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Article by Bill Yoder

Helping Russia Solve its Demographic Crisis: Russians can successfully adopt Russian children
 

M o s c o w -- North American Christians are willing to help Russian parents turn around their country’s demographic crisis. Professor Lanny Endicott, head of the Social Work department at the primarily-Charismatic “Oral Roberts University” in Tulsa/Oklahoma, believes more of Russia’s social and factual orphans could find homes within Russia. In a conversation at Moscow’s “Russian-American Institute” on 28 May, the professor suggested that programmes be put in place which encourage Russian couples to adopt and take care of their country’s parent-less on location. Endicott’s involvement in the “Indian Child Welfare” programme in Oklahoma, which helps native Indian families adopt Indian orphans, has shown him the importance of not separating children from their roots. 

 

The USA has over the past two decades been a major recipient of Russian children: Only China and Ethiopia permitted a greater number of orphans to be sent there. Though US-adoptions of Russian children have dropped significantly over the past five years (down from 5.878 in 2004 to 1.586 in 2009), around 750.000 minors remain “without parental care” in Russia. Only a third of these are cared for in public institutions. 

 

A slight population increase was registered for 2009 – the first one in 15 years. But Russian birth rates remain low and death rates – especially among men – high. Following a peak of nearly 149 mill. in 1991, and despite massive immigration from the Central Asian republics, population was hovering just below 142 mill. in early 2010. 

 

The Problem

Dr. Endicott reported that in Russia as many as 80% of the relationships between adopted children and their new parents fail. In the US that number, though still uncomfortably high, is significantly lower. “The real issue is a lack of resources,” he contended. “Children do get adopted in Russia, but the resources to help these families – information on parenting skills, education and health care – are usually not available. So the objective in Russia must be not only to find homes, but to provide a support system for families who have taken on these children. Families need to help families deal with adopted children. Orphaned children need a lot of special attention – they have more physical and mental health problems than others.”

 

Families could even be offered a financial stipend to defray some of the costs of their new child. As an alternative, lobbying work could be done to encourage the government to plough the money it saves from having fewer children in orphanages back into the families who have had the courage to adopt.

 
The professor reported in Moscow that the churches in some regions of Oklahoma have adopted, as a starter, a one-church, one-child programme. The objective is that the families of a congregation eventually adopt more than just one child. He spoke of one large Russian congregation in St. Petersburg in which families have already adopted over 100 children.
 

According to Endicott, an initial step would be to find a geographical region in which potential parents could network to share and council on their experiences. Such families and networks would need to be coached by trained mentors. He suggests that native-Russian “trainers be trained” not only by him, but also by an international children’s agency with which he co-operates in Oklahoma. He regards it as ideal if Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant congregations within a given region coalition to support adopted children and their parents.  

 

The professor from Oklahoma suggests that Vladimir might be a possible initial pilot region. Endicott has already taught short-term on three occasions for the “Russian-American Institute” and has developed a number of church and government contacts in Vladimir region, located 200 km east of Moscow. Endicott would like to co-operate with the 2008-founded “Orphan’s Tree” (see “orphanstree.org”), which dedicates itself to working with older orphans in Moscow region. Its founder, George Steiner, is also associated with the Colorado-based “Children’s HopeChest” organisation.

 

Being a professor at heart, Endicott cannot imagine carrying out such a project without the gathering of data. He stated: “So often we lose the value of what we have done if we don’t develop good data research. Otherwise, our work is anecdotal – it consists solely of stories.” He would prefer to gather systemised information from parents and even the children after an initial six months for a total period of up to three years. 

 

The entire project would have a great overarching and “superordinate” goal, the professor added. It would give both church and state a common agenda, allowing them to drop their individual concerns for the sake of a larger and higher good. He regards this as a possible win-win situation for all parties involved. 

 

Professor Endicott would welcome the suggestions of others. His address is: “lendicott@oru.edu”.
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Janna is coordinator for the Risk Network in Russia which lists resources including churches and NGOs at work helping orphans, orphan adoptions, and working with orphanages and orphanages in Russia and the Ukraine. The Risk Network is the Russian language version of the http://www.comission.org (Comission for Children at Risk). 

Some numbers include 300 orphans added daily to the orphan system (2009) with the number in the system climbing to 697,389. 72,012 families lost their parental rights in 2009. Of the 697,389 children in the system, 150,000 live in orphanage institutions, the remaining 540,000 live in foster homes, guardianships, are runaways but still registered as orphans, and adopted children (considered orphans until turning 18 years of age). Basically, no financial support is provided to families adopting or foster care families.

