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Summary

Adoption numbers show a small upward trend

Over the past 25 years, adoption numbers declined by 64%—from 855 in 1994-95 to
310 in 2018-19—but since a low of 278 adoptions in 2015-16, there has been a rise of
12%. This is due to a 40% rise in known child adoptions from 2015-16 to 2018-19,
which can be attributed to a higher number of adoptions by known carers, such as
foster parents, in New South Wales.

Known child adoptions made up just over two-thirds of all adoptions

While other types of adoptions have declined, known child adoptions—where the child

@) is already known to the adoptive parent(s)—rose over the past decade, from 129 in
O 2009-10 to 211 in 2018-19. These adoptions comprised 68% of all finalised adoptions
Q in 2018-19, with adoption by carers, such as foster parents, being the most common

(67% of all known child adoptions).

Local and intercountry adoptees were younger than known child adoptees

Adoptions of Australian children not known to their adoptive parent(s) are called
‘local’ adoptions. In 2018-19, 42 local adoptions were finalised, representing 14%

O
& of all adoptions.

A further 57 adoptions of children from countries with which Australia had an official
& adoption program—referred to in this report as intercountry adoptions—were also
OJ O finalised. Nearly all (98%) of local adoptees, and 65% of intercountry adoptees were
K{ aged under 5. By comparison, less than 1 in 5 known child adoptees (17%) were
aged under 5.

Indigenous children were adopted by known carers

In 2018-19, no Indigenous children were adopted through local adoption, and

12 Indigenous children were adopted through known child adoption. This was the
n highest number of finalised adoptions of Indigenous children in the past 25 years

(equal to the number recorded in 1994-95). Over the 25 years from 1994-95 to 2018-

19, a total of 126 Indigenous children have been adopted.

Intercountry processing times dropped in 2018-19

For intercountry adoptions, the median length of time from when an adoptive parent

became an official client of an Australian state or territory department responsible for

adoption, to when a child was placed for adoption had been rising since 2007-08 (when
[aYaYaYa data were first reported). The median processing time peaked at 5 years and 4 months
in 2014-15, but then fell to less than 3 years in 2016-17 and 2017-18. The median time
in 2018-19 was 2 years and 1 month, the shortest time on record.

The median length of time from when applicants became official clients of the
department, to when a child was placed with them varied considerably across
countries. For example, placements from South Korea had a median time of 21
months, while for Thailand the median time was just under 4 years (47 months).
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Nearly all intercountry adoptions were from Asian countries

In 2018-19, 96% of finalised intercountry adoptions were for adoptees from Asian
countries. The most common country of origin was South Korea (30%), followed by
Taiwan and the Philippines (26% each).

The main country of origin for intercountry adoptions has changed over time.
Between 2006-07 and 2010-11, the main country of origin was either China or the
Philippines. Then, between 2011-12 and 2017-18, it shifted between Taiwan and the
Philippines, with South Korea becoming the leading country in 2018-19.

Twelve months after entering Australia, the proportion of intercountry
placements with moderate to substantial additional care needs declined

For the first time, this report includes data on the level of need of intercountry
adoptees. This is the level of resources or support services required by the adopted
child and/or their adoptive family to foster healthy development and wellbeing,
support positive family functioning, and prevent adoption disruption (a continuum
from no additional care needs, when compared with an average Australian family
with non-adopted children, to moderate to substantial additional care needs).

At the time adoptees were allocated, 34% of the intercountry placements that
occurred in 2017-18 were considered to have moderate to substantial additional care
needs. However, 12 months after the adoptees had entered Australia, this proportion
fell to 9%, with 52% considered to involve minor additional care needs by then.
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1 Introduction

Adoption is a legal process involving the transfer of the rights and responsibilities for the
permanent care of a child from the child’s parent(s) to their adoptive parent(s). When an adoption
order is granted, the legal relationship between the child and their parent(s) is severed. Any legal
rights that existed from birth regarding the parent(s), such as inheritance, are removed.

