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Introduction :
During the past thirty years, intercountry adoption has grown drastically, and thousands of children from countries as diverse as Romania, Guatemala, and Vietnam come to live in the U.S. and Europe each year. Extensive resources and networks have grown to aid prospective parents adopt children internationally, and numerous articles hail the "miracle" of intercountry adoption and the humanitarian service which adoptive agencies provide. However, this demand has also fuelled a global trade in babies, and critics are now beginning to question many adoption practices. Adoption agencies and adoptive parents in the West wield much influence, and, while adoption has clearly provided badly needed homes to thousands of truly needy Korean children, it also has a dark side which is often overlooked. As the largest sender of children since 1955 and the birthplace of intercountry adoption and the world's oldest and largest adoption agency, Holt Children's Services, Korea has come under particular scrutiny.


Korea is now one of the richest countries in Asia, and yet it continues to send thousands of children for intercountry adoption each year. This paper addresses the "dark side" of Korean adoption and how intercountry adoption in Korea has largely evolved away from its social service roots and into a profit-minded business.

History of Korean Adoption :
In 1953, following three years of civil war, the Korean peninsula was left in shambles with thousands of hungry orphans. In 1954, the Korean government established the Yangyeonhwe agency under the Ministry of Affairs to deal with the 6,000 Amerasian babies born to Korean mothers and American G.I. soldiers during the Korean War. The agency worked in conjunction with World Vision and Holt Children Services to place these children with American families. In 1965, the agency, now known as the Social Welfare Society (SWS), became a private organization independent of the Ministry of Social Affairs. Thus, the government early on declined to take direct responsibility over the problem of orphans, foster care, counseling to unmarried mothers, and sex education. Instead, the SWS, in conjunction with Holt Children Services, was entrusted with overseeing these issues. All other agencies were prohibited, and all adoptions were required to be arranged through Holt. 


This changed in 1976 when three more agencies: Eastern Social Service, Social Welfare Society, and Korea Social Service were also given approval to conduct adoptions. The four agencies were regulated by the SWS, which assigned allotments of children to each agency. However, in 1980, the agencies were given the responsibility to self-regulate themselves. Many attribute this "deregulation" as the instigator for increased competition and resulting unsavory practices by adoption agencies. The oldest and most influential of the adoption agencies is Holt Children's Services. In October 1955, after viewing a missionary film documenting the plight of Amerasian orphans in Korea, Henry Holt, a millionaire and zealous Christian from Oregon, and his wife adopted eight children. The highly publicized event was sponsored by Senator Richard L. Neuberger of Oregon, marking the beginning of Korean orphans entering the U.S. Harry Holt returned to Korea in 1956 to set up an adoption program which would quickly become the largest and most well-known of its kind in the world. Following the expiration of the 1953 Refugee Act, Henry Holt solicited the help of Senator Neuberger to push for a new law which was passed in 1957, allowing for an unlimited number of orphans to enter the U.S. By 1957, the Holt Adoption Program had successfully brought 575 orphans to the U.S. The Holt babylifts became, according to David Arnold, "the stuff of legend: A big-hearted and slightly rich farmer-logger devotes the last nine years of his life to giving South Korea's orphans a new life as America's sons and daughters. Handsome black-haired children of the Land of the Morning Calm became red-blooded American kids." Following the initial airlifts of Amerasian children, Holt began to place full Korean children for adoption and, as of 1995, Holt had arranged 65,262 foreign adoptions, more than half of the over 120,000 Korean overseas adoptions since 1955. 