Centers are needed for adoptive support. The government does help families adopt children through these centers (known as “organi opeki i popechitelstva”). There are 25 such centers in the Moscow region. However, services for adoptive families are minimal and not provided by professionals. Many adoptive families will not use them fearing that their child/children will be taken when they report there are problems. Thus, there is a great need for adoptive families to receive confidential counseling assistance and group support that is beneficial to the well-being and strengthening of the adoption. With the state’s vacuum of support, churches have stepped in to both encourage couples to adopt and provide group support for their adjustment. One such church in St. Petersburg has seen 100 orphans adopted and provide a support ministry to those families who do. In the Ukraine, where there are 30,000 orphans along with 30,000 churches, a marketing strategy promoting adoption by some churches: “one church one child.”

Marina Kovalenko

Big Brothers Big Sisters of Russia

+7903-565-3472
marina.sotnikova@bbbsrussia.org. 
Moscow
Orphan children do receive financial support from the state: first they are given 30,000r, later followed by 100,000r. But they need life skills to manage their resources. Orphans need help with marriage skills when they marry along with parenting programs—otherwise producing more orphans with their own children. Big Brothers and Big Sisters (Moscow), recruits church members, among others, to become volunteer mentors 3-hours per week with an orphan child. Some 100 children are currently in the program matched with an adult mentor. Five case managers oversee caseloads of 20 children each.  Information from Big Brothers and Sisters (Moscow) comes from Marina Kovalenko, Program Manager: +7903-565-3472 and marina.sotnikova@bbbsrussia.org. 
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Former Director of Our Family Program at Orphanage #19; current Director of Pro-Mama

Program worked for 15 years as an NGO in partnership with the government receiving government financial support. Agency provided direct support to children and adoptive parents. Staff involved social workers, psychologists, child psychologists, teacher, neurologist, doctor or other staff to work with adoptive children and parents. Often team staffings were used to discuss child’s issues. Program worked to gain trust of families and help with their problems. The program before dismantled by the government reached 500 children in the Moscow region and 5,000 throughout Russia. 2) A second phase of the program was to provide training for professionals who worked with adopted children and parents and those in guardianship.

The focus of child welfare regarding the government and families is “black and white.” Children totally belong to the state or totally belong to the parents. If adopted child is with the parents no resources are provided by the state to help with their adjustment. If to the state, the state provides the care (via the orphanage). There is no intermediate situation, no sharing of resources. The government will not help adoptive families.

The Our Family Program was deemed successful through the data it collected: 5% failure rate of families worked with out of a successful placement rate of 500 kids adopted by families. At last count 3 of 70 kids continued to have problems before the program was terminated. 

2007-2008 was a turning point. Before this time orphanages were being transformed into service centers for children: children placed in foster homes and orphanage becoming a center where services were provided. In 2001, 5 regions were involved; in 2007, 41 regions. In 2007-8, government policy changed to end services to adoptive families, expand orphanage institutions to care for children, and made it easier to the state to pick up children—a direction backward. Shelters, which were designed to be temporary, now have become permanent: 2300 shelters became orphanages along with already existing 2300 orphanages (totaling some 4600 orphanages).

Children became a “Natural Resource” like gas and oil.

There was a federal mandate to reduce the number of orphanages and creative ways were utilized to do so (i.e., in a village with 3 orphanages close the two smaller ones but send the kids to the remaining larger orphanage thus reducing staff expenses from the closed institutions.) Some staff would transfer to the larger orphanage. 

The cost to the government to expand the orphanage system is both more costly and more detrimental to the children. Often corruption over contracts and supplies accompanied the expansion of the larger building. Actually the smaller orphanages were better as the community could interact more with the children therein, volunteer time with them, as well as provided the staff more intimacy with the children.

Additional changes came to the guardianship system in 2008. With orphanages being the primary place for kids to stay, guardians were able to have orphans in their homes only on weekends or during the summers—only to return the kids after the time was up. This process has traumatized children even more with questions of why they had to be returned to the orphanage (i.e., I must not be good enough to be in a family). With this arrangement, there was lost also the joint sharing of guardian families with the institution and the loss of recruitment of new families into the system.

Before this time (2008), Our Family Program, worked to place children into foster and guardian homes in the community, refocused the orphanage buildings to be services centers, and had programs to retrain staff of closed centers to be foster parents, social workers, psychologists, etc.