For the adoptive parent(s), the legal rights of the adopted child become the same as they would be
if the child had been born to the adoptive parent(s). A new birth certificate might be issued for the
child, recording the name(s) of the adoptive parent(s) as the legal parent(s), and, if relevant, the new
name of the child.

Adoption in Australia aims to provide a nurturing, safe, and permanent family for children and
young people. Adoption is seen as a service for the child or young person, and decisions about an
adoption are to be made with their best interests—both in childhood and later life—as the primary
consideration.

To help inform adoption policy and practice in Australia, the Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare (AIHW) releases an annual report documenting trends in the use of adoption to meet the
needs of children and young people.

1.1 Adoptions in Australia

Patterns of adoption have been changing in Australia over the past few decades. These changes are

due to a complex interplay of economic, political, and sociocultural factors, including, among others:

+ contraception and legalised abortion

* the availability of financial support for single mothers

+ areduction in stigma around children born outside marriage

* the end of forced adoption practices

* improved child protection systems and the use of long-term legal orders that transfer parental
responsibility

* the increasing labour force participation of women

* reproductive innovations (Carmichael 2014; Constantinidis & Cook 2012; Higgins et al. 2014;
Mills et al. 2011).

These factors have reduced the number of Australian children considered to be in need of adoption,
while also changing perceptions of adoption and of when adoption is in the best interest of a child
or young person.

Likewise, similar economic, political and sociocultural factors overseas, along with international
conventions—such as the Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect
of Intercountry Adoption (Hague Convention) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights

of the Child (UN Convention)—have influenced intercountry adoption patterns. Changes have
supported children remaining either with their families or within their country of origin, leading to
fewer children, particularly infants, in need of intercountry adoption.

The secrecy associated with past adoption practices in Australia has largely given way to a system
characterised by the open exchange of information between parties to an adoption, and focused on
the needs of the child.
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Research has recognised that age-appropriate discussions between prospective adoptive parent(s)
and the adopted child about adoption-related issues benefit the child’s adjustment (Brodzinsky
2014; Child Welfare Information Gateway 2013; Passmore et al. 2009; Siegel & Livingston Smith
2012). Access to, and information exchange about, an adopted child by parties to the adoption
(referred to in this report as an ‘open’ adoption) is supported in all states and territories, but the
degree to which this occurs varies across jurisdictions (see Appendix A Section A.2).

1.2 Recent developments

Carer adoptions

A relatively recent change to the pattern of adoption in Australia is evident in the rising rate of
adoptions by carers who had a pre-existing relationship with an adoptee before the adoption,
such as foster parents—generally referred to in this report as ‘carer (known child) adoption’. This
reflects the desire to provide permanency of placement for children in out of home or foster

care environments (Fernandez 2014). Since 2012-13, this category of adoption has made up a
growing proportion of all adoptions in Australia (see Section 3.4). Various legislative changes within
jurisdictions, associated with adoption by carers, underpin this growth.

On 1 April 2014, following extensive consultation with the public and the child protection sector,
the New South Wales Parliament enacted the Child Protection Legislation Amendment Act 2074. The
amendments established a new hierarchy for child permanency planning, and, where adoption was
previously last preference, it is now the highest preference when reunification with parent(s), or
guardianship with family, kin, or other suitable person is not practical (Ainsworth & Hansen 2016).

Further amendments made by the New South Wales Parliament to the Children and Young Persons
(Care and Protection) Amendment Act 2018 and the Adoption Act 2000 were assented to on 28
November 2018. These amendments made further provisions for the care and protection of, and
the provision of services to, children and young people. For a child under the care of the state,
these provisions included a 2-year limit within which a decision about permanent placement has
to be made. The policy was introduced to reduce the number of times a child moved between
placements, as numerous movements have been linked to negative outcomes, including poorer
mental health, lower educational attainment, and vulnerability to further abuse and violence
(AIHW 2017).

Alongside their adoption legislation, New South Wales also prioritises open adoptions for children
removed from their parents, with contact arrangements documented in an adoption plan (Luu et al.
2019). This legislation is consistent with Article 9.3 of the UN Convention, which states the following:

Parties shall respect the right of the child who is separated from one or both parents to maintain
personal relations and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis, except if it is contrary to
the child’s best interest (United Nation General Assembly 1989).