Adoption Statistics :
The figures on Korean adoption are staggering. Korean adoption skyrocketed alongside economic growth through the late 1970's, peaking during the late 1980's. According to one study, in the 198's alone Korea sent 61,235 children abroad, accounting for 54% of the world's intercountry adoptions. While over 70% of all sending countries sent less than one-tenth of one percent of its live births abroad during the 1980's, Korea sent as much as one full percent of its live births during some years. Korean adoptions represented 50-70% of total intercountry adoptions in Denmark and Australia, 44-62% in the U.S., 40-57% in France and Norway, and 20% in Belgium. Korea was the number one sender of children for intercountry adoption in the world through the late 1980's. The U.S. has been the primary adopter of Korean babies, having adopted nearly 80,000 babies since 1956 and accounting for over 60% of all Korean adoptions. France, Sweden, and Denmark have led European adoptions, and the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Australia, Canada, and Switzerland have also adopted significant numbers of Korean children. It is important to note that virtually all foreign adoptions of Korean children have been by families in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and Europe. Questioning the "Humanitarian Effort" During the 197's South Korea's adoption issue came under criticism by North Korea which claimed the South was promoting baby exportation. As Korea prepared to host the 1988 Olympics, adoption received widespread attention as critics internationally accused it of a supporting an inhuman trade in babies. The debate continued in the Korean press through the early 1990's and embarrassed the Korean government enough to curb adoptions from 7,947 in 1987 to 4,191 in 1989 and 2,409 in 1990. It also announced a plan to end foreign adoptions by 1996. However, foreign adoptions remained at the 1990 level through 1993, and in 1994 the decision to ban overseas adoption by 1996 was overturned on the grounds that domestic adoptions remained too low. Mihee Cho, a Belgian adoptee currently working in Korea to reunite adoptees with their birth parents, says that hundreds of children continue to leave every month. In the U.S. alone, 1,775 Korean adoptees were given visas in 1993, 1,795 in 1994, and 1,666 in 1995. Meanwhile, the wave of criticism has died down, and while foreign adoptions continue in large numbers, they have received little attention in recent years. 
The scene of hungry and dying children which Henry Holt encountered has long since disappeared in Korea. On the contrary, Korea is now one of the top ten trading nations and one of the twelve richest economies in the world. It is clear that Korea can and should be able to take care of its own children. The question then is: why has Korea continued to put so many children up for adoption for so long, and is there any real intent of ending foreign adoptions? The Demand for Korean Babies A rise in infertility rates and the coming of age of the "baby boomers" has led to an increased demand for babies and a shortage of healthy white babies in the West. According to the U.S. Center for Health Statistics, one out of every twelve married couples is infertile. Meanwhile, only 2% of single mothers gave up their children for adoption between 1982 and 1988, and protests by black social workers has largely prevented white families from adopting black babies. As a result, some estimate that there are up to twenty couples vying for each American born adoptee. Similarly, only 30 domestic adoptions occurred in Sweden in 1990, and the wait for domestic adoptions in Germany is three to five years. In addition, legal fees for domestic adoptions are known to reach tens of thousands of dollars. Western couples have thus begun to look elsewhere, specifically overseas, to find adoptable babies. Korean babies are reportedly popular because of their reputed intelligence and preferred physical traits. David Arnold says that "[w]hile the problem of homeless and unwanted children has become greater in other developing countries, Korean youngsters remain highly sought for their reputed charm, creativity, drive, and intelligence." Mihee Cho also explains that Western families like Korean children because "they think Korean children are very bright. But ironically they don't know anything about Korea." 
Another reason for adopting Korean babies has been the quickness, ease, and relatively inexpensive fees associated with adopting from Korea. For example, the fees associated with adopting Korean children are one-fifth that of Indian children. With the government' support, the official channels for adoption have made Korean babies easy and inexpensive to adopt. According to Douglas Kim, "The infrastructure that has developed over the years since the Korean War for the procurement, documentation, transport and transfer of Korean children to American families is highly developed and very efficient." Many argue, however, that adoption should not be run like a business, and that "efficiency" can result exploitation. One adoptive family echoes another motivation of many families for adopting abroad: "There was less chance that the natural mother would come back and claim the child. If you adopt domestically, there is an after-birth waiting period in which the natural mother must sign over the baby. 
On the other hand, if you adopt overseas, once the child leaves the country and arrives here, the mother cannot reclaim the child." Critics charge that this is a prime example of developed countries enforcing a double standard and exploiting the children of poorer nations. 