Also, Our Family Program, worked to make clear the rules/criteria of evidence for taking children away from their families. This changed as well. Some bureaucrat, if he didn’t like a family, might just take their child with the court stamping approval. On other occasions, if the family was liked, it kept their child.

In the early days of communism, everything belonged to the state and to everyone else—thus disregarding family values. Later, during the “great war,” family values were allowed to return. Kruschief believed in the orphanage for raising children (set up to help parents in the war effort). After the war only guardianship and adoptions survived, with foster care excluded, thus laying the ground work for continuation of the orphanage system for caring for kids. These institutions tended to be isolated and disconnected from society—with many Russian not knowing of their existence. 

Now the system is about power and money. More money is spent on the orphanage system with many hands taking their portion of the money as it trickles down to the particular orphanage. 

Adoption has always been popular among Russian families. Even in the days of the bad economy of 1994, families wanted to adopt. However, adoptive families want healthy “babies”—though there are not many. Many babies (especially those healthy) abandoned/delivered at hospitals are kept (stored) in the hospitals “secretly” and made available to families with money—Russian and American.

In the case of reforming the CW system in Russia, the system won. It has succeeded in maintaining the orphanage system and in its substantial expansion. Considerable fear exists in the system for parents needing help. Adoptive families with problem children are afraid to seek services for fear of removal. Moscow set up 25 centers to help families, but workers are not trained in the needs of adoptive children, nor are they paid for their extra work. If an adoptive family goes to the center to ask for help, the worker may turn the child over to the state, with the state taking the child and place him in the orphanage. 

The role of social workers: SWKRS are in the middle working with parents and children; SWKRS get resources for clients; do assessments; gain information for clients; help clients to talk about their problems; and, provide support. SWKRS not only work with the elderly (the stigma for SWK) but with other groups, particularly children as well. SWKRS are helpers. The government’s goal is to “manage” whereas SWK is to help. 
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Altshuler indicated he has been involved representing Russia in the United Nations Commission for the Rights of Children since 1999. There was much concern by the Commission over the number of children in Russian institutions and pressure was applied to move children out of them—move children to families (patranot), work with vulnerable biological families, work with families and children. This necessitated a better approach to relating with families—building a positive, trusting relationship—a new concept for social workers. In Smolinsk (2005) there was the move to place children with families, thus reducing the institution’s numbers from 65 to 3. Meetings were held to help children and families integrate into the community. However, in 2008, patranot was cancelled and so were the free services provided by the government. Among children added to the orphanage system were: 1200 from improper treatment by their parents. Nationally, 8500 adoptive families returned their children. Many families didn’t trust the governmental centers established to help because a request for help often led to removal of the child/children. So, they told no one of their problems until their situations become unbearable.

The chief of commissions in Saratov Region has indicated that the lack of reform of the commissions is the disaster of the Russian system. He calls the Russian system “no system” and adds the Russian saying: “child with 7 noses loses his eye”. Key here is that there are many departments in government having to do with children’s issues. In Russia, at least 7 departments work with children with no mandate or law to work together. Altshuler believes that the various commissions or departments must be coordinated to work together on children’s issues. But there are no rules forcing them to do so. Thus, social workers just sit and wait for people to come to them; he believes they must go out and meet families and offer help, but this is not in the rules. Early intervention is needed to help prevent more serious situations. The government “recommended” that there be coordination, but there was no mandate to do so. 

At present there are 165,000 children living in orphanages. But, there are 650,000 in the child welfare system considered orphans. Most children live in families under guardianship (300,000), another 150,000 are adopted (but considered orphans until they turn 18), 400,000 live in kinship and adoptive homes. 90% of the orphan population are social orphans—have at least one living parent.

Some categories include “parental children” or “parental orphans” which include parents who leave their babies/children at the orphanages for a time to get their lives in order. They may visit their children but most end up abandoning their children to the orphanage system. About half the orphan population is made up of orphans and the other half with “parental orphans”—or about 200,000. Then, there are the children (108,000) placed in corrective institutions for health problems. These children have parents. 

 There are the mentally retarded children: children under 4 are placed with the health department in baby orphanages; children over 4 are moved to preschool and later placed in orphanages or homes caring for them. About 29,000 children are in these homes with about half being orphans and the other half from parents who have given their children to the state.

There are the “mercy children” classified as uneducatable. These institutions are considered by some to be “death camps” where most children placed there die. However, many of these children seem normal—but are placed there for behavioral problems. These institutions are hidden from the public. If they survive these institutions, they are moved to adult institutions. Altshuler has written both Putin (2005) and Medyedev (2009) about these problems. The letter to the president led to one child being removed and placed with a family. 

