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The separation that exists between Stanford and the rest of  the world 
seems far greater than six degrees.  But our connection to the world is
 real.  This publication is committed to providing an arena for Stanford 
students to create awareness of  human rights issues across the globe 

based on their personal experience and inspiration.
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from the editors
To Our Readers,

After this issue, the 2005-2006 leadership staff  of  Six Degrees will be turning over the journal to a new group of  
students.  We are confident that the journal will continue to improve as a forum for the discussion of  human rights issues, 
and we are eager to see the journal move in new directions under new leadership.  Working for Six Degrees has allowed 
us to learn about the incredible experiences of  Stanford students around the world and in the classroom, and we are 
excited to provide some of  these stories to you.  This issue includes articles on international adoption, drug trafficking in 
Colombia, domestic violence and AIDS in Uganda, children in Cambodia, and elections in Zanzibar. 

Last quarter we introduced the Human Rights Hot Spots page in order to inform you about some pressing human rights 
issues that were not covered in our regular submissions.  In addition to informing you about various human rights issues 
around the world, we’re also interested in providing our readers with ways to take the leap from being informed to 
being involved in human rights activism.  As our publication continues to evolve, this issue includes a section devoted to 
student advocacy on campus.  We hope this new section will highlight the good work of  other groups on campus as well 
as provide you an avenue for getting involved.

Brian “Two Waves” Goodman
Jess Steinberg
Bradley Heinz
Julie Len
Aaron Roesch
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Katherine Hoffman Colombian Women

Heidi Moseson Zanzibar’s Elections

Heather Heistand Intercountry Adoption

Julie Veroff Women and HIV/AIDS in Africa

Letters of  250 words or fewer can be submitted to hrsubmissions@lists.stanford.edu.
Speak Out!

Katherine Hoffmann is a freshman planning to major in International Relations with a strong interest in 
foreign language, film, and human rights.  Her article was originally written for Prof. Greene’s class,
entitled Rhetoric(s) of  Gender and Violence.  Her interest in this topic arose after watching the film Maria 
Full of  Grace, which was set between Colombia and New York City.  As a New Yorker who grew up in a 
predominantly immigrant neighborhood, she felt a personal connection to the story and was determined 
to learn more about this topic.

Heidi Moseson is a Junior majoring in International Relations, with a minor in Human Biology.  Her 
interest in Islam and developing democracies led her to stop out this fall quarter and travel to Zanzibar 
on her own to witness their elections.  While there, she was able to travel throughout Tanzania, Kenya, 
Rwanda, Uganda, and the Eastern Congo.

Julie Veroff  is a junior from Fresno, CA, majoring in International Relations.  She is passionate about 
international and grassroots development, with a current specific interest in sub-Saharan Africa and 
women’s rights.  This article was adapted from research done in Anne Firth Murray’s International 
Women’s Health and Human Rights course, which motivated Julie to pursue the opportunity to shadow 
an HIV/AIDS clinic and NGO while living and volunteering in rural Ghana last summer.  This summer she 
is going to Zambia with FORGE to establish a girls’ empowerment program.

Heather Heistand is a sophomore majoring in Anthropological Sciences with a probable minor in Human 
Biology.  Her interest in the international adoption debate was spawned last summer by reading Neely 
Tucker’s memoir Love in the Driest Season and became her research project for Paul Bator’s PWR 2 
class, The Rhetoric of  Human Rights, last fall.  Public awareness and pressure are the biggest factors to 
reforming adoption practice, and she hopes that this article’s publication will foster both.

Jess Steinberg is a senior majoring in Political Science.  She had the opportunity to take a short trip to 
Cambodia during a summer spent working for the International Labor Organization at the United Nations 
in Bangkok, Thailand.  She is unsure of  her plans upon graduation, but they will likely stem from her 
interests in journalism, human rights, and law. 

Jess Steinberg Cambodian Children
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Drug trafficking is becoming feminized.  In Colombia, 
the hardships and dearth of  freedoms for women have 
driven many into the drug trade.

A full generation after the Camdodian Revolution, the 
country still feels the effects of  this damaging war.  Sadly, 
Cambodian children continue to suffer from a conflict that 
“ended” before they were born.

