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Agency to help
with adoptions

A Helping Hand for Irish couples

IF YOU have a child
between the ages of three
and five in your household I
would like you to go out
and buy a two-litre bottle of
fizzy drink for this kid.

Then get him or her a
glass and make them drink
it all.

Once this has been
done, pick them up and
shake them up and down
for 30 seconds.

Now place them back on
the ground.

They’re excited, right?
But not as excited as I

am about the start of the
World Cup on Friday.

I’m so excited that I be-
lieve if I was in possession
of a firearm I might shoot
someone.

The World Cup is The
Greatest Show On Earth.

Don’t give me any of that
Olympics crap either.

I’m not going to waste
space telling you why the
Olympics is woeful com-
pared to the World Cup.

It just is.
All my excitement is,

however, tinged with re-
gret.

For I have been at every
major football tournament
bar one since I reached the
legal drinking age, and,
sadly, I will not be travelling
to the Fatherland.

I had it all planned: Col-
lect my SSIA last week;
jack in my job on Wednes-
day, ferry to France and
hitch to Germany.

The only snag: My SSIA
apparently does not mature
until 2007.

You know what World
Cup is on in 2007?

The Cricket World Cup.
Boy, do I feel stupid.

So like the rest of you
schmucks I’ll be watching it
on the TV.

It’s not so bad, I sup-
pose.

One of the major prob-
lems with being at a major
football tournament is that
because you are travelling
around and doing stuff, you
actually get to see less of
the football than you ought
to.

And when you do see it,
it is broadcast in the tongue
of the host nation and it is
difficult to discover exactly
what is going on.

So often you will find
yourself a fortnight in say-
ing something along the
lines of: “Totti’s out for the
rest of the tournament.
When did this happen?
Why? Who are you?”

This ignorance, of
course, is offset by your not
being at work, it being hot
and there being plenty of
pretty women around.

The people I feel sorry
for most at this time are
those kids doing exams.

I was there myself. The
sun comes out, the World
Cup kicks off and you are
facing into the Most Import-
ant Exam of Your Life.

Trust me, it’s not. The
most important tests of
your life involve driving and
pregnancy and while the
Leaving Cert may end in
honours, the latter two end
in a much more relieved
“Whew!”

In 1996, I was doing my
Junior Cert. The Euro 96
tournament in England was
the first to have fantasy
football competitions in the
newspapers.

I entered four teams. I
am not exaggerating when
I say that after a week of
study I knew the price of
every player in the compet-
ition.

Yet I still don’t know what
type of geographical fea-
ture an esker is.

Just as Euro ‘96 was on
during my Junior Cert, so it
followed that France 98
was on during my Leaving.
If I had thought ahead at all
I would have done Trans-
ition Year.

A true story from my
Leaving, which was farcical
in many ways, is that I
missed the majority of my
Irish aural because of the
Denmark versus South
Africa game.

I was working in a super-
market at the time and I
time-tabled my day so,
when I left the first test of
the day, I would be able to
hop over to work for two
hours, and get home for
the second half of the
match.

I was tearing through the
shelf-stacking when my
name was called over the
intercom.

There was a phone call.
It was my headmaster.

“Robert. Why aren’t you
at your Irish aural?”

“My what?”
“Your Irish aural.”
“I though I did that weeks

ago.”
“That was your oral. I’ve

sent the caretaker over in
the van to collect you.”

I took out my timetable
and there it was: Gaeilge
s o m e t h i n g - o r - o t h e r.

How was I supposed to
know what that test was? It
was written in Irish.

Before I knew it I was
zipping along with the care-
taker, who seemed to be in
some kind of hurry.

I understood the punditry
on Korean TV better than
what was broadcast to my
ears that day. But, if it is of
interest to anyone else out
there this week, I just
ticked B for every answer.

I passed Irish with a D3
in the end. Denmark and
South Africa finished 1-1.

I RELAND’S first ad-
option mediation
agency has been set
up in Cork.