Amendments made in 2012 to the Adoption Act 1994 in Western Australia strengthened the carer
adoption process, and reintroduced relative adoption as a legislative option to secure long-term
permanent care for children. Under the amendments, adoption of children and young people

in out-of-home care can occur where carers or relatives meet eligibility requirements, and have
cared for the child for at least 2 years, and the court is satisfied that the child’s adoption would be
preferable to certain orders, such as a protection order (special guardianship).

Australian jurisdictions differ in the extent to which they use adoption as a measure to improve
permanency and stability for children in out-of-home care. Some jurisdictions have focused instead
on improving stability and permanency for these children through long-term care and protection
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orders that transfer guardianship and custody of a child to a third party, often until the child turns
18 (see Section 4.3). For example, Victoria introduced permanent care orders that grant permanent
parental responsibility to the exclusion of all others to a third party in 1992.

Governance and support for intercountry adoptions

In 2016, the Intercountry Adoption Family Support Service was established as a free, independent,
nationwide service available to people who are engaged in the intercountry adoption process. The
service provides counselling and support services to assist with various challenges that are unique
to the intercountry adoption experience.

In addition, Intercountry Adoption Australia is a central point of contact for people at all stages of
the intercountry adoption process, consisting of a national website, www.intercountryadoption.gov.
au, an email enquiry service, and a phone line (1800 197 760).

In April 2019, the Attorney General's Department transferred the Commonwealth Central Authority
function to the Australian Government Department of Social Services (DSS). DSS is responsible for
enabling the performance of Australia’s responsibilities under the Hague Convention, including
that intercountry adoption occurs in the best interests of the child. DSS also manages Australia’s
intercountry adoption country programs (see Section 2.2).

State and territory central authorities remain responsible for adoption legislation. This means they
manage adoption applications and assess the eligibility and suitability of those seeking to adopt
children from overseas.

Children with special needs

Adoption of children with special needs is an area of growing importance in the Australian
intercountry adoption context. Historically, there has been limited information at the national level
about the adoption of children with special needs. Following national reviews of Australian adoption
practice (PM&C 2014), the AIHW collaborated with state, territory, and Australian Government
agencies to develop national definitions, and improve the availability of data on the adoption of
children with special needs.

This report includes, for the first time, expanded data and information on the adoption of children
with special needs. These data, alongside data on adoptions of older children and sibling group
adoptions, help address a long-standing data gap in the national collection.

1.3 Data sources and processes

The AIHW Adoptions Australia data collection is the authoritative source of national adoptions data
for Australia. This report presents data extracted from the administrative systems of each state and
territory department responsible for adoption, according to definitions and technical specifications
agreed by the jurisdictions and the AIHW.

Data on adoption visas issued in 2018-19, including for children adopted by expatriate Australians,
are provided by the Australian Government Department of Home Affairs (HA). From 2016-17, the
format of the data provided by HA changed, so the presentation of subsequent information might
vary from previous editions.

It should also be noted that, due to the size of the target population of this collection, some
analyses contain small counts. These data have been cleared for release by the state and territory
departments responsible for adoption, and, in some instances, reflect data that are publicly

available elsewhere at the same level of disaggregation.
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Definitions can be found in the Glossary. Further information on the data contained in this
collection can be found in the data quality statement available at https://meteor.aihw.gov.au/
content/index.phtml/item|d/722746.

1.4 Report structure

This report has 4 chapters:

+ Chapter 1 provides an introduction to adoption.

+ Chapter 2 provides an overview of adoption processes in Australia.

+ Chapter 3 presents detailed data on adoptions in 2018-19.

+ Chapter 4 presents trends in adoptions in Australia, including alternatives to adoption.