The Adoptees : Where They Come From 
Although many sources refer to adoptees as "orphans," this term is not completely accurate. In fact, a mere 8.1% of adoptees are orphans, with an overwhelming 52% of adoptees come from unwed mothers. In addition, 17% come from poor families, 16% from unmarried couples living together, and 5.6% from divorced families. According to one survey, 54% of unwed mothers and 37% of fathers were factory workers, and another study found that 66% of unwed mothers were between the ages of 18-23. One social worker explains that many young women working in factories are naive and live alone far from home. She says they lack basic information about sex education and birth control and often lack the money to have abortions or wait until it is too late. She says that most young women earn a small salary, part of which they must send home to their parents and lack the financial resources to raise a child. Many women are also afraid of being stigmatized and thus choose to give up their children.

Korean Society and Adoption :
Both supporters and protesters of adoption point to Korea's patriarchal society and emphasis on hereditary lines as a primary cause of the adoption problem. Family ties are extremely important in Korea, and orphans face intense discrimination and lack crucial connections. As adults they have a difficult time finding jobs and marriage partners. Unwed mothers are also considered taboo, and out-of-wedlock children and children of previous marriages are similarly treated as second-class citizens. These stigmas and social structures lead many women to abandon, give up, or, increasingly, abort their children. 


Adoption holds a deep stigma in Korea and has traditionally been reserved for families which lack a male heir. These families typically select a male child to continue the family line and usually demand complete secrecy. They often go to extensive measures to "fake" pregnancies and are also particular about the blood type, appearance, and health of the baby. Domestic adoptions have thus remained low, and less than 30,000 babies have been placed in Korean homes to date. 


The contribution of cultural factors to the production of so many unwanted children in Korea is significant. However, many other countries which share similar social ideals have not put up children for foreign adoption. In fact, only 11 countries, including South Korea, permit foreign adoption of their children. In addition, Korean society has changed significantly along with its economic transformation, and it is not unrealistic to think that with increased awareness and effective education, a substantial number of domestic families could be found for Korean orphans. Many Koreans acknowledge that there has been little attempt to support an increase in Korean adoption. Despite its newfound wealth, Korea invests less than 2% of its GNP in social services, and some rate Korea's social service infrastructure as one of the worst in the world. Sex education and support for unwed mothers remains poor despite alleged attempts by the government. 

The Government : Prevention or Promotion 
With the privatization of SWS, the Korean government assigned the responsibility of caring for orphans to private adoption agencies and gave the go ahead for foreign adoptions. In the words of one writer, "Unlike other Third World countries where black markets for babies developed, South Korea sponsored policies which institutionalized an efficient and legal process for adoption, thereby opening up the spigot of exports of babies abroad." The government facilitated the flow of foreign adoptions and helped maintain an efficient well-run system which prevented it from having to face the costs and complicated issues of social welfare. Allowing agencies to begin self-regulation in the 1980's further reduced surveillance over adoption and caused increased competition among agencies and a worsening of the problem. 


The government insists that it has been working on finding alternatives to adoption and justifies adoption by calling it a more humane alternative to orphanages. The Ministry of Social Affairs says that education programs on sex, initiated both by the government and private organizations in the early 1980's are paying off and have resulted in a sharp decline in the number of unwed mothers who have given birth to unwanted children. It says that education efforts have been responsible for declining numbers of unwed mothers and the halving of foreign adoptions between 1985 and 1990. Figures collected by government and agency sources claim that the number of unwed mothers dropped from 12,000-14,000 in 1988 to half that only three years later in 1991. Many speculate that the decrease in adoptions has actually been due to a change in government policy following the wake of controversy in the 1980s and that most of any real decrease has been the result of an increase in abortion rates. The effectiveness of the government's steps to increase awareness on sex education and birth control is thus questionable. The government says that it wants to eliminate foreign adoptions, however, professors and experts interviewed by one reporter summed up their skepticism by saying, "And what has the ministry done to follow it up? Nothing." By delegating a large part of the responsibility to private organizations, the government continues to provide little in the way of services for unwed mothers, better orphanage and foster care facilities, and, most importantly, to increase Korean consciousness about adoption. Foreign adoption has been a convenient way for the government to avoid having to deal with these deeper social issues. Douglas Kim agrees that "it has been easier to sanction and promote foreign adoption of Korean children, rather than to deal with the circumstances that necessitate their adoption." In addition, adoption has contributed to the government's aim of easing overpopulation and has conveniently relieved it of future social service and welfare costs.