Journalist Inday Espina-Varona has reported on a host 
of  human rights issues in the Philippines, and she has 
fought ardently for freedoms of  the press.  She is in 
residence at Stanford this year as a Knight Fellow.
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many countries, such as Uganda, discrimination against 
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This page provides brief  summaries of  some major human rights crises occurring in the world today.  The 
information provided was drawn from multiple respected humanitarian and political organizations and news 
outlets.  

China [State oppression]
China’s long-standing restrictions on freedom of  speech and information recently came into the spotlight again with 
the controversy surrounding several American Internet companies’ agreement to censor information the government 
wants withheld.  Currently, there are approximately 60 Chinese prisoners being held in jail for comments made 
on the Internet.  The tight control of  information was recently used to suppress domestic knowledge of  the first 
known shooting of  public protestors since the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  On December 6, 2005, in the village 
of  Dongzhou, Chinese security forces killed unarmed civilians who were protesting unfair compensation of  land 
reclamation.  The government admits to killing three villagers, but residents put the estimate at 20 dead and as 
many as 40 people missing.

The aftermath of  President Jean-Paul Aristide’s February 29, 2004, resignation has left Haiti in the grips of  a severe 
human rights and security crisis, characterized by poverty, poor health care, failed infrastructure, violence, and 

anarchy.  Although 
opposition to 
the results of  
the February 7 
elections has 
led to increased 
violence, even 
prior to the current 
crisis, “politically 
motivated arbitrary 
detentions, 
extrajudicial 
executions, 
deliberate and 
arbitrary killings 
of  civilians, rape, 
death threats 
and intimidation 
[were] routine and 

perpetrated with impunity” (Amnesty International).  An estimated six percent of  the population lives with AIDS, and 
more than half  the population lives on less than $1 per day.  Compounding the crisis, less than 10 percent of  the 
international community’s 2004 pledge of  $1.2 billion has materialized to bolster the developmental effort.  [See 
Spring 2005 issue for more]

Haiti [Failing state]

The war in Iraq has devastated basic infrastructure and social services and left many Iraqis without water, health 
care, transportation, or protection against violence from the insurgency and coalition forces.  Furthermore, reports 
of  prison conditions are alarming: prisoner abuse in Abu Ghraib has been followed by recent reports of  abuse by 
UK forces.  Meanwhile, many prisoners are thought to be held without knowledge of  the cause for imprisonment.  
Potential long-term human rights abuses are also evident; drafts of  the new constitution show a strong favoring of  
Islamic law that could threaten religious freedom and women’s rights in the future.

Iraq [Insecurity]

Photo  cour tesy  o f  N i c ho la i  L idow
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It has been a little more than a year since King Gyaneendra unilaterally assumed control of  the government through 
a coup d’état on February 1, 2005, and since then Nepal’s already abysmal human rights situation has taken 
a sharp turn for the worse.  Civilians have been caught in the middle of  a 10-year civil war between the Nepali 
government and a Maoist insurgency, both of  which have committed a string of  human rights abuses.  In the past 
year alone, government forces have killed more than 1,000 people, while Maoists were responsible for at least 600 
civilian deaths.  King Gyaneendra’s security forces have arbitrarily arrested 3,000 political activists, journalists, and 
students, as well as placed senior political leaders under house arrest.  On the other side of  the conflict, Maoist 
insurgents have committed public extra-judicial killings, threatened humanitarian workers and journalists, and killed 
the families of  government workers.  [See Fall 2005 issue for more]

In January, after more than 1,000 resolutions without mention of  northern Uganda’s 19-year-old civil war, the U.N. 
Security Council issued the first one to condemn atrocities committed by Joseph Kony’s rebel Lord’s Resistance Army.  
It took the deaths of  18 U.N. peacekeepers at the hands of  the LRA to prompt such action.  The war is marked by 
mutilation and 
torture, and 
on average 
20 civilians 
were killed by 
violence each 
day in 2005.  
There are 1.7 
million displaced 
persons in the 
North, 1,000 
excess deaths 
each week in 
the IDP camps, 
and more than 
20,000 children 
have been 
abducted thus 
far.  The army 
reports that 
Kony is moving 
farther into 
Eastern Congