is entirely 
different from that which is possible 
in Vietnam. This distinction, of 
course, will impact upon the 
motivation and intentions of the 
Canadian couples looking to adopt 
from Vietnam. It will also impact on 
the way agencies are viewed by the 
DA. Those agencies who are sensitive 
to the needs of these children are 
truly appreciated by the government 
of Vietnam 

IN SUMMARY 

Dorinda returned to Canada with a 
renewed sense of hope in the future 
of international adoption in Vietnam. 
She also came away with a very 
strong impression that Vietnam 
wants the process to work and is 
determined to find ways for it to 
operate within the law and 
successfully. She also recognized 
that the task of adjustment for the 
culture is difficult and requires 
considerable innovation and 
resourcefulness. But, again, the 
changes are proceeding more slowly 
that was envisioned and the slow 
pace is definitely having a negative 
impact on TDH as an organization, 
straining its resources to the limit. 

Brendan Cavanaugh (brendan@tdh.ca) 

 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Honduras   1 couple from Quebec travelled in July for 

their first trip to meet their son . They will wait 3 months 
for their second trip.  1 couple from Quebec went in 
September for their first trip to meet their son. He will be 
5 years old soon and he has special needs.  Another couple 
from Quebec is in Honduras right now for their second 
trip.  They are adopting 3 siblings, the eldest of whom is 8 
years old.  1 single woman from BC is also in Honduras 
right now for her second trip. She is adopting a boy who is 
almost 7 years old. 

TDH is still accepting applications for this program. 
Children may be 2 years and older (practically speaking, 
most children are 3 and up), with children in the 2-4 year 
old age range mostly going to adoptive parents under 40. 
Waiting period from dossier acceptance in Honduras to 
child proposal is currently 1 to 2 years, depending on the 
age of the child requested. For more information, please 
see our website:  

http://tdhontario.tdh.ca/news_events.html#honduras 
 

Ukraine   4 families have adopted 2 children each this 

quarter.  Additionally, 2 couples travelled to Ukraine in 
September, 2 from Quebec and 2 from Ontario.    

Russia   Last year we obtained an extension of our 

license from the Ontario Ministry to open a program of 
international adoption in Russia. In order to actually work 
in Russia we need to have accreditation from the Russian 
government. We completed the lengthy application 
process and the accreditation application has been 
deposited.  We are now awaiting their response. We are 
hoping to have this response within the next few months, 
and we would hope to have a number of dossiers ready to 
submit within a short time afterwards. 

 
 

Vietnam   As of September 30, 112 children had been 

placed on the National database. By October 1, 66 of 
these children had completed the 60 day wait on this 
national list. The next step for these cases is that DA will 
send the list of names of children to each province and ask 
them to send the complete dossier of each child back to 
DA. Meanwhile, DA will decide which parent dossiers will 
be sent to these provinces so that the province will make 
the selection of which family each child may be assigned 
to. 
 
We have heard that no dossiers will be sent until the first 
29 child dossiers (those that came off the national 
database by the end of July) are received at DA. 
 
At this point no agency has received an official child 
proposal. All agencies are waiting anxiously to see how 
the first 29 children will be distributed among countries 
and agencies. While no one knows for certain, we are 
optimistic that we will start to receive a few proposals 
during the month of October. Please note that the first 
proposals will probably be given to those who had 
received child proposals under the old law, but who - for 
one reason or another - were unable to complete those 
adoptions. 

Special Needs 

The situation for special needs children (as defined by DA, 
and not necessarily by the agency) remains different. 
These children may be adopted, and in fact, TDH has 
completed the adoption of 4 such children, 7 are in 
process, and TDH has been asked to find families for 5 
others.  
 

For more information on any program please contact: 
Manon Parent (manon@tdh.ca) 

 
 

Adoption Program Updates: 3rd Quarter - 2011 

https://mail.apptix.net/owa/redir.aspx?C=e34fd29117eb4579ae536da658956d70&URL=http%3a%2f%2ftdhontario.tdh.ca%2fnews_events.html%23honduras
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I have talked in  a number of issues about special needs 
adoptions, but I would like in this issue to give a little 
more background to this topic. As I think is becoming 
clearer in all adoption programs, the number of 
international adoptions is decreasing in every country 
as more domestic adoptions occur, as underdeveloped 
countries achieve a higher level of development, as 
more parents in many receiving countries wish to 
adopt, and as bureaucratic restrictions on adoptions 
become more and more evident. Children who can be 
adopted are older, and in most agencies, numbers are 
definitely down. 
 
There are currently older children and sibling groups 
waiting for families, especially in Ukraine and 
Honduras. In Vietnam, the general waiting period has 
extended, although until things start again in earnest, 
we are not sure what that wait will be. Special needs 
children, however, are in a different category. Children 
over 5, even healthy children, are considered special 
needs, as are siblings (however, we have seldom been 
offered siblings in Vietnam). Some children present 
with moderate to heavy special needs: club feet, cleft 
palate, heart disease, spina bifida, missing limbs, 
arthrogryposis are examples. 
 
A special situation is that of children who have been 
exposed to HIV infection - I have put in this way 
because there are children who test positive on the 
Elisa (standard HIV antibody test) because their 
mothers were actually HIV+ and they received the 
antibodies against the disease though their mothers 
(not all HIV+ mothers transmit the virus to their 
children: in developing countries it can be as high as 
40%, but it still means that 60% will be virus-free). If 
these children are also tested with the PCR test (which 
tests for the actual virus) they often will be negative. 
Two such negative tests virtually assures that the child 
does not have the virus and will not get it later. 
 
One orphanage I visited this time was an HIV center. 
There were many babies and children in exactly this 
situation. The other agency working in this orphanage 
(from France) takes almost all of the PCR negative 
children. We have nonetheless been asked to provide 
the orphanage with a list of families ready to accept 
children who are HIV+ (Elisa and PCR) or Elisa positive 
and PCR negative, along with the ages of the children. 
We would certainly be able to receive proposals of 

HIV+ babies, but also a decent chance to receive 
proposals of these children who are PCR negative. 
 
I strongly suggest that you inform yourselves on these 
possibilities - by internet research, or by consulting 
one of the HIV clinics in Canada. Even an HIV+ child 
will not present the problems that we saw 20  years 
ago, and a child who is PCR negative is virtually a 
normal child. 