The Adoption Industry :
The adoption agencies have continued to defend their services as providing a badly needed humanitarian effort. They insist that without their intervention and foreign adoptions, thousands of Korean orphans would be left in poorly equipped orphanages. In his article, the President of SWS, Byung Hoon Chun, defends the SWS' position on adoption, saying that the reason intercountry adoption continues past its "original cause" is because of traditional values, emphasis on family lineage, and discrimination against orphans and out-of-wedlock children, along with overpopulation, lack of a birth control program, and the low allocation of funds to social welfare because of "a hostile North Korea" and defense needs. He also reiterates the impact of "changing sexual mores" and the breakdown of the nuclear family as culprits of an increase in the number of homeless children. He further reasons that the government believes children are better off growing up in an individual home rather than in an orphanage and thus allows overseas placement of children. He also assures that since the government places much importance on postplacement service, the adoption policies of the Korean government are well established and focused on child welfare. In a curious manner, he simultaneously criticizes the lack of government efforts towards improving social services and birth control programs while hailing the government for its humane efforts to protect children. Molly Holt defended Holt Children Services in an interview: "People do oppose international adoption. Let me ask you - what is the alternative when there are not enough families here to take all of the abandoned children?" In response to the production of a Korean movie critical on adoption called "American Dream" in 1990, she exhorted, "I wonder how many babies will have to die unwanted or grow up in orphanages because of it?...I for one hope someone sues both writer Jung Do-sang and the Kukdong Film Company. But I wish more that people's hearts could be touched by a real portrayal of what adoption is: The taking of a child into one's family to become a son or daughter." Molly Holt represents the opinion of both the Holt family and other foreign adoption agencies as well as many adoptive families when she argues that they are providing a social service. However, it is doubtful that the sole motivation of adoption agencies is to provide a humanitarian service. In her study, Kane found that even when Korea, which had been supplying nearly 60% of the children for intercountry adoption, decreased its adoptions by one-half in the late 1980's, global adoptions decreased by only 7%. She concludes that receiving countries had been increasing their networks even before the decrease and were able to replace Korean children with children from other countries. Kane's study indicates that adoption is a demand- driven rather than a supply-necessitated phenomenon and that adoption agencies have an interest in directly or indirectly promoting foreign adoptions. 
Holt and other agencies consistently argue that without their services thousands of orphans and abandoned children would grow up in orphanages. However, the government's ability to drastically reduce the number of foreign adoptions in the late 198's without impacting significant change on the number of children in orphanages says that not all children are in circumstances which make their adoption absolutely necessary. One woman at Holt indicates that since 1988 Holt has ceased obtaining children from orphanages and now only accepts children who are brought directly to them. This seems to imply that actual orphans residing in orphanages are no longer being placed, while non-orphans brought through other channels are being put up for foreign adoptions. The popularity of Korean babies abroad has led to a "shortage" of babies and social workers scrambling to find more babies. Reports indicate that this demand, in combination with the significantly higher fees which foreign adoptions command, have led 
adoption agencies to put priority on international adoptions. This is contrary to assertions by agencies that they use foreign adoptions as a last resort. 


A report by the International Social Service concluded that as early as the 1970's, efficient foreign adoption channels actually encouraged the abandonment of children. Accounts of this are supported by an investigative article by Matthew Rothschild. He interviewed the director of Ae Ran Won, a home for unmarried pregnant women which, at the time of the article, provided 250 babies a year for international adoption. Kim Yong Sook says that 90 percent of the women who come there originally want to keep their babies, however, after counseling, only 10 per cent actually do. He explains that they try to convince the women that it is not a good idea to keep the baby without the biological father or if they are financially weak. This is despite the fact that many of the women become upset when their babies are taken from them at the hospital and regret giving up their children. One social worker who worked for one of the agencies for several years before quitting, says that "it's really like dealing with a product instead of taking care of the mother and child. Our weekly staff meetings were all about numbers. How many babies did we get that week? The numbers were the most important thing." She had the responsibility of "cultivating" hospitals and clinics for babies and of coercing mothers to sign adoption papers. She also claims that there were instances when money changed hands. 