Additional information including detailed statistical tables, and appendix documents containing
summaries of state and territory adoption legislation and a list of the countries party to the Hague
Convention, can be downloaded from the AIHW website at <https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/
adoptions/adoptions-australia-2018-19/contents/>.
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2 Adoptions in Australia

The words used to describe those involved in an adoption carry sensitivities for all parties to the
adoption. Both birth and adoptive parents can appropriately be referred to as ‘parents’. In this
report, the terms ‘mother’, ‘father’, or ‘parent’ are used to describe a child’s biological parents.
‘Birth mother’, ‘birth father’, and ‘birth parent’ are considered less appropriate terminology, but,
where required for clarity, these terms are also used in this report to refer to the biological parents
(Higgins et al. 2016). The terms ‘Adoptive mother’, ‘adoptive father’, or ‘adoptive parent’ are used to
describe parents who have adopted a child. The children who have been the subject of an adoption
order are referred to as ‘adopted children’ or ‘adoptees’.

2.1 Categories of adoption

There are 3 categories of adoption in the AIHW Adoptions Australia data collection:

* Intercountry adoptions are adoptions of children from countries other than Australia who are
legally able to be placed for adoption (Section 2.2), but generally have had no previous contact or
relationship with the adoptive parent(s). Intercountry adoptions include adoptions from countries
with which Australia has an official adoption program, and are referred to in this report as either
‘Hague’ or ‘bilateral’.

+ Local adoptions are adoptions of children born or permanently living in Australia before the
adoption, who are legally able to be placed for adoption, but generally have had no previous
contact or relationship with the adoptive parent(s).

* Known child adoptions are adoptions of children born or permanently living in Australia before
the adoption, who have a pre-existing relationship with the adoptive parent(s), and are generally
not able to be adopted by anyone other than the adoptive parent(s). Known child adoptions
include adoptions by step-parents, other relatives, and carers.

Box 2.1: Adoptions not included in national counts

Adoptions by relatives or other known carers of children from countries other than Australia,
termed ‘known child intercountry adoptions’, are not included in national counts of intercountry
adoptions in this report.

Further, adoptions by Australian citizens or permanent residents living abroad for 12 months
or more that occur through an overseas agency or government authority are also excluded
from the annual count of intercountry adoptions. These adoptions are referred to in this report
as expatriate adoptions. Australian adoption authorities are not responsible for facilitating
expatriate adoptions, and do not assess or approve applicants for such adoptions. Data on
expatriate adoptions are available through visa applications, and are reported separately in
Section 3.2.

2.2 Adoption legislation and processes

A child can legally be adopted if all the necessary consents to the child’s adoption have been
obtained or dispensed with—dispensation refers to the legal process in which a court declares that
the consent of a parent is not required for an adoption order to be granted.
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Consent dispensation legislation:

* is set by individual states and territories

« occurs under strict conditions

+ is highly dependent on the individual circumstances

¢ must be in the best interest of the child.

People wishing to adopt a child must satisfy the government department or agency concerned

that they will be suitable parents. Factors that might be considered in assessing the suitability of
potential parents include their parenting capacity, age, health, reasons for wanting to adopt, marital
status, and the stability of their relationship. Eligibility requirements to adopt a child vary between
jurisdictions (see Appendix A Section A.1), as do eligibility requirements set by countries of origin for
intercountry adoptions (IAA 2019b).

Intercountry adoptions

Legislation and responsibilities

The process for intercountry adoptions is strictly controlled:

* by each state and territory under the relevant state legislation

* by the Australian Government under the:

- Commonwealth laws relevant to intercountry adoptions:

e Family Law Act 1975

e Family Law (Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption) Regulations 1998

e Family Law (Bilateral Arrangements—Intercountry Adoption) Regulations 1998
- Commonwealth immigration laws relevant to intercountry adoptions:

e Australian Citizenship Act 2007

e Immigration (Guardianship of Children) Act 1946

e Migration Act 1958
- Migration Regulations 1994

* in accordance with the principles of the Hague Convention and the UN Convention.

Box 2.2: What is the Hague Convention?