 

Families Needed 

 
At the beginning of September an appeal was posted 
on the Yahoo group, VietnamAdoptionCanada 
@yahoogroups.com, in the hopes of finding families 
for 4 special needs children from Vietnam including 
three 1 year old boys, one with hand deformities and a  
missing limb due to amniotic band syndrome, one with 
spina bifida, one suffering from what appears to be a 
cystic hygroma and a 6 month old girl with 
myelomeningocoele, colostomy, cloacal exstrophy, 
bilateral clubfeet, and paraplegia (due to the severe 
spinal malformation).   I am happy to report that 
families have been found for 3 of these 4 children.  I am 
still looking for a family for the little boy with cystic 
hygroma. The information to date is that it is not a life-
threatening situation. The only possible issue is the 
risk of damaging one of the facial nerves when the 
tumor is removed. 
 
If you feel able to consider this child, another special 
needs child, or would be willing to financially 
contribute to a special needs adoption, please contact 
Dorinda for further information. 
  
Photos, videos, and medicals of special needs children  
in need of a family are available on a password-
protected site which you can access with permission. 
You have just to contact TDH or Dorinda and we will 
provide you with the address and password to access 
the site. 

 
Dorinda Cavanaugh (dorinda@tdh.ca) 

Special Needs: Update 
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Long Hai Centre for Protection of Children: 

As reported in earlier newsletters, TDH made a commitment to raise funds to help complete phase 3 of the Long Hai Center for Protection of 
Children in Vietnam.  Construction is now coming to a close with only installation of the electrical systems and windows outstanding.  This 
year, 113 children are attending school at the centre.  So, more children to feed daily, more uniforms to get and more needs in general.  
Currently fundraising is underway to equip the new building and implement training programs.  The plan is to teach hairdressing/beauty, 
computer skills, electrical and motorbike repairs.    

                                                 Sharon Kashino (sharon@tdh.ca)    

Yes! I’ll help Every Day in Every Way! 
Enclosed is my VOID cheque as well as my name, mailing address and email address.  
Please deduct, from my bank account, the monthly amount of:  
           $25/month              $50/month                I prefer to give $________/month 

You may alter the amount of your gift or end your contributions at any time by contacting our 
office. You will receive a tax receipt for your total donations the following spring. 

Alternatively, you may phone Jose Garcia at (514) 937-3325 to make donation arrangements.   

Mail your form and void cheque to: 

 

TDH Canada Inc.  

36 Home Ave., P.O. Box 963 

Vankleek Hill,  Ontario  K0B 1R0                                                                                                                                         

Fax: (613) 216-2565 

Telephone: (613) 482-6306 

Charitable Reg.#: 0331249-11-08  

OR  donate online today at: 

www.tdhontario.tdh.ca 
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‘Practice makes perfect!’ came to mind as I surveyed the animated roomful of 
Quebec artists of film and TV, senior business people and adoptive parents. 
Annie Cormier and her stellar Committee have clearly benefited from their 
experience in mounting the first two TDH Galas in Quebec. The third TDHE 
Gala held this year again at the Entrepôts Dominion in Montreal on September 
26 was better than ever! 

This Gala is meant to raise funds for TDH pour les enfants, to support its work 
with children. The noisy hall went silent as Director, Dorinda Cavanaugh, 
presented thumbnail sketches of several particular children in need of vital 
support. People’ eyes focused on the video screens on either side of the stage 
showing montages of children as Pierre Lamy identified some of the projects 
that would be supported.  

Some of the audience clustered in front of the stage around cocktail tables, 
others circulated through the central group of attendees, meeting friends and 
making new contacts; still others hobnobbed around the circular bar in the 
center of the room, and yet another group – the quieter ones – moved around 
the fourth area, surrounded by tables offering silent auction items. 

The décor was elegant/simple in black and white accented by branched tea-
light candelabra. The caterer had dressed his circulating servers in flame red 
wigs, little black dresses and silver bling necklaces – striking ensembles and 
easy stand-outs in a crowd. They contrasted with the cluster of youth in 
traditional Vietnamese dress who greeted people, circulated among the crowd 
and helped with the auction. 

The entertainment was provided by Ariane Moffatt, one of Quebec’s most 
popular singer/songwriters singing at her piano, and the crowd laughed with 
the hilarious duo Dominic & Martin who auctioned off the major items with 
terrific success. One outstanding mixed media rendering of a young 
Vietnamese adolescent by famed Vietnamese artist Bao Nugyen was bought 
for $1700; the art dealers at Gemst had told us not to accept less that $1400 
because it would soon increase dramatically in value. 

One measure of the success of the evening was the fact that all the tickets were 
sold; we had a capacity crowd.  And the income, after all expenses, was 
estimated at $100,000 – a spectacular achievement – credited to Annie Cormier 
and her Committee Members:  

This Gala was an example of the true heart of Quebec, led in an act of genuine 

generosity by the artistic members of the community. 

Brendan Cavanaugh , Secretary General, TDH Canada 
(brendan@tdh.ca) 

From Dream to Reality - Quebec Gala 2011 
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The Water Buffalo Project in Hoa Binh province turned 
out to be an amazing project to involve our family in over 
the holidays in 2009.  We set a goal of raising $500 to 
purchase one water buffalo, and we were amazed at 
the response we had from our friends and family. 

We wanted to work on a project that supported 
something tangible, where the money raised would 
go towards purchasing an “item” that we could 
hopefully later share a photo of with those who 
supported us in fundraising.  We also wanted it to be 
a project that everyone could relate to and 
contribute to, regardless of age.  The Water Buffalo 
Project provided a great opportunity to do this, and 
the fact that it is a project that “pays it forward” (the 
first calf born to a family’s water buffalo must be 
passed on to another family in need) was very 
appealing. 

There were two components to our project.  First, we 
created cards with a write-up explaining the project 
and our goal, with an outline of a water buffalo on the 
outside.  We included these inside Christmas cards for 
Maiya’s daycare workers and her grandmothers, along 
with a note that a donation had been made to the project 
in their names.  It was the perfect gift for those people on 
our list who didn’t need more “stuff”, and because of the 
connection to Maiya and therefore Vietnam, it was very 
meaningful.  One of the daycare workers was so moved 
by the gift that she also made a personal donation to the 
project.  The cards were available for anyone who 
contributed to the water buffalo as well. 

The second component, which really hooked in everyone 
involved, was a large poster with the same outline of a 
water buffalo.  We divided the water buffalo into 
sections, and put a dollar amount in each part.  We 
included sections for $5, $10, $20, and $50, with the total 
adding up to $500.  For example, the eyes, nostrils and 
hooves were $5 each, the legs were $20 each, and the 
head was $50. 

While we hoped our friends and family would support the 
project, we didn’t realize how much fun they would have 
with the poster!  We took it to all of our family 
Christmases so everyone could participate.  The kids had 
fun “buying” $5 sections with money from their piggy 
banks, and of course the nostrils, horns and eyes were the 

Family Features:  Vietnam 

All I want for Christmas is a Water Buffalo   

first to go! The head and rump were also popular, and we 
could likely have even had a “bidding war” for those parts!  

All of this led to some great discussions about how much a 
family’s life could be changed by having one of these 
animals. 

Perhaps the best part, however, was making the project 
concrete for Maiya.  Throughout the year, she puts money 
in her “sharing bank” to help kids in Vietnam who do not 
have the same opportunities as her.  We were able to look 
at the poster and talk about the water buffalo and how it 
can help families by providing milk, helping plant crops, 
carrying heavy loads, and so on.  She talked about the 
water buffalo for months afterwards! 

The July 2010 TDH Newsletter included a section detailing 
the families who benefitted from the Water Buffalo 
Project – the challenges they faced and how their lives 
would be changed through this support.   This provided us 
with a fantastic way to show all those who participated 
what a difference their donations made. 

Maiya has changed our lives forever, and we are honoured 
to have been part of a project that in some small way gives 
back to the country that gave us our greatest gift. 

    Janice, Brett, and Maiya Clarkson  
(janiceheise@hotmail.com) 

 

We divided the water buffalo into sections, and put a dollar amount in 
each part.  While we hoped our friends and family would support the pro-

ject, we didn’t realize how much fun they would have with the poster!   
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Culture Camp.  The first time I heard 
these words, I was at an information 
night for adoptive parents.  It sounded 
like a great idea, immersing your kids 
into their birth culture, an event you can 
do as a family, positive older Asian role 
models for our kids, it all sounded 
wonderful.  Something we would 
definitely have to do one day, when the 
time was right, when my kids were old 
enough to get something out of it, when 
it would work out time-wise for our 
family.  And so, for one reason or 
another, we did not get to culture camp 
for the first time until my Vietnamese- 
born children were 8.   

One of the drivers for me to go to camp 
that year was realizing that my son was 
starting to notice that he did not look 
like his primarily Caucasian classmates, 
and that I definitely did not look like him, 
but that the other kids did, for the most 
part, look like their parents.  I showed 
him some pictures from the camp and he 
watched silently, after first informing me 
that he wanted nothing to do with 
Culture Camp.  At the end of the 
pictures, he looked at me and said, 
“Those kids all look like me and my 
sister.  I want to go.”  So off we went.  
Two adopted children, 2 biological 
children, to see what Culture Camp (held 
in Minnesota by Catalyst Foundation) 
was all about.  That was 3 years ago, and 
we now make Culture Camp a “not to be 
missed” even on our family calendar.  
This is the family trip all 4 of my children 
anxiously look forward to all year long, 
and tearfully leave at the end of camp.     

Culture Camp for my kids is about 
belonging.  They are part of the majority 
for a short moment in their year, they fit 
in without explanations.  The counselors 
and staff are totally focused on making 
the kids feel proud of who they are.  
Some of their best friends are those they 
have made at culture camp.  I have to 
look closely to pick out my kids, since 
looking for ‘the dark hair’ doesn’t work in 

this group.  The biological children in our 
family get a chance to be the minority 
for a change, and get a very small taste 
of what it is like for their brother and 
sister and an appreciation for the culture 
we have embraced as part of our family.  
For my adopted kids, it is a relief to be 
around kids who all have parents who 
don’t look like them, siblings that don’t 
look like them, and no one looks at them 
like they don’t belong.  They share the 
bond of adoption and are creating their 
own community.  Culture camp provides 
experiences and community for my kids 
in a way that I am not able to recreate, 
and the growth and confidence that has 
occurred in my kids as a result of their 
experiences at Culture Camp has been a 
joy to watch.   

While Camp is centered around the kids, 
parents are not forgotten.  Each morning 
there are kid sessions specific to the 
children’s ages, and parents have their 
own sessions.  The Catalyst Foundation 
never fails to find a great array of 
speakers and presenters who open our 
parenting minds to experiences beyond 
us.  We have been privileged to meet 
Vietnamese movie directors, writers, 
photographers, artists, psychologists 
and social workers, not to mention the 
most energy filled Chocolateier ever 
encountered.  We have been able to hear 
first hand from young adult Asians about 
what it really means to live in a 
predominantly white world in an Asian 
skin and heard what racism looks like 
and feels like from their personal 
perspective.  We are also introduced to 
difficult topics like white privilege, 
experiences of refugees, and human 

trafficking.   We can have discussions 
with other parents walking our road. 

The kids sessions are amazing, from 
learning beginning language and culture 
through stories and crafts to exposure to 
racism and poverty presented in age 
appropriate ways.  The afternoons are a 
family time, with sessions designed for 
the entire family to participate in.  The 
Amazing Race Vietnam is always 
popular, we all guessed that carrying 
those poles with baskets of goods 
hanging off each end was heavy, but 
experiencing it really drives the message 
home!  There is usually a cooking session 
where easy to make traditional food is 
demonstrated, this is definitely one of 
our family favorites.  Evenings are 
entertaining also, with talent shows, 
skits and plays, and performances by 
each of the children’s groups.  The kids 
are so proud to dress in their Ai Dai.   

I honestly can admit that waiting until 
my kids were 8 to go to Culture camp 
was a mistake.  They didn’t have to be a 
specific age to have a benefit from being 
at camp.  They just needed to be there, 
immersed, being able to be proud of who 
they are and having that constantly re-
enforced just by being in the presence of 
the confident teens and young adults 
who volunteer as counselors.  Culture 
camp will continue to be the focus of our 
summer vacations for years to come, and 
my hope is that as young adults, my kids 
will maintain the friendships and 
community they are building there. 

Leanne Austrins (austrins@gmail.com) 
Mom to 4,2 born in Vietnam (10 yrs old) 

and 2 biological (6 yrs old) 

Family Features:  Vietnam 

Culture Camp 
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Regret 

As a child, I would often try to recall 
the contour lines of my mother’s 
face and the sound of her voice. 
Despite my relentless efforts, I could 
not, and I felt that I had undoubtedly 
failed in some unexplainable and 
peculiar way. I wanted to remember, 
as any devoted and loving daughter 
would, my mother. 

Sometimes, when I am restless at 
night, I often dream of the ghosts 
that visited me since I was a small 
child. Although they did not frighten 
me, their sadness and despair are 
seemingly difficult for me to cope 
with. 

Longing 

I recall clearly the isolation and 
loneliness that I felt, learning of my 
grandmother’s passing, and the 
painful experiences of losing my 
entire family once again. I could 
never quite recover from the losses, 
which profoundly handicapped me 
for most of my life. 