One of several known cases indicates that many adoptees who are claimed as orphans are in fact neither orphans nor abandoned. The two adoptees in this instance lived with both of their married parents until they were eight years old. While their family was poor and had internal problems, they were, contrary to adoption records, neither orphans nor abandoned. Their mother contacted the Eastern Welfare Society after hearing reports of other children going to America, wanting to provide a better life for her children. The adoption agency promised her that they would go to a "wealthy and good family and would have a wonderful life in a big house." They also guaranteed a reunion in ten years time and that the family would receive letters from the girls every six months. However, following six months in an orphanage (the minimum process time required for processing of abandoned children before foreign adoption), the girls were sent to the U.S. without notice, and the family received no further information about the girls despite repeated attempts and dozens of visits to the agency. In another known case, two boys were temporarily put in an orphanage following the death of their parents in an accident and were sent abroad without the family's consent. The family was told that the papers were somehow mixed and that the boys were "mistakenly" sent abroad. These reports indicate that adoption has not always been used as a last resort and that social workers have often used coercive methods to convince mothers to put up their children without providing thorough information or counseling services. One ex-social worker claims that the term "businessman" is more befitting than "social worker," as she explains the intricate process of giving gifts and thank you money to hospitals and clinics in exchange for their "assistance." Another article published by a former social workers agrees that adoption is indeed a profiteering venture. He also explains how social workers maintain close ties with hospitals, police, and shelters in order to "buy" children. He gives a horrifying account of how children are divided into grades according to such factors as the level of education of their parents, the nature of the relationship between the parents, gender, health and looks. He says that each grade is assigned a price with "Grade A boys" bringing in 500 million won ($6,000), "Grade A girls" 350 million won ($4,500), "Grade B boys" 400 million won ($5,000), "Grade B girls" 250 million won ($3,000), etc. He claims that social workers at his agency were even involved in selling older orphans into prostitution and that they earned approximately 1 million ($1,200) won for each girl they lured and sold to gangsters. He earned nearly double his 400,000 won ($500) per month salary through such bonuses. The issue of profiteering has been raised by many critics. Agencies initially charge $2,000 per child, $1,500 for "processing fees," $500 for "paperwork," and $1,000 for transportation. However, agencies receive substantial discounts in airfares in addition to receiving "donations" of $250-$400 from escorts in exchange for free airline tickets. With each foreign adoption averaging $5,000 and agencies placing thousands of children each year, it is estimated that they are earning millions of dollars in hard currency each year. In addition, in 1989 a ministry report said that adoption agencies had been charging foreign adoptive families $20 to $302 more than the ministry-set adoption fees while illegally paying hospitals and other facilities to solicit children. Holt was reported as having given 788 million won (nearly $1 million) to 51 welfare facilities and hospitals between 1986 and 1988 in return for "drawing unfortunate children." 


Despite a written pledge to refrain from "unhappy activities for picking up children for adoption," Holt provided 6.26 million won ($8,000) in "delivery fees" on 97 reported occasions in 1988. Similarly, Eastern Child Social Service "financed" 5.61 million won in delivery fees in the last half of 1988 and Korea Social Service provided hospitals and clinics with 306 million won in delivery fees from 1986 to 1988. Even the INS officer who Rothschild interviewed at the U.S. embassy in Seoul had reservations about adoptions to the U.S., "You got big bucks here. You're talking dollars... I see much potential room for hanky-panky... Five hundred kids a month is an incredibly high number for just a humanitarian issue. One has to question where humanitarianism stops and business begins." He also said that he has heard of allegations of mothers being bribed for their babies. It is clear that in addition to explicit profits, adoption also provides a significant number of jobs to Koreans while bringing in hard currency into Korea. Cho believes that Korean babies are a good trade item and helps Korea gain favorable conditions from its counterparts in the world market. She quotes some reports that say Canada, for example, adopts very few Korean children because it does not have profitable goods to trade with Korea. In addition, the agencies earn significant fees through post adoption tours and camps. Thousands of adoptees and their families participate in these highly publicized and popular events each year. Contrary to adoption agencies' contentions that they exert every effort to help reunite children with their birth parents if the birth parents are willing, indications are that agencies often impede reunions. Ten years following their adoption, the mother in the previously mentioned case went to the Eastern Social Service agency to inquire about the reunion which they had promised. They claimed that they did not have any information and refused to speak with her for weeks until she threatened to take them to court. At that point she was given an old photo of the children taken at the orphanage and the phone number of the adoptive family and sent away. Many other adoptees have also reported encountering difficulties when dealing with adoption agencies and receiving little help relocating their birthparents. The agencies often claim that birthmothers do not wish to be contacted and that they cannot give out information because of confidentiality reasons. However, Mihee Cho, who has been working to reunite families, claims that this is not true, and even those birthmothers who wish to locate their children are often denied information by the agencies. 


