Throwing the Babies Out With the Bathwater

Since the devastating earthquake in Haiti, international actors with misplaced sympathy have taken children out of the country, ostensibly for the children’s well-being. At the same time, there has been a big push from advocates of adoption to open the United States’ borders and expedite adoptions for children “orphaned” by the earthquake.

Just this past weekend, ten Americans from Idaho were arrested in Port-au-Prince for trying to leave the country with 33 Haitian children. The arrested missionaries claim that they were only taking the “orphaned” children to a safe haven in the Dominican Republic where their church was building an orphanage. 
But as this case illustrates, it’s not that simple. Many of the children reportedly do have parents living.  When approached by the missionaries after the earthquake and told that their children would have schooling, clothes, and toys, some parents willingly put their children in the Americans’ care.

Putting aside the motives and sincerity of all the adults involved - which remains an open question - the presumption that the children would be better cared for outside of Haiti contradicts the lessons learned from previous disasters.  As thirty-three children now live in a state of limbo and the Haitian government tries to sort through this mess, this incident painfully demonstrates the real danger that unaccompanied children are in, and the urgency of upholding laws that protect children instead of weakening them during times of crisis.

Those with experience working in poor countries after natural or man-made disasters know that “orphan” is often a misnomer.  The reality is that many “orphaned” children do have at least one parent alive, or barring that, extended family who would want to rear the child. 
Often their family is desperately looking for them but unable to find them in the chaos of the moment.  Other family members may be injured or unable to travel to reach the children and claim them.  For unaccompanied Haitian children, separated from their families and trying to survive one of the worst humanitarian crises the world has seen in a generation, being branded as orphans only serves to make them more vulnerable. 
A generation ago, the world grappled with violent and heartrending images that spurred people to action.  Saigon was about to fall to the Communists in 1975, and there was tremendous fear - justified or not - for the safety of the children living in orphanages with particular concern for the biracial children fathered by U.S. servicemen.
What was not fully understood at the time was that many of those “orphans” were not without families. In Vietnam, it wasn’t uncommon for poor families to place children in orphanages without intending to give them up permanently.  Orphanages provided children with food and security when the family was unable to. Some parents kept in steady contact with their children, visiting them at the orphanages until they were able to reclaim the children.

But the perception of hundreds and even thousands of helpless orphaned Vietnamese children propelled Operation Babylift which ultimately took more than 3,300 “orphaned” children out of Vietnam.  Volunteers in California who were helping with the newly arrived children were shocked to hear many children crying for their parents and families, making it abundantly clear that these were not all abandoned or orphaned children in the Western sense of the word. 
Lawsuits were filed with some Vietnamese parents even travelling to the United States to plead for their children back. It was only after many years of courtroom battles that just 12 children were reunited with their Vietnamese parents. 

Make no mistake, in recent years Haiti has had serious child and family care issues with UNICEF estimating in 2007 that 380,000 children live in orphanages and with a reported 1100 children in the process of being adopted prior to the earthquake.  This catastrophe adds to an already weak and spent system with an estimated additional 50,000 children separated from their families.
Post-earthquake, the United States government approved a "humanitarian parole policy" which is to be applied on a case-by-case basis to children legally confirmed by the Haitian government as orphans eligible for adoption. This policy is intended for those children who have already been in the adoption pipeline for some time (adoptions from Haiti often take up to 2 to 3 years.)

But some advocates are pressing the government to broaden its policy to allow children into the United States who were “orphaned” by the earthquake. While the images of the Haitian children haunt us, we must refrain from moving too fast in this area. 

Our primary responsibility in these cases is to focus on fostering reunification not separation. It must be a priority to try to find the families and not just limit the definition of family to parents, but look for grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and godparents – just as we would do here in the United States if there were a disaster that separated children from their parents. 
Instead of asking our government to relax our rules, we should be asking the Obama administration to work with Haiti to enforce existing adoption laws that have the necessary strict guidelines to prevent unintended separations from families or, worse yet, abuse or trafficking. 
We – the outsiders - need to incorporate the lessons learned from past humanitarian emergencies and understand that separating Haitian children from their extended families and their countries of origin can result in long-term harm above and beyond the devastation they have already experienced.  

Indeed, our relief programs must instead focus on cash transfer and livelihood programs that enable extended families to care for separated children.  Economic support can also prevent poor families from having to place their children in orphanages because they cannot afford food and education on their own.  In essence, we need to take a long-term systems approach to help Haiti rebuild to become a safe and secure place where families have the economic means to raise their own children.
Words: 985
Dr. Neil Boothby is Director of the Program on Forced Migration and Health at Columbia University’s Mailman School of Public Health and is the co-author of Unaccompanied Children in Emergencies: Care and Protection in Wars, Natural Disasters and Mass Population Movements.