As I think of my homeland and of my 
childhood, I reflect on our last days 
in Viet Nam, of my grandmother and 
I walking aimlessly in the night with 
only the moon serving as our guide 
in Saigon, of the debris on the 
unpaved dirt roads and the smoke 
that engulfed us. I have a vivid image 
of grandmother’s sister, Ba Sau, 
stumbling into the tall forest of trees 
with an impaired leg; of my 
grandmother’s teary eyes as our cart 
drove away without her sister.  It was 
the last time that I saw Ba Sau, as 
our paths would not cross again. I 
think of the things left unsaid, a 
painful reminder that life is very 
fragile. 

 

Fear 

An orphan fears loss and 
abandonment; I don’t think we ever 
fully overcome that. 

We also experience fears of not 
fulfilling expectations, of a life not 
worthy, a disappointment or failure 
to those who sacrificed their lives for 
us. 

Nostalgia 

I miss the warm embrace and smile 
of my surrogate grandmother 
Nguyen, her words of 
encouragement and the raspy 
sounds of her coughs in the middle 
of night. 

I miss Mrs. Gilson, my English tutor, 
whom patiently taught me the 
alphabet using Alpha-Bits cereal and 
sent me her handwritten letters.  

I miss the face of a kind, young 
American soldier who shared his 
chocolate candies with me on the 
street of Nha Trang.  He 
affectionately remains in my 
thoughts and heart every day. 

I miss frolicking in the murky rice 
paddy fields of my Viet Nam 
homeland, the heavy raindrops 
dancing on my face, a country so 
unfamiliar and unrecognizable to me 
now. 

I often reflect fondly on the 
memories of eating fruit cocktail and 
singing songs with American GIs in 
my new American homeland, 
particularly during times of difficulty 
when I was a child. They live in my 
memory and are precious 
keepsakes.  At the time, they 
provided assurances that there is 
goodness in the world, and helped 
me to persevere despite the 
obstacles. 

"I recall clearly the isolation and loneliness" 
Painful recollections from someone who‟s walked in their shoes 

Hope 

I hope to be, one day, at peace with myself, 
to forgive those who have hurt me, and to 
be forgiven as well by those I have hurt. 

I hope that God grants me enough time on 
earth to repay the debt I owe for my 
freedom, for my family and for my 
existence. 

I hope that no child will ever be deprived of 
an affectionate embrace, words of praise, 
love, and guidance, or the gentle caress of 
another human being. 

Looking ahead 

I treasure the blessings of genuine 
friendships and the love for God, my 
family, my homeland and adopted country. 

I am grateful for this opportunity to serve 
the children at Vinh Son and Sao Mai, for 
there was a time when I was one of them.  

Janette (Trang) Maring 
 

Janette resided 
with her 
grandmother in 
the quaint cities 
of Pleiku and Nha 
Trang, Viet Nam. 
Currently living in 
United States, 
Janette devotes 
her time to her 
husband, Michael 
and children as 
well as her 
treasured 
charities. As a 

high-adventure enthusiast, she can frequently be 
found in the infinite meadows of the wilderness, 
horse backing riding, camping, hiking, rock or ice 
climbing. Janette is the former Camp Director for 
the Boy Scouts of America, serving currently as 
Assistant District Commissioner and 
Communications Chair for the Grand Rapids 
Catholic Committee on Scouting of the Diocese of 
Grand Rapids. Her greatest ambition is to return 
to her homeland of Viet Nam to teach English and 
to, one day, learn to skydive. 
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The Terre des Hommes International Federation Annual Report 
for 2010 (Keeping Promises to Children) has just been published 
(see www.terredeshommes.org). In 2010 the Federation 
celebrated its 50th Birthday.   

The big picture is that as a group we have 1,196+ development 
and humanitarian aid projects in 72 countries. Managed by one 
or another of the ten national TDH groups (Canada, Denmark, 
Federation (Switzerland), France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain) those projects deliver 
protection, care, and development opportunities to children. 
They lobby governments to make necessary changes in 
legislation that affects children. They work at raising general 
awareness about the violation of children’s rights. And, they 
provide quality work, making themselves accountable to the 
beneficiaries and to the people involved locally in the projects. 

Terre des hommes looks after children who have ’fallen through 
the cracks’. It was founded by Edmund Kaiser in 1960 to provide 
direct support to those underprivileged children not being 
helped by existing relief agencies. Its programs and modes of 
intervention have greatly evolved over time, while its focus on 
improving the daily lives of the most vulnerable children has 
been maintained. 

The total income for the group as a whole in 2010 was about $160 million USD. Several million direct 

beneficiaries were supported and cared for by Terre des hommes. There are some 300 paid employees at the 

different headquarters and more than 2,300 people (not including partners in the field) strive to make 

children’s rights a reality. Some 3,700 members and supporters and more than 6,300 volunteers ensure that 

Terre des hommes is truly rooted in civil society.  

Brendan Cavanaugh (brendan@tdh.ca) 

 The Federation of Terre des Hommes - 50 years 

“Children of War” 
The University of Notre Dame, in South bend, Indiana, like TDH, has a quarterly publication, The ND Maga-
zine. In the archive section, the Summer 2009 issue has is an article by William T. Yaley ’63 entitled Children 
of War. We recommend it. Here is the link:  http://magazine.nd.edu/news/11881-children-of-war/ 

In April 1965 he first went to Vietnam as a U.S. Marine Corps infantry platoon commander. 10 years later, to 
the day, on 10 April, 1975, he and his wife, Arlene, adopted his daughter Katen into his family of three boys. 
On March 4, 2008, 43 years after he first set foot in Vietnam, he, his wife and daughter returned to Vietnam 
to research the past. His poignant reflection is a combination of his past memories and his present experi-
ence. For him, some things had changed, but many things had not changed. His frank statement of a fa-
ther’s experience is expressed from an unusual perspective. 

Brendan Cavanaugh (brendan@tdh.ca) 

https://mail.apptix.net/owa/redir.aspx?C=a02caa163fb945029b795f3cfac47cee&URL=http%3a%2f%2fmagazine.nd.edu%2fnews%2f11881-children-of-war%2f
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„My Adoption Portal‟ 
 

TDH Ontario has implemented 'My Adoption 
Portal', an Online Client System.  This new web-
based system enables our clients to fill in forms 
online, saving time and delays in 
providing  paper copies through the mail. My 
Adoption Portal (MAP) also enables TDH to 
capture data more readily, post information 
about the status of your application and enable 
us to serve you more effectively. All new 
adopting families with TDH Ontario are 
encouraged to sign up for the system. To sign up 
and to access the system go to: https://
www.myadoptionportal.com/myportal.php 

Content Requests,  

Family Features, Questions,  

Comment Submissions 

We endeavour to make each issue of our 
newsletter informative and interesting.  If you 
have a suggestion for an article, wish to con-
tribute an article, have comments, feedback, 

questions or a request for information on a 
particular topic, please let us know!  You may 
also submit photos, with descriptive captions.  