The cost for the system is around 4 billion USD.
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Bill Yoder
www.adoptivefamilies.com/russia_adoption.php
Russia sent 1,586 children to the United States in 2009, the third-largest sending country (after China and Ethiopia). Despite economic reforms that have taken place since the 1991 breakup of the Soviet Union, many families in former Soviet nations struggle to survive. An estimated 750,000 children live "without parental care" in Russia. About one-third live in institutions; the rest typically live with guardians, in shelters, or under police jurisdiction. Poverty is a factor in most relinquishments. Sibling groups are available.
Number of Adoptions from Russia:
2009: 1,586
2008: 1,861
2007: 2,310
2006: 3,706
2005: 4,639
2004: 5,878 
Profile of Children Adopted From Russia in 2009
Source: BICIS Immigration Statistics
46% Female
4% under 1 year of age
75% 1 – 4 years of age

Estimated Cost: $30,000 to $40,000
Profile of Children: 8 mos. to 16 yrs.; in 2008, 4% were under 1 at the time of adoption, 75% were between1-4 years old. Sibling groups and children with special needs are available.
Parent Ages: No age restrictions by Russian government except that prospective single parents must be at least 16 years older than the child they are adopting.
Family Status: The Russian government has no rules about length of marriage or number of children in the household. Singles are permitted to adopt.
Travel: Usually two trips required, although many families are now taking three. Most regions require both parents to make the second trip, but one parent can make the first trip.
Timeline: From completion of dossier to referral, about 6 to 18 months. Wait time may be shorter for a boy. 

My New Family
This is a new project, operating in Dzerzhinsk. It aims to develop a system for assisting children and teenagers who are in foster care. The project is aimed at widening the activities of the Crisis Centre of the Family and Law Social, created with the financial support of Friends House Moscow. The children, who have been abandoned by their biological parents, often have behavioural difficulties and developmental problems. The foster parents often lack psychological-pedagogical knowledge about the needs of these children and lack the skills to bring them up.

Rehabilitation for Children with Special Needs (The Circle, Krug)
A summer rehabilitation gathering was held for children and young people with serious disabilities, and also for their parents, in a village near Moscow. Another gathering was held for Special Theatre Festival laureates near the town of Ivanovo.
Krug gave a contemporary ballet performance at the French Embassy in Moscow, and theatre performances as a part of the international project From Creative Success to Independent Life in Moscow. Krug has also choreographed a new contemporary ballet, Do Flies Have Individuality? Scenes were shown at the Tretiakov Gallery’s special programme for the International Day of Disabled Persons.
 Work with disadvantaged children and young people
Big Change 
Big Change helps young people aged 18-30 who have come out of orphanages
to get into college, university or a profession. Many have mental health problems or learning difficulties. Many realise the need for qualifications only after they have left the home. 
 
The project gradually helps them to learn to read and write, become independent learners, find new interests, get their school-leaving certificate, and cope successfully with their workplace. As well as providing classes, Big Change offers workshops for teachers and social workers from orphanages across the Russian Federation. Friends House Moscow pays the salary of Natalia Kasitsina, the co-ordinator, and funds the majority of the classes. 
The Circle 
The Circle works to integrate children and young people with learning difficulties into society. They are now working with more than 150 children aged 3 and upwards who have autism, schizophrenia, Down’s syndrome and other problems. The Circle offers medical consultations, classes, drama groups, craft workshops, a summer camp, a parents’ club, and seminars for professionals. About 500 families a year take part in short courses. The Circle is now trying to expand its activities to cater for the over-18s, who are not helped by state services. Friends House Moscow takes a particular interest in the drama group.
Save a Child (part-funded by the Molly Bown legacy)
Save a Child is a voluntary organisation which has been working to increase the number of blood donors at the Russian Children’s Clinical Hospital in Russia so that parents no longer have to pay private donors, and doctors no longer have to choose which child will have a transfusion and which not. They operate from an unofficial office in part of the head doctor’s suite in the children’s hospital clinic. This is an unusual example of an NGO operating parallel to the state system. Save a Child has brought in about 700 donors, and its volunteers organise activities for children in the Russian Children’s Clinical Hospital, run theatre trips for the children and their families, and offer advice to parents. Their main support previously has been from business, but the financial crisis has reduced donations. FHM money has therefore been very important to them and has funded diagnostic scans for 13 children.
Children at Risk Conference

Word of Life church, Moscow, RU

May 28, 2010

Some Conference Notes

Ukranian political views toward orphans differ than Russian, making adoption more of a problem for Russia. In Russia there is more prejudice toward orphan children.