The Hague Convention entered into force for Australia in December 1998. It establishes:

standards and procedures between countries, including legally binding standards and safeguards
a system of supervision to ensure that these standards and procedures are observed

channels of communication between authorities in countries of origin and receiving countries
for children being adopted

principles that focus on the need for intercountry adoptions to occur only where it is in the
best interests of the child and with respect for their fundamental rights, and to prevent the
abduction, sale, or trafficking of children.

A list of countries that were party to the Hague Convention during 2018-19 can be downloaded as
part of the supplementary material available on the AIHW website for this report (see Appendix B).

DSS is responsible for establishing and managing Australia’s intercountry adoption arrangements.
In accordance with their responsibilities for intercountry adoption, each state and territory
has also established a Central Authority under the Hague Convention. State and territory
governments are also responsible for processing adoption applications and assessing and
approving prospective adoptive parents (DSS 2019).
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Process

Although each state and territory has its own legislation for intercountry adoptions, the general
process is similar across the jurisdictions (Figure 2.1). DSS and the state and territory central
authorities work together to ensure that all of Australia’s adoption programs meet the standards of
the Hague Convention, regardless of whether partner countries are signatories.

Figure 2.1: Process for intercountry adoptions

Initial enquiry from prospective parent(s)

h 4

Education seminars and formal application

<

Adoption suitability assessment and decision on the approval of an application

<

If approved, documents sent to country of choice and applicant(s) await allocation of a child

<

Placement proposal (the matching of a child with a family) issued by the overseas authority

<

Immigration applications process

<

Travel to meet child

<

Start of post-placement support

A 4

Finalisation of the adoption (where required)

Note: Intercountry adoptions may be finalised in various ways, depending on the type of adoption—see this ‘Process’ section
for more details. This diagram is a simplified overview of the intercountry adoption process. Processes might vary between
jurisdictions.

In addition to requirements set by Australian adoption authorities, each country of origin also sets
out requirements for prospective adoptive parents wishing to adopt a child from that country.
These requirements vary between countries, and include, but are not limited to, the age of parents,
marital status, current family structure, and nationality or ethnic background.

Fees associated with intercountry adoption vary depending on the Australian state or territory and
the country of origin of the child, are subject to change, and are affected by various factors. Details
on country programs, including eligibility and fees, are available from the Intercountry Adoption
Australia website (IAA 2019b).

The time involved with parts of the intercountry adoption process, such as periods between

when a partner country receives an application and when applicants are matched with a child,

are influenced by several factors outside the control of Australian adoption authorities. These
include the number and characteristics of children in need of intercountry adoption, the number

of applications received by an overseas adoption authority, and the resources available to that
authority. Waiting times for intercountry adoptions vary between countries (see sections 3.2 and 4.1).

An intercountry adoption may be finalised in various ways. In some cases, a full adoption order can
be made in the child’s country of origin. This order is automatically recognised in Australia if the
country is a party to the Hague Convention, and has issued an adoption compliance certificate.
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Under changes made in 2014 to the Family Law (Bilateral Arrangements-Intercountry Adoption)
Regulations 1998, full adoption orders in Taiwan and South Korea (countries with which Australia
has bilateral arrangements) are also automatically recognised in Australia, if the relevant state or
territory authority has agreed that the adoption could proceed.

Other adoptions from outside Australia might not be automatically recognised under Australian
law. Where an adoption is not automatically recognised, the Immigration (Guardian of Children)
Act 1946 provides guardianship arrangements for the child. In these cases, the child will be under
guardianship of the Minister for Home Affairs once the child arrives in Australia (see Section 3.2).

This guardianship is usually delegated to the relevant state or territory central authority.

The Minister's delegated guardianship remains valid until the child turns 18, leaves Australia
permanently, becomes an Australian citizen or, as happens in most cases, the adoption order is
finalised by an Australian authority.

Australia’s intercountry adoption programs

In mid-2018, Australia had active intercountry adoption programs with 13 countries—Bulgaria, Chile,
China, Colombia, Hong Kong, Latvia, the Philippines, Poland, South Africa, South Korea, Sri Lanka,
Taiwan, and Thailand.

In August 2018, the Assistant Minister for Children and Families wrote to state and territory
ministers to advise that the India-Australia adoption program would be reactivated on a small
scale using a staged approach, to help Australian adoption authorities closely monitor and build an
understanding of India’s revised intercountry adoption program. Starting in April 2019, Queensland
and the Northern Territory began assessing a small number of prospective adoptive parents, and
providing files to the Indian central authority for consideration (IAA 2019a).

Not all of the countries with which Australia has an official adoption program are parties to the
Hague Convention. Previously, adoptions where the Hague Convention had not entered into force
in the adoptive child’s country of origin were referred to as ‘non-Hague’ adoptions for national
reporting purposes. In 2017-18, to distinguish between countries with which Australia had an
adoption program under a bilateral agreement and other countries that were not parties to the
Hague Convention, the term ‘bilateral adoption’ was introduced (see Glossary for definitions of the
adoption categories).

Regardless of whether the convention is in force in a country, adoption programs are only
established with countries where Australia can be satisfied that the principles of the Hague
Convention are being met. In this context, bilateral arrangements exist with South Korea and
Taiwan. Both countries have not currently ratified the Hague Convention—South Korea signed the
Hague Convention in May 2013, but had not finished implementing all requirements by mid-2019
(see Appendix B).

Box 2.3 describes 2 types of other overseas adoptions, ad hoc requests, and private adoptions,
which are outside of Australia’s regular intercountry adoption processes.
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Box 2.3: What are ad hoc requests and private adoptions?

Requests to adopt children from countries with which Australia does not have an existing
intercountry adoption program are referred to as ‘ad hoc requests’. The relevant state or
territory central authority considers these on a case-by-case basis.

As a general principle, individual ad hoc requests for intercountry adoptions are likely to
be considered only in exceptional circumstances, as they are not consistent with Australia’s
management of intercountry adoptions.

For example, an application may be considered where the prospective adoptive parent(s) have
a genuine and profound understanding of, and connection with, the culture and circumstances
of an overseas country that satisfies Hague Convention standards and requirements.

The relevant state or territory authority must have accepted an ad hoc request before the
prospective adoptive parent(s) can apply formally for adoption, and be assessed for suitability
to adopt. If the request is accepted, applicants will be subject to the normal intercountry
adoption process applicable in their relevant state or territory. Data on finalised ad hoc
adoptions are not included in this report.

State and territory central authorities do not support adoptions arranged through a
privately contracted adoption agency, or those that do not go through a government'’s
central authority. These are known as private adoptions. Adoptions to Australia must
either be approved by a state or territory central authority or meet Australian immigration
requirements for expatriate adoption (HA 2018) (see Section 3.2).

Local adoptions

Legislation and responsibilities

Each state and territory has legislation governing local adoption practices (an outline of the
legislation for each jurisdiction is provided in Appendix A Section A.1). The individual state or
territory authority for adoption works to ensure that local adoption practices follow the regulations
set out by its jurisdiction.

For local adoptions, in most cases, the responsible state or territory department will be the
guardian of a child for whom general consents for adoption have been signed. For some approved
non-government adoption agencies, the principal officer of the agency will be the guardian. The
guardianship of a child remains in force until the adoption order is made, or consents for adoption
are revoked, or until some other specified event occurs (such as when a suitable and willing relative
is able to care for the child).

In the case of Indigenous children, jurisdictions have additional legislation or regulations that help
determine whether an adoption should be considered over other arrangements, such as the use of
an alternative legal order.

Process

Figure 2.2 shows the process involved in placing local children with prospective adoptive parent(s),
although the precise order of the steps might vary slightly between jurisdictions.
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Figure 2.2: Process for local adoptions

Initial enquiry from prospective parent(s)
Education seminars and formal application
Adoption assessment and decision on the approval of an application
Applicant is selected from pool
Placement of child with applicant
Start of post-placement support
Application sent to court
Adoption order made
Ongoing service provision to support post-adoption contact between birth and adoptive families

Note: This diagram is a simplified version of the local adoption process. The number and order of steps might vary between
jurisdictions.