We love your comments and feedback!   

Send comments, questions, submissions to: 
sharon@tdh.ca 

 

Blog Notice 

Where blogs are listed it is as a courtesy to our adop-
tive families.  They are not to be considered publica-
tions of TDH.  They represent the personal experi-
ences and interpretations of individual families.  TDH 
does not monitor and does not approve their con-
tent.  We ask families to use discretion in their blog 
posts with the knowledge that public blogs may be 
monitored by officials in Canada and abroad.  We 
recognize the value of sharing experiences and build-
ing common bonds among families who share the 
experience of adoption; therefore we publish these 
blog locations.  However, their inclusion here does 
not imply that they reflect the positions of TDH or 
any of its staff nor does it indicate TDH’s approval of 
the blog for accuracy, or interpretation of the infor-
mation. 

NEW Arrivals! 

To announce your New Arrival 
 

Email: Caroline Bennett at: caroline.bennett74@gmail.com 
Your adoption must be completed prior to the newsletter publica-
tion date (next issue due out Jan. 15).  Families adopting from all 
programs are invited to participate. 

Allan and Joanna of Toronto are thrilled to 
announce the arrival of their son, Liam Josiah Hong
-An, from Go Vap orphanage.  Allan and Joanna 
brought Liam home to Canada on November 17, 
2010 (on a medical visa).  His adoption was 
completed on May 10, 2011. 

http://musings-jo.blogspot.com 
jojomarriage@yahoo.ca 

Katherine from 
Peterborough has been 
blessed with the arrival 

of her first child, Amelia 
Nghi from Vung 

Tau.  Amelia joined her 
forever family July 15th 

and arrived home July 
27th.  Thank you to all 

the TDH staff for helping 
to bring my daughter 

home. 
 

http://www.bringingmybabygirlhome.blogspot.com 
email: katesm29@hotmail.com 
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Recently we received a book entitled Doing Business in Vietnam 
from the current (as of July 2011) Commercial Counselor, Mr. Ha 
Ke Tuan, of the Embassy of Vietnam at a meeting in his office in 
Ottawa. It was published by the Vietnamese Ministry of Industry 
and Trade (no date), but updated (again no date) by Mr. Nguyen 
Duy Khien, Director General of the Trade Policy Department for 
Americas, Ministry of Industry and Trade. It is published by the 
Tranh nien Publishing House. All of which to say it appears to be a 
well written (in English) and authoritative statement of the way 
Vietnamese culture prefers to see things done. 

The book is full of interesting information regarding business 
matters. But the last eighteen pages (203-221) contain a series of 
pithy paragraphs on a number of basic cultural behaviors written 
for the education of Westerners who are dealing with the 
Vietnamese. Since adoptive parents find themselves in exactly 
that position of being Westerners having to deal with the 
Vietnamese within their own culture, it was immediately evident 
that the information contained in these paragraphs would be of 
interest to everyone. 

So using this publication as a starting point, over time we will 
publish a paraphrase of each of the paragraphs, modified by 
commentary which applies these general remarks to our 
experience and that of our adoptive parents in Vietnam. Our 
discussion of these individual topics will be open to further 
development, and possibly published together in a booklet for our 
adoptive parents and their children. By this means we hope to 
promote a better understanding of Vietnamese culture in practical 
terms. We think that they will provide the adoptive parents and 
their children with a good sense of the cultural expectations of 
Vietnamese. By contrast with our Canadian culture, they might 
also allow all of us to glimpse a bit of our own cultural behavior as 
in a mirror. 

When Canadians choose to build their families through 
international adoption, they also set themselves up for a cross-
cultural experience. As obvious as that observation may be, it is 
not always immediately evident to the people who are most 
concerned. Cultural practices result from the way people are 
brought up as well as the way they are influenced by the historical 
experiences of their parents and their more remote ancestors. 
Those people were all influenced by their environment, the events 
of their past, their genetic traits and other various significant but 
subtle factors. Since those influences differ, cultures differ. 

Looked at from another perspective - hardly anyone thinks about 
their own culture until they are faced with someone else’s culture. 
And the act of an international adoption is often an abrupt, 
surprising and challenging experience for prospective parents who 
suddenly find themselves in an entirely alien context. The practical 
thing to do, as the exhortation says, is to be prepared for the 
differences: “Premonitus, praemunitus”, ‘To be forewarned is to be 
forearmed’. Or, as the motto of the Boy Scouts says: “Be 
prepared!” 

Vietnamese Protocol Series 

The Other Culture   

The reason that people say ‘travels broadens’ is that it confronts the 
individual with the experience that people in different places do 
things differently than they are accustomed to. It is advantageous 
to travel when you are young because the young are usually more 
flexible than the old and people are more likely to forgive the young 
for being gauche. The fact is that operating in a foreign culture is 
always challenging. 

To suddenly find yourself transported into a different cultural 
environment where you do not speak the language and find yourself 
constantly ill at ease because you always seem to be doing things in 
slightly the wrong way is disconcerting, to say the least. At times it 
may seem as if every move may result in a mistake (or the feeling 
that you have made one and do not know what you did). 

It is impossible to encapsulate all Vietnamese cultural practices in 
one booklet. Any such effort, such as this one, is forced to 
generalize. It is common sense to point out that there are normally 
many exceptions to every rule and every generalization. But the 
remarks in this booklet, stemming from experienced Vietnamese 
with the positive intention of trying to be helpful to Westerners in a 
practice way, should help adoptive parents to avoid many mistakes 
and the irritation they may generate. Behavior always comes down 
to the individual. And it is the individual who has to use judgment 
and discretion in applying this general information to the highly 
personal experience of their own international adoption. These 
remarks are meant as a starting point and a general guidance, not as 
a set of rigid rules. 

The Vietnamese advise us Westerners “Don’t fret if your make a few 
mistakes along the way. That is part of the adventure of learning!” 
The most important element is to show respect and courtesy, not to 
get all the “rules” right.” It is a point laden with historical implication 
for them to say that “The Vietnamese are very forgiving people…”; 
they are – but they are still people.  