It is unclear if and why the adoption agencies have any intention of preventing reunions, but it seems one reason is that they do not want to create problems with their counterpart agencies and adoptive families abroad. Alluding to Mihee Cho, the Director of the Eastern Social Service warns about "certain adoptees" working to reunite families who he claims lack the necessary professional qualifications. He further advises that all adoptees go through the agency's sponsored tours and that all attempts at reunions be initiated through them. Race, Religion, & Culture Members of the African-American community in the U.S. have long protested the placement of black babies in white families, despite a shortage of black adoptive families. They claim that adoption of African-American babies by white couples is nothing short of cultural genocide and that white families cannot provide the skills and cultural background for black children to cope in a discriminatory society. These protests have successfully prevented white families from adopting black babies and have ironically contributed to the push for intercountry adoption. However, critics argue that the arguments against interracial adoptions by African-Americans are also applicable to intercountry adoptions which consists mostly of Asian and Latin American children. While some hail the "miracle of rapid adjustment" and assimilation of Korean adoptees into Western culture, critics charge that these children are being stripped of their cultural identity and forced to face discrimination in a society which will never fully accept them. Some believe further that stereotypes of Koreans children as smart, obedient, and exotic coupled with a sense of "helping" a child in poverty motivate many couples to adopt. Cho says that many Europeans believe Koreans, particularly women, to be passive and "quiet undemanding pets." However, once the children grow up, many parents are unprepared and unwilling to deal with them. Lou Simmons of the juvenile department in Eugene Oregon, where Holt is based and many adoptees live, confirms that there is at least some basis for these arguments. He says, "When they're young, they're cute and cuddly. When they grow up, they're going to have problems with discrimination. We've seen some of them fail. Oftentimes, parents adopt kids because they want a baby. But babies grow up, and when they get to be pubescent and adolescent, some people throw them out." While such cases are, for the most part, exceptions to the rule, and most adoptees lead happy well-adjusted lives, this scenario is more frequent than agencies will admit and most would like to believe. The debate over culture and race is further complicated by the issue of religion. Holt and Eastern Social Service are admittedly Christian organizations, and both make every effort to place children in Christian homes. This fuels yet another argument over "cultural colonization" and identity within the context of religion. 

Conclusion :
Korean adoption has thousands of adoptive families providing loving homes for needy children who otherwise would lead difficult and stigmatized lives. However, as with all of Korea's miracles, this story also has a dark side which is often overlooked. The extreme efficiency of Korea's adoption channels has served itself too well, and, most importantly, the fundamental issues of women and children's rights, sex education, and social services have been conveniently slipped underneath the adoption rug and ignored for much too long. It is the responsibility of both the Korean government and Korean society to address these issues and to eliminate the necessity for adoption. However, even as the number of Korean adoptees dwindles, the Korean adoption story is likely to repeat itself as the demand for babies continues to grow around the world. Other countries like Korea will have to grapple with this complicated issue as yet another part of the dilemma and trade-off of development. Meanwhile, the 120,000 Korean adoptees living abroad symbolize the rapid emergence of changing and hybridized identities in an increasingly global world. They are not only challenging the parameters of identity and citizenship in their respective adoptive countries, but further, as increasing numbers of them return to Korea to visit, they are having a significant impact on Korean society and redefining what it means to be Korean.