Known child adoptions

Legislation and responsibilities

Known child adoptions are administered and/or recorded by the department responsible for
adoption in each state and territory.

The majority of known child adoptions are by step-parents adopting their partner’s children, or by long-
term carers of children placed in their care, such as foster parents. The aim of this type of adoption is to
provide the child with a clear legal position, status, and stability within the family arrangement.

In some circumstances, the adoption might be finalised after the adoptee is legally considered an
adult. The role of the department varies between jurisdictions when administering adult adoptions
(see Appendix A Section A.1). As a result, not all such adoptions are captured in this report.

Adoptions by relatives other than step-parents are less common. This is because most states and
territories have policies that promote the use of parental responsibility orders, rather than adoption
when a child is to be permanently cared for by another relative, such as permanent care and
guardianship/custody orders.

Adoptions by relatives are generally discouraged, as they might confuse and distort biological
relationships. For example, if a child was adopted by their grandmother, the child's parent

would legally become the child’s sibling. In exceptional circumstances—that is, when a parental
responsibility order would not adequately provide for the welfare of the child—legislation in most
states and territories does allow carers or relatives other than step-parents to adopt a child.

As is the case with local adoptions, jurisdictions have additional legislation or regulations that help
determine whether an adoption should be considered to create permanent care arrangements for
Indigenous children.

Known child adoptions by people who are not carers or relatives, such as by commissioning
(surrogate) parents, are uncommon in Australia. Where data are recorded by the department
responsible for adoption in each state and territory, these adoptions are captured in this report
under the ‘Other’ category in known child adoptions.
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Process

Each state and territory has its own process for the adoption of known children.

Figure 2.3 broadly shows the process for adoptions by step-parents and other relatives (intrafamilial
adoptions). In some jurisdictions, the department responsible for adoption has limited involvement
in this process, with prospective parents being responsible for preparing and lodging their own
applications directly with the court.

Figure 2.4 shows the process for adoptions by carers, such as foster parents, although some of

the additional complexities associated with adoptions by carers are not shown. In both cases, the
precise order of the steps might vary slightly between jurisdictions.

Figure 2.3: Process for step-parent and relative adoptions

Initial enquiry by step-parent or relative

<

Initial assessment to determine whether adoption is the best long-term plan for the child (relative adoption)

4

Provision of information and interview(s) with assessor for assessment report

h 4

Application prepared

4

Provision of adoption information/counselling and consents arranged (where applicable)

h 4

Application and assessment report sent to court

<

Adoption order made (and any consents/dispense orders)

Note: This diagram is a simplified overview of the step-parent or relative adoption process. The number and order of the steps
might vary between jurisdictions.

Figure 2.4: Process for carer (known child) adoptions

Initial enquiry by carer(s), child’s birth family or caseworker

\ 4

Education seminar and formal application

<

Assessment to determine whether adoption is the best long-term plan for the child, and carer suitability

<

If approved, adoption action started

<

Provision of adoption information/counselling and consents arranged (where applicable)

<

Application sent to court

<

Adoption order made (and any consent/dispense orders)

Note: This diagram is a simplified overview of the carer (known child) adoption process. The number and order of the steps

might vary between jurisdictions.
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3 Adoptions in Australia in 2018-19

Key findings

* There were 310 finalised adoptions in Australia in 2018-19.

+ 18% were intercountry and 82% were of Australian children.

+ Carer (known child) adoptions were the most common—142, or 46% of all finalised adoptions.

« Almost all local adoptees (98%), and a large percentage of intercountry adoptees (65%), were
aged under 5. Only 17% of known child adoptees were aged under 5.

* The median waiting time for families adopting from overseas was 2 years and 1 month in
2018-19.

+ Half of all adoptive parents involved in local adoptions were aged 40 or over—this was higher
for intercountry (64%) and carer (known child) (83%) adoptions.

This chapter provides an in-depth analysis of intercountry, local, and known child adoptions in

Australia in 2018-19. Given the small numbers involved, there can be volatility in the data from
year to year. Due to this, changes identified over short periods (such as a single year) should be
interpreted with caution.