It is our experience for the nearly fifty years we have worked in 
Vietnam that more and more frequently the adoptive parents will 
encounter Vietnamese, both officials and regular people, who have 
traveled abroad and have some understanding of Western cultural 
practices. Nevertheless, obviously making the effort to follow the 
local customs and niceties will go a long way towards expressing 
respect and willingness to learn a different culture. Making the 
effort to develop a positive attitude towards “the other culture” is 
likely to be beneficial to you yourself, but it is even more likely to be 
very beneficial in bringing up your Vietnam-born children to have 
some knowledge and respect for his or her cultural heritage. 

We invite our readers to send in their comments, to express their 
opinions, and in general to share their experience as they are 
relevant to one or another of the topics covered. Please address 
yourself to me in regard to this project. 

NEXT: Meetings with Vietnamese 

Brendan Cavanaugh (brendan@tdh.ca) 
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The lead article in our last newsletter, The War on International 
Adoption, was picked up and distributed internationally. The 
article reported the academic observations that UNICEF is an 
action-oriented organization founded by the United Nations at 
the time of its own founding at the end of WW II and was 
mandated to sponsor actions that promoted the welfare of the 
United Nations Member States. WWII left huge numbers of 
war-orphaned and wounded children in the streets of Europe. 
That fact resulted in children becoming and continuing to be a 
focal point for UNICEF activity. Even a cursory glance at the 
UNICEF website reveals the many projects UNICEF mounts for 
children in different parts of the world, many of them being 
efforts to repair damage done to children as a result of national 
behavior.  

It must also be remembered that UNICEF, like its parent, the 
UN itself, is an intensely political organization. And its 
pronouncements as well as its actions, like those of any 
political organization, have to be read carefully. They do not 
always actually mean what they appear to mean at first glance. 

The further academic point was that UNICEF, like the United 
Nations, is primarily concerned with the welfare of the UN 
Member States. In spite of its name, UNICEF is concerned with 
children mostly insofar as they have to do with the welfare of 
one or another of the UN Member States.   

Political organizations usually are prodded into public 
declarations of policy when they are confronted with public 
problems. For the last few years there has been a steadily 
rising outrage against the behavior of UNICEF regarding 
international adoption. Any effort to understand UNICEF’s 
behavior has to start with an examination of its expressed 
policy regarding international adoption. 

http://www.unicef.org/media/media_41918.html  

UNICEF's position on Inter-country adoption 

Since the 1960s, there has been an increase in the number 
of inter-country adoptions.  Concurrent with this trend, 
there have been growing international efforts to ensure 
that adoptions are carried out in a transparent, non-
exploitative, legal manner to the benefit of the children 
and families concerned. 

In our opinion, it is true that international adoption began to 
become a recognized social activity in the 60s. However, 
“concurrent” may not convey the right impression. Controls 
were reactive, not proactive. The efforts to put controls in 
place were usually the result of the efforts by national 
authorities to cope with a gradual accumulation of problems 

that had international aspects to them. In many ways this was 
a new level of concern for national authorities and it is 
understandable that UNICEF thought it could be of help in 
these matters. But it might be noted that the old Roman 
maxim to the effect that “you cannot legislate virtue” seems to 
have been forgotten. 

In some cases, however, adoptions have not been carried 
out in ways that served the best interest of the children -- 
when the requirements and procedures in place were 
insufficient to prevent unethical practices.  Systemic 
weaknesses persist and enable the sale and abduction of 
children, coercion or manipulation of birth parents, 
falsification of documents and bribery. 

Those with hands-on experience with UNICEF in the field have 
questioned whether UNICEF is the appropriate organization to 
decide what is in the best interest of the children. International 
adoption is case work. International Adoption typically deals 
with an individual family and an individual child. Aside from 
whatever public-relations image that may have been crafted 
for it, UNICEF usually deals with large-scale projects like 
distribution of water and food during famines and other 
disasters.  

Moreover, while the abuses of children listed above are real 
and children suffer and die because of their practice, certainly 
none of them began with international adoption; they are not 
in any way limited to or particularly linked with international 
adoption; and it is likely they will continue after international 
adoption has been effectively eliminated from the social arena. 

There are indeed systemic weaknesses in various national 
social service systems. And sometimes those weaknesses allow 
or even promote the kinds of problems UNICEF lists. But those 
weaknesses and the problems that stem from them are 
matters that rest upon cultural and social values present in the 
country as well as the opportunism of the individual national 
(or international) criminal elements.  

If a country tries to impose its cultural and social values on 
another country, it is called “colonialism”. Nevertheless, the 
belief in the superior quality of their particular culture has 
historically been asserted as a justification for their colonialism 
by many nations; Japan, France, England, Germany and the US 
have been notable historical examples, to say nothing here of 
tribal and ethnic cleansing practices. Generally those efforts at 
national colonialism have been condemned and often militarily 
opposed. In the face of this history, in recent years many 

(Continued on page 14) 

Broader ADOPTION ISSUES  

The War on International Adoption:  A follow-up opinion 

https://mail.apptix.net/owa/redir.aspx?C=a88e5eb5e9314c08af16a0172b8cfac9&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.unicef.org%2fmedia%2fmedia_41918.html
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people have come to think that it certainly is not the business 
of a mere organization like UNICEF to judge the practices of 
other national cultures and their value systems. But UNICEF’s 
efforts continue. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which guides 
UNICEF’s work, clearly states that every child has the 
right to grow up in a family environment, to know and be 
cared for by her or his own family, whenever 
possible.  Recognizing this, and the value and importance 
of families in children’s lives, families needing assistance 
to care for their children have a right to receive it. 

This appears to be a solid principle. But UNICEF’s application of 
that principle has a peculiar twist to it. Very recently the US 
government, in cooperation with UNICEF announced a 5-year 
one hundred million dollar ($100,000,000) grant to support 500 
thousand of the 5.5 million orphaned children with the aim of 
developing in-country programs. At about the same time, the 
MOWA (Ministry of Women’s Affairs) announced that 
international adoptions would be reduced by 90%. It is difficult 
not to draw a link between these two events.  Chaiban, head of 
the Addis Ababa office of UNICEF, called the new rules “an 
important step” in rooting out irregularities in the system and 
finding family-based local solutions for what the government 
estimates are 5 million Ethiopian orphans. 

It is very difficult for the adoptive community not to interpret 
UNICEF’s behavior as deliberately prejudicial to international 
adoption and to conclude that UNICEF simply took advantage 
of its status and position to impose its private value on 
Ethiopia. 

When, despite this assistance, a child’s family is 
unavailable, unable or unwilling to care for her/him, then 
appropriate and stable family-based solutions should be 
sought to enable the child to grow up in a loving, caring 
and supportive environment.   