Aimed at helping
couples who want to
adopt from outside Ire-
land, the agency should
ensure an end to scan-
dals like the recent one
surrounding Tristan
Dowse, the young In-
donesian boy adopted by
an Irish couple who later
decided not to continue
with the adoption.

The Helping Hands
Adoption Mediation
Agency opened in Forge
Hill last week, with a cor-
responding office based
in Vietnam.

The aim of the agency
is to protect the rights of
the child and to prevent
any abuses, while also
helping Irish couples
adopt. The agency aims
to bring an end to illegal
adoptions to Ireland, as
couples will not have to
resort to unscrupulous
‘baby brokers.’

Little Tristan Dowse
became known nation-
wide last year when it
emerged that in 2001,
Wicklow man Joe Dowse
and his wife adopted the
two-month-old Indone-

sian boy. Two years
later, they decided the
adoption wasn’t “work-
ing out” and left him in
an orphanage in
Jakar ta.

Although the boy was
the subject of a domestic
adoption, in that he and
those who adopted him
were based in Indonesia
— and Helping Hands is
formed solely to assist
inter-country adoptions
— the little boy’s plight
served to illustrate what
can go wrong.

The creation of these
agencies between Ire-
land and every country
Irish adoptive parents
adopt from will become
mandatory once the Gov-
ernment ratifies the
Hague Convention,
which is expected to take
place later this year.

The importance of
these agencies is huge,
because without such an
agency, couples trying to

adopt a foreign child are
virtually left on their
own.

At present, they are
thoroughly assessed by
the Health Service Exec-
utive, before being gran-
ted a Declaration of Suit-
ability and Eligibility.

However, once that
certificate is issued,
there is no further super-
vision of the adoption
process by competent au-
thorities to ensure that
the interests of the chil-
dren are protected. Nor
is there any formal,
agreed process for
matching prospective
adopters with children’s
individual needs.

However, once the new
mediation agencies
become mandatory in
Ireland, the process of
foreign adoption is ex-
pected to be more trans-
parent and more fair.

The agencies provide a
range of services, includ-

ing matching a suitable
child to a suitable couple
while also arranging
pre-travel courses to
educate the adoptive
p a re n t s.

At present, 412 applic-
ations for foreign adop-
tions from the Cork/
Kerry area are waiting
to be processed by the
Health Service Execut-
ive South, with each ap-
plication, on average, set
to last up to three years.

However, those wish-
ing to adopt children
from Vietnam may now
face a shorter wait, fol-
lowing the launch of
Helping Hands in Cork.

Sharon O’ Driscoll,
CEO of Helping Hands,
said since the agency
became effective a
month ago, more than
100 couples from across
Ireland have applied for
Vietnamese children
through them.

“The interest has been
huge. We are hoping to
start processing 20 cases
a month,” she said.

“The opening of Help-
ing Hands is the most
significant change in the
inter-country adoption
system since the 1991 Ad-
option Act.”

Ms O’Driscoll has been

involved in adoption ser-
vices for the last 15 years
and has two adopted
children from Romania
and three biological chil-
dren of her own.

Angela Keohane, from
Tower, is treasurer of the
social and cultural sup-
port group, the Viet Irish
Support, and has adop-
ted a Vietnamese child
and is hoping to adopt
ag ain.

“Basically before this,
you were on your own,”
she said.

It is extremely diffi-
cult as a lot of things can
go wrong. You can travel
out there and you could
have the wrong paper-
work and you could then
be set back a couple of
weeks or months.

“Helping Hands
makes everything so
much easier.”

Helping Hands are
hoping to provide adop-
tion services between
Ireland and the Philip-
pines and Ireland and
Russia before the year is
out and they hope that
more countries will also
be able to come under
their remit in future.
● To contact Helping
Hands, call (021)
214966805.

Ger Slattery, Board of Directors; Sharon O’Driscoll, CEO; Brian Lenihan, Minister for Children; Cornelia O’Connell, administrator
and Karen Keohane, Board of Directors, at the official opening of the Helping Hand Adoption Agency, at Forge Hill.
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