More information about the implications of the small size of the adoption population can be found
in the data quality statement for this collection at https://meteor.aihw.gov.au/content/index.phtml/
itemId/722746.

Box 3.1: Motivations and expectations around adoption

People have many reasons for adopting, and these can influence the type of adoption that
prospective adoptive parents choose over alternative options (including fostering). It has been
argued that intercountry adoption, in particular, began as a humanitarian response to children
in disasters but became an accepted way of forming a family in many western countries
(Fronek & Cuthbert 2013; Young 2012).

In addition to humanitarian or altruistic motives, the desire to be a parent, infertility, or simply
wanting to adopt are among commonly given reasons for seeking to adopt a child (Breuning
2013; Jennings et al. 2014; O'Halloran 2015), with some researchers asserting that infertility is
the primary motivation for intercountry adoption (Hilferty & Katz 2018; O'Halloran 2015).

International and domestic research on why adoptive and prospective adoptive parents chose
a particular type of adoption has found differing views about the potential advantages of one
type of adoption over others. Many prospective adoptive parents expressed a strong desire
for a younger baby—partly because older children were thought to have more health and
behavioural problems (Ward 2011).

Those who preferred intercountry adoption thought they would be more likely to be allocated a
younger child (Ishizawa & Kubo 2014).

In an independent review of Intercountry Adoptions Australia support services, more than
half of all respondents (54%) expressed a preference for a child under the age of 3 (Australian
Healthcare Associates 2017). National data for Australia in 2018-19 indicate that relatively few
intercountry adoptees were infants under 12 months—3 of the 57 (just over 5%) intercountry
adoptees—with a higher proportion of infants among local adoptees—17 of the 42 (40%).

(continued)
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Box 3.1 (continued): Motivations and expectations around adoption

Prospective adoptive parents, in international studies, who viewed intercountry adoption

as the most attractive option often thought it would be faster than a local adoption, and
considered that having birth parent(s) involved, believed to be more likely in local adoptions
and fostering, would make the process more complicated (Breuning 2013; Ishizawa & Kubo 2014).

Although national data on processing times for intercountry adoptions show median waiting
times are improving, long average waiting times for some countries of origin continue to
exist—for example, 47 months for Thailand in 2018-19. Comparative processing time data for
domestic adoptions are not currently available.

Some considered that intercountry adoption created permanent, lifelong bonds—compared
with perceived impermanent bonds associated with fostering—and that more overseas
children were in need than in Australia (Young 2012b). Further, while complex backgrounds
might have been viewed as social problems in relation to foster children, they were considered
by some as interesting challenges for children in the context of intercountry adoptions (Young
2012b; Zhang & Lee 2011).

Those who chose local over intercountry adoption often believed they would be more likely

to adopt a healthy child. A study looking at parental perceptions of developmental disabilities
in internationally adopted children 10 years after adoption found that even meticulous pre-
adoption screening of these children did not preclude developmental problems appearing later
(Diamond et al. 2015).

National data for Australia in 2018-19 show that 12 months after being placed, 60% of
intercountry adoptees placed in 2017-18 were considered to have additional care needs.

Among those who chose to foster rather than adopt, the lower cost or faster outcome were
often cited as main reasons for this choice (Malm & Welti 2010).

Much of this research was completed before 2015, so might not reflect current perspectives.
Preferences, and hence patterns of adoption, are influenced by various contextual factors that
vary between countries, and are subject to change over time.

Economic and social changes that enable children to remain with their birth family or to be
adopted in their country of origin reduce the need for intercountry adoption. More support for
single parents, and better acceptance of non-traditional family units also influence patterns
and perceptions of adoption. Likewise, the increased use of assisted reproductive technologies
(including in-vitro fertilisation and maternal surrogacy) might contribute to how prospective
parents view adoption as a way of forming or extending a family (Cohen & Chen 2010;
Deonandan & Bente 2014).

3.1 Adoptionin 2018-19

In 2018-19, 310 adoptions of children were finalised in Australia. This was a fall of 6% from the
330 adoptions in the previous year. Of the 310 adoptions, 57