Inter-country adoption is among the range of stable care 
options.  For individual children who cannot be cared for in 
a family setting in their country of origin, inter-country 
adoption may be the best permanent solution. 

At first reading, the above two paragraphs seem to support 
international adoption. But the above remarks could also be 
interpreted as asserting that  ‘international adoption should 
only be considered as a last resort.’ One might ask the 
question, for example, whether international adoption is 
considered preferable to in-country foster care, as would seem 
to be the practical outcome in Ethiopia. 

The assertion of the first paragraph makes sense, namely that 
a child is best served by being able to remain within his birth 
culture and to be lovingly and supportively cared for by his 
blood family. However, our experience in international 

adoption suggests that children presented for international 
adoption usually do not really have that option. If they did, 
they would not be candidates for international adoption. And 
we are not convinced on the basis of the cases that we are 
familiar with that forcing the remaining members of a birth 
family to take back a child they have put in an orphanage is the 
best pathway for a child to follow. 

The assertion of the second paragraph that  “adoption is 
among the range of stable care options” is at best a minimalist 
characterization of international adoption. To point out one 
highly significant psychological point, it ignores the 
permanence and long-term relationship as a true child of the 
adoptive family that none of the other unmentioned options in 
the list are likely to provide. And the final assertion that 
“adoption may be the best permanent solution” is clearly a 
reluctant admission. 

What UNICEF ignores with its reluctance to characterize 
international adoption as an important option for a child are 
the many well-researched reports which assert the typical 
disastrous future that institutionalized children face. It is our 
position that there is a strong case to be made that a large 
percentage of institutionalized children of a country eventually 
become a burden on the economic and social development of 
the nation.  

UNICEF supports inter-country adoption, when pursued in 
conformity with the standards and principles of the 1993 
Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Co-
operation in Respect of Inter-country Adoptions – already 
ratified by more than 80 countries.  

While it is true that “more than 80 countries” have ratified The 
Hague, it must be equally admitted that there is wide-spread 
anger and disapproval of the interpretation given to the so-
called ‘subsidiarity’ clause which places international adoption 
as a ‘last resort’ option, and forces children to wait months or 
years in an institution. It must also be asked whether in 
following these principles the best interests of each individual 
child are being considered. It must be further admitted that the 
rules following from the obligatory time-for-search policies 
and in-country bureaucratic delays mean that the typical child 
is institutionalized during the most formative period of its early 
growth. And it must be admitted that the excessively 
punctilious demands of the bureaucratic system, fearful of 
being politically accused of being careless, mean that many 
children are effectively permanently removed from all 
opportunity for a family by international adoption (few 
adoptive parents will consider a child who is over 5 years old) 
and assigned to an institution until they reach the official age 
at which they must be sent to the street. And it must also be 
admitted that when the Hague is ratified by a country, 
numbers of international adoptions decline significantly.  It 
would be interesting to ask in fact what effect this has on the 

(Continued from page 13) 

(Continued on page 15) 
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numbers of children permanently institutionalized in that 
country. 

This Convention is an important development for 
children, birth families and prospective foreign adopters. 
It sets out obligations for the authorities of countries from 
which children leave for adoption, and those that are 
receiving these children. 

UNICEF is absolutely correct. But it is also unfortunately true 
that, as the consequences of its ratification and 
implementation, the  decrease of international adoption 
inevitably follow in every country that becomes party to it.  

The Convention is designed to ensure ethical and 
transparent processes. This international legislation gives 
paramount consideration to the best interests of the child 
and provides the framework for the practical application 
of the principles regarding inter-country adoption 
contained in the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child.  These include ensuring that adoptions are 
authorized only by competent authorities, guided by 
informed consent of all concerned, that inter-country 
adoption enjoys the same safeguards and standards 
which apply in national adoptions, and that inter-country 
adoption does not result in improper financial gain for 
those involved in it.   

These provisions are meant first and foremost to protect 
children, but also have the positive effect of safeguarding 
the rights of their birth parents and providing assurance 
to prospective adoptive parents that their child has not 
been the subject of illegal practices. 

Without trying to discuss the problematic aspect of each of 
the provisions mentioned above, the overriding point can be 
expressed that, whatever the intentions might have been 
originally, the interpretation given the Hague document is not 
always in the ‘best interest of the child’. It may be in the ‘best 
interest’ of the state bureaucracies, or at best in the best 
interests of the generic “children”. But seldom is there room 
for the best interests of each individual child to be considered 
in each particular instance. And its application sometimes 
eliminates all possibility of personal families for them through 
international adoption. 

The case of children separated from their families and 
communities during war or natural disasters merits 
special mention.  Family tracing should be the first 
priority and inter-country adoption should only be 
envisaged for a child once these tracing efforts have 
proved fruitless, and stable in-country solutions are not 
available. This position is shared by UNICEF, UNHCR, the 
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Hague 
Conference on Private International Law, the 

International Committee of the Red Cross, and 
international NGOs such as the Save the Children 
Alliance and International Social Service. 

One must ask here how long it is appropriate to allow the 
tracing efforts to continue before other permanent and stable 
solutions for the child are explored. How many of the children 
orphaned by the tsunami in 2005 are in permanent loving 
families? How long will it be before the children of Haiti, 
orphaned in the earthquake of 2010, will have an alternative to 
living out their childhood in a creche? It seems to me that 
these delays are at the expense of the children these 
organizations and bureaucracies are claiming to be benefiting. 
Is this truly to the benefit of the children? Let us recall here the 
words of Gabriela Mistral, Nobel prize-winning poet of Chile: 

“We are guilty of many errors and many faults 
But our worst crime is abandoning the children 

Neglecting the fountain of life.  
Many of the things we need can wait,  

The child cannot wait.  
Right now is the time his bones are being formed 

His blood is being made, And his senses are being developed.  
To him we cannot answer ‘tomorrow’  

His name is Today.” 
 

UNICEF offices around the world support the 
strengthening of child protection systems. We work with 
governments, UN partners and civil society to protect 
vulnerable families, to ensure that robust legal and policy 
frameworks are in place and to build capacity of the 
social welfare, justice and law enforcement sectors. 

Most importantly, UNICEF focuses on preventing the 
underlying causes of child abuse, exploitation and 
violence.  

New York 
22 July 2010 
 
It is vitally important to prevent the underlying causes of child 
abuse, exploitation and violence, and none of this is to say 
that the Hague was not a necessary instrument. But while we 
are working on these problems, we must not accept that 
children suffer and die of the effects of institutionalization, 
neglect, and abandonment.  

Brendan Cavanaugh (brendan@tdh.ca) 

(Continued from page 14) 

“Abandoned in Guatemala: The Failure of 
International Adoption  Policies"   

Paul Feine documents the negative impact that closing 
international adoption in Guatemala has had on children 
and the key role played by UNICEF in the closure.  A 
must see documentary! 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vWrdz-Aqw-U 

 



   Page 16          TDH Ontario Quarterly    October 2011 

Letters to the Editor 

Michael Wagner wrote: 

In recent months, I have become very upset at what I have read on 
various international adoption forums, on how disappointed some 
parents seem to be with their newly adopted children.  In some 
cases, it was similar to reading a review on a new purchase and it 
gave the impression that if they could return their child, they 
would, because it was not performing as it was supposed to. These 
comments have angered me and spurred me to write this article.   

When I became a father for the first time I was full of expectations 
of what my life would be like and 
was quite certain my life would be 
pretty much the same, with only 
the addition of another human 
living in the house.  I can tell you I 
was so wrong and I completely 
underestimated how my life would 
change.    Since that beautiful 
moment where my first daughter 
turned my life upside down I have 
never been happier.  This feeling 
has only grown more powerful with 
all five of my children given to me 
by my wife and the two beautiful 
children who traveled a much 
different road and were given to 
me by the gift of international 
adoption.  And yes, I loved how 
each one has upset my routine and 
forced me to change. 

So what should we expect from an 
adopted child?  The thoughts 
shared here are based on the 
collective experience of my wife 
and I, two people who have 
welcomed  children via C-section, 
midwifery hospital birth, midwifery 
birthing centre, two home births, and two international adoptions 
with one who had initially been designated as special needs but 
thanks to life , is in the end very healthy.  Our different experiences 
have led us to the conclusion that all of our children basically have 
the same need for security, comfort, love and 
reassurance.  However, we realized that those who might have had 
a more traumatic birth experience, or less peaceful if you want, 
and those who have experienced abandonment shortly after birth 
might have a more acute need for those requirements to be 
fulfilled.  So let’s start! 

Abandonment.  Never underestimate the damage caused to a 

child’s emotional health from being abandoned by the woman who 

has given life to him or her.  This single act will define these 
children’s lives and how they interact with everyone regardless of 
how old they were when they were abandoned or how long they 
lived in an institutional environment.  So expect a child who has 
attachment issues.  So what does this mean to the new 
parent?  Your child may seem to be quiet, detached, and distant. 
Or on the contrary, your child might turn out to be very clingy.  It 
might take a while for him to trust you, to trust that you will not 
leave him behind.  It is to expect:  try to imagine for one moment 
what it could be like. Imagine losing everything you know to never 

find it again: the heartbeat you 
heard for nine months, the voice 
you heard for nine months, her 
smell…  Just remember the first 
time you lost sight of your parents 
in a crowd and how terrified you 
were for those brief minutes until 
they found you. 

Fear is a powerful emotion that 
causes humans to either rise to 
the occasion and complete tasks 
which seem impossible or causes 
them to fall into a ball and 
become paralyzed.  When you 
first meet your new child, he or 
she is very afraid.  You speak a 
different language, you look and 
smell different.  You remove them 
from the only environment they 
know and take them first to a 
hotel and then to a whole new 
world.   This fear causes many 
different reactions.  Think back to 
the last time you were afraid and 
remove the ability to 
communicate: then think of how 
you might act. 

Institutionalization.  Your new little wonder has spent most of 

his or her short life in an institution.  Regardless of the different 
standards of the orphanages, they all have a few things in common 
with most North American publicly funded institutions.  They are 
over-crowded, underfunded, noisy, and lack any sort of privacy by 
our own standards.  They try to turn children into predictable 
machines because it is just easier.   Any amount of time in an 
institution  has an impact on children.  We remove them from an 
orphanage to take them to a quiet hotel room with one or two 
strangers.  This again has an impact on how they interact with their 
new parents. 

(Continued on page 17) 

Reader feedback and comments are always welcome by emailing our Editor-at-large, Brendan Cavanaugh at:  
brendan@tdh.ca or our Editor, Sharon Kashino, at: sharon@tdh.ca 

All of our children basically have the same need for security, comfort, 
love and reassurance...those with a less peaceful entry to the world 
and those who experience abandonment might have a more acute 
need for those requirements to be fulfilled. 
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Expectations.  So you now have waited years for your child to 

arrive.  You have the room set up, your family and friends expect to 
see your perfect bundle of joy you are about to bring home. This 
will be wonderful, like a fairy tale!  You are full of emotions as you 
arrive in your child’s home land, you meet him or her for the first 
time and then the reality hits!  You realize the child might not be as 
perfect as you had anticipated (by our society’s standards of 
course!):  looking sick, thin, avoiding eye contact, sleeping a lot, 
crying a lot, not eating, not pooping, not looking right!  This 
reaction continues as you travel 24 to 30 hours and arrive in North 
America. What a shock!  We must remember we can’t impose any 
expectations on these children.  And the same goes for biological 
children.  Nobody is perfect.  

Unfortunately, many adopted children arrive to big expectations : 
they have to be cute, proper, sleep through the night and so 
on.  Let’s again remember what they have been through.  Try for a 
moment to place yourself in your child’s mind and think back when 

you have felt any of these emotions.  This is when the adult has to 
step up. Like my mom has always said, ‘it’s time to put on your big 
boy pants on and act with compassion’.  And above all, remember 
that your child does not wake up in the morning with the intention 
of ruining your day. Regardless of what medical or physical 
symptoms or condition your new child may have, the one thing I 
can guarantee is that if you let yourself go and embrace the whole 
being, you will see that your child is there for a reason.  Everyone 
comes with a special mission.  Your child will help you become a 
better person, a less selfish individual. 

 
This should not stop you from making the best of your adventure; 
embrace it because being a parent is the best most rewarding job 
on the planet.   Follow your instinct, trust your gut and just go with 
it. All your expectations will be met in good time.  

In closing, I want to thank life for my best ally, my wife Johanne, 
and our seven wonders, Rose, Fiona, Grace, Noah, Liam, Logan 
and Toan.  You are my inspiration. 

Michael Wagner 

(Continued from page 16) 
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Did you know ... If your company is supporting United Way and you have been willing to give an 
at source deduction you can specify that your contribution be directed to TDH Canada by simply 
requesting it to them.  To direct your donation to TDH, specify TDH Canada Inc., business/
charity registration number 119208940RR0001. By doing so, you can support an organization 
that may be dear to your heart while contributing to the United Way Campaign at the same 
time. 

If you need more information you can communicate with Manon (manon@tdh.ca).  Thank you! 