Some steps related to adoptions: 1) orphans are distant but still see them as “our” children;  2) pray for children and adoptive families; 3) get church members to take one orphan child for the summer to get to know the child; 4) elderly can’t adopt but they can help others with financial support, prayer, and counseling; 5) make a commitment to adopt when your heart “melts” for them.

A theme to consider: “Today orphans, tomorrow ours”

In Kiev, there are seminars on how to adopt and raise children. However, too much information can be a problem and work against adopting. One seminar spent much focus on details of sex abuse and cruelty faced by children. The sense was to put more emphasis on having compassion for the children, thus encouraging young families to adopt.

One person developed a movie on adopting and some 98,000 saw the movie—with about 2% actually adopting (seen as a small victory). It was indicated that about 80% of Americans do volunteer work with about 2% in Russia. Also, a book was created to help teachers and workers do better with orphan children under their care.

Big Brothers and Sisters requires a one-year agreement to work with a child. Psychological testing in conducted with both children and prospective volunteers. A focus on the program is to teach orphans independent living skills (i.e., help kids with choosing since they have a problem with so many choices placed before them—especially in buying things.

One person works with children in 11 orphanages and with graduates of these orphanages. The kids have many problems and churches can help with these problems.

One couple from St. Petersburg has 15 years experience working with children’s camps and experience working with couples who adopt. They have developed support groups for adoptive couples and mentor individual families. They prayed that 100 children would be adopted and more than that have been adopted.

One person has adopted 14 children. His comment is that prayer be offered for Christian couples to adopt children. He spoke of his challenges with the kids he as adopted. One is living with a boy but still maintains contact with him and his wife. Three have problems with mental delay. He bought a large piece of land in the country to raise the children. He says that orphanages outside Moscow are the most needy as Moscow orphanages have many resources.

A final speaker was the president of a non-profit Children’s Rights organization. He spoke of 150,000 new orphans being added each year or around 300 new per day. Only 9000 children are returned to their parents. He sees the situation as a national disaster—that the system doesn’t protect the rights of children. He cited corruption as a problem. A new law is being debated in the Duma making it illegal to punish children by spanking. What is needed is building up families and fighting child neglect.

Russia needs a system for the rights of the child. The President gave the charge but his wishes have been blocked. In fact, more laws are passed to punish—take away children—than help children. His advocacy in 2007 for a new law to protect families was rejected and 30% less children are returned to their families. 

He advocates that adoptions overseas shouldn’t be stopped—60 K children have been adopted by Americans. The one child returned gets all the press. In 2009, 8000 adopted children by Russian parents were turned back (abused, hard to handle, crises, officials take them away rather than helping).

He talk of a program in Chablinski where social workers don’t sit in the office but go out to find families to help. However, there is no uniting of leadership to do the work in the regions; and there is no budget to do so. The law is written to coordinate services in the juvenile system but interpreted differently: some take children away from their families. 

It’s advantageous for officials to have children in orphanages: get privileges, budgets, local governments get money with orphanages therein. Blocking children from returning to their families benefits the orphanages by keeping the census up and ultimately the local governments reap the benefits financially. Corruption is evident when families are given trumped up charges so state can take their children away.

Adoptive parents are provided some training in adopting children but training is not connected to the parents’ needs. 

Social workers must do work for families not take kids away from them. Many, all they do, is paperwork. Professional social workers are needed. Some social workers are punished if they don’t take children away from their parents.

One question came up regarding adoption: many obstacles are put up, including psychological testing, to block adoptions. Also, if a child has a brain damage, but becomes adjusted in his family situation, then he is considered normal and no services are provided.

Federal law is like a recommendation not an order. Federal government can’t legislate what happens locally—where corruption is a problem. There is the example of a law that was to be passed the next day reforming the juvenile system. A complainant presented a long list of items to the committee for the bill to contain the night before; then he complained the next day that his recommendations were not considered. The bill didn’t pass. Promises are made but not delivered. Adoptive families were promised to send their children to summer health resorts. But the resorts are in bad shape and families don’t participate.

Recommendations: unite (protestant and orthodox) to advocate for changes, even sue for changes.

Some stats: in 2004, 14K children adopted by Americans, 2K by Russians; in 2009, 3K children adopted by Americans, 10K by Russians. Russians complain about American adoptions (16 children die in 16 years with many of these not being adopted via reputable agencies. Also, Americans have the money to pay for adoptions.
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