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Preface

This book tells the extraordinary story of how we adopted our
two beautiful daughters.

It is also the story of a period in Flanders and Belgium (2007-
2012) when there was a huge disparity between what the law said
and how adoption policy worked in practice.

The reader will find out that we had to sue the Belgian State to
have our US adoption recognized.

When doing research for our court case at the time, I discov-
ered the work of Professor Elizabeth Bartholet. Professor Bar-
tholet is Morris Wasserstein Public Interest Professor at Harvard
Law School, and Faculty Director of the Child Advocacy Program
(CAP), which she founded in the fall of 2004.

Professor Bartholet’s work covers international adoption
among many other topics. She studied the actions and policies
of governments and agencies in the adoption field, some of
which our family had to endure while suing the Belgian gov-
ernment. It is difficult not to label these actions and policies as
anti-adoption, anti-child, and - in the case of the author - also
as anti-gay. And the problems transcend Belgium.

The Professor explains how international adoption is under
siege. The forces mounting the attack claim the child human
rights mantle, arguing that such adoption denies heritage rights
and often involves abusive practices. Many nations assert rights
to hold onto the children born within their borders, while others
(very often in the industrialized West) support those demands cit-
ing subsidiarity principles (meaning that adoption, and certainly
inter-country adoption should be an exception, and only be al-

lowed when there is no other way to care for the child in casu).



However, Professor Bartholet further states, children’s most
basic human rights are to grow up in the families that will often
be found only in international adoption. On top of that, chil-
dren have the right to thrive, not just survive.

These rights should trump any conflicting state sovereign-
ty rights. Policies restricting international adoption, including
in-country holding periods, should be rejected. Neither adop-
tion abuses nor concepts of heritage justify limiting interna-
tional adoption.

I fully endorse Professor Bartholet’s view: international adop-
tion appropriately recognizes children as citizens of a global

community with basic human rights entitlements.

FOR WHOM IS THIS BOOK THUS WRITTEN?

For everyone who wants adoptions to work: policy makers at
the Flemish and Belgian level and globally, employees of adop-
tion services, magistrates, government officials, and adoptive
and birth parents and adoptees. If adoption is to become a ful-
ly-fledged, positive and inclusive alternative way to make a fam-
ily, there is still a lot of work to be done.

For people who would like to believe that in our country Bel-
gium, with its progressive legislation, the struggle for equal
rights for LGBTs and other minority groups has been won. This
is not the case. There is still a lot of work to be done before the
rights that the law gives us can be realized in concrete, social
situations.

For the LGBT community: all of us — interest groups, activ-

ists, and LGBT families with or without children — must con-



tinue to work together so that the rights we have acquired, of-
ten with great difficulty, become firmly anchored in our society.
There is still a lot of work to be done.

For everyone who has a deep desire, an enormous project or
a seemingly impossible ambition. Our experience has taught us
that belief, perseverance and love can move mountains. Don't
give up on your dreams!

More from Professor Bartholet through www.law.harvard.edu/

faculty/bartholet/pubs.php.
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Prologue — The Senator from Illinois

4 November 2008
Diisseldorf: the first Tuesday of November.

I had been working in Diisseldorf since I had followed my
Belgian boss to the head office of a large German distribution
company. I had been his faithful lieutenant for many years, and
he had made me an offer I couldn't refuse.

But today I wasn't thinking about work. It was the day of the
US presidential elections, and for over eighteen months I had
been following all the reports on this race with a passion bor-
dering on the obsessive. No other country organizes elections
like the US. I have got to know the country a little, as I'm married
to an American who turned up in Brussels as an expat ten years
ago. My interest in American politics has been honed by years
of discussion with my husband. His superior knowledge of US
politics and policies meant that I always came off worst in our
debates for the first few years of our relationship, but nowadays
he no longer dares to contradict my ever-expanding stream of
facts, statements, data, polls and statistics.

I have to admit that I was an admirer of Hillary Clinton’s
campaign: from the wooden YouTube announcement that she
was entering the race (“I'm in it to win it” — No kidding Hillary!),
through the first months of the campaign without a competitor
in sight (Barack who?). From the admiring articles in the New
York Times and Newsweek about her successful fundraising,
organization and leadership, to the first blunders (who could be
arrogant enough to think that it’s not necessary to set up a local elec-
tion team for the primary elections in Iowa?), the first thrashing by
Barack Obama in the very same Iowa, followed by tears in New
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Hampshire (didn’t you sleep well Hill?), through the exhausting
months of the primary elections, in which Clinton and Obama
wrestled each other in a Titanic struggle, right up to her gra-
cious speech at the Democratic Convention at the end of August
(“I am a proud supporter of Barack Obama!” Wow. Gulp.).

That morning I was already trembling with excitement. I in-
tended to follow the news all day long from the casting of the
very first votes on the East Coast to when the results came out
in California.

I took the afternoon off, drove from Diisseldorf to Brussels,
where Jeft and I live, went home and turned on CNN in the bed-
room. I arranged everything around me so that I wouldn’t need
to get out of bed again.

I was phoned by American friends who were going to cast
their votes, proud of their country and their possible involve-
ment in choosing its first black president. I felt with them and
felt connected to that great country where everything is possi-
ble. I phoned Jeff, who was working in London, several times.
He had already voted for Obama by post a few weeks ago. Jeff’s
parents would also be voting. Although their memories of Af-
rican-Americans in Detroit, where they grew up poor, were not
very positive, they were also going to vote for Barack Obama -
because he’s ‘smart’.

The first election results, or rather the prognoses, started to
come in late in the evening European time. You could see by the
faces of the reporters and studio guests that this was going to
be a night they would never forget The atmosphere was electric!

At 2 am, just after the election booths had closed on the East
Coast, the news came in that the large north-eastern state of

Pennsylvania had gone to Obama. This is the state where Jeft was
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born and raised, a real blue collar state. This result sounded the
death knell for John McCain’s presidential ambitions. He would
have needed to win a lot of other states definitively if he was still
to become president.

I finally fell into a light and restless sleep with the TV still on.
I was woken at 5.00 am by the sound of cheering from my TV.

Barack Obama, the young senator from Illinois who had con-
ducted an unprecedented campaign, had just become the for-
ty-fourth president of the United States! It was an incredibly
moving moment. I was so proud of my American family and
friends.

I watched the people in Millennium Park in Chicago hugging
each other, crying, cheering and dancing. For once, black and
white were united and celebrating together. I knew the US well
enough to realize that this was a great moment of reconciliation
for many people, not least for African-Americans. Their faces
were shining as they listened to the first words of their new pres-
ident, who had just lost his grandmother two days earlier. Stand-
ing beside him were his beautiful, intelligent wife and their two

young daughters.

I had no idea that on that magical night in Chicago a funny,
clever, poor, black woman was pregnant with twin girls. A few
months later she was to take the most difficult decision of her
life and give us the greatest gift that we would ever receive, all

because of her undeniable love of her daughters.
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