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Response from Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland to

‘Adopting the Future’: A consultation document

Background

The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has three full-time members of staff and others who volunteer. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. 

We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation not least because children hold a special place within the Christian faith. We also consider that the family can provide individuals with a context for living and a sense of identity. We hold to the model of family of one man and one woman but accept that increasingly in society due to family breakdown and for other reasons that families come in all shapes and sizes. However we continue to hold that for children growing up a family unit made up of a mother and father is the ideal for a society that flourishes. 

Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland is not a service provider for adoption services in the Northern Ireland. However as a membership organisation representing a number of different organisations and churches from a range of denominations we seek to respond to Government on their behalf on important issues. As such we concentrate on specific aspects of the consultation document rather than the whole.

Response

Consultation period

Evangelical Alliance would like to express its concern over the timing of this consultation document which covers such a wide variety of complex issues. While we are grateful for the extension of an extra week we would suggest that the Department has not weighed carefully either the interest generated by the proposals, or the difficulty over the summer months of bringing people together to consider the issues raised. It may be that the Department has complied with the letter of the law regarding consultation but certainly not in the spirit. 

The Welfare of the Child is Paramount

We welcome the fact that the welfare of the child will be paramount in the adoption process. However we are concerned that some of the proposals contained within the document pertain more to an equality agenda rather than the welfare of a child or young person. 

Finding the Right Family
Under this Key Action the Department will seek to ensure that children are provided with the best possible choice of adoptive families through the regionalisation of services. However to do this most effectively the Department must do more to raise awareness of the need for adoptive parents in Northern Ireland. 

Eligibility

We would suggest that some of the proposals within this Key Action are driven from an equality agenda rather than keeping the welfare of the child as paramount. The Department could for example spend time and resources on an awareness and education programme highlighting adoption needs in Northern Ireland to attract prospective parents, particularly when inter-country adoption is an increasing phenomenon. There are families who are willing to adopt in Northern Ireland but who choose to look else where. What is being done to point these families to consider adoption in their local area?
We recognise that extending adoption rights to civil partners and unmarried couples is merely to rectify the anomaly that while individuals in these relationships can adopt they cannot do so as a couple. In doing so Evangelical Alliance nevertheless stands by its conviction that, (although at times there may be exceptional circumstances, for example in instances of abuse) a child is best brought up in a two-parent household where parents are of the opposite gender and in a stable marriage relationship.
We also recognise that under Human Rights legislation each citizen is entitled to the right to family life. However we would also contend that just because a person is entitled to a right it does not always follow that it is in the best interests of society for that person to pursue that right.

It has been suggested that children and young people who have had to move many times in their young lives because suitable adoptive parents have not been found would benefit by being placed with a couple involved in a stable same sex relationship. However, this would bring new challenges and a child or young person may face further difficulties in this arrangement. 

We would also like to ask what considerations have been made for faith-based organisations involved in adoption services which may have difficulty in placing children and young people with same-sex couples. Similarly what provisions will be put in place for social workers and other professionals within the adoptive process who for reasons of conscience based on religion or belief may not feel able to place a child or young person with same-sex adoptive parents?

We welcome the move to permit a partner in a step-parent situation to adopt without the birth parent having to adopt their own child. This should ease the burden on what is already a difficult time for most step-families. 
Consent & Dispensing with Consent

Key Action 12 proposes to remove the provision whereby birth parents can specify their request that their child be brought up within a particular religious background. The consultation document indicates that ‘adoption agencies normally take the religion of the child’s birth parents in to account when considering a prospective adoptive family and, where possible, secure a suitable match’. 
Should this provision be removed we would ask that measures are put in place to ensure that this practice continues. This is particularly important as more children and young people are adopted rather than young babies, some of whom may already draw comfort and stability from a particular religious tradition. 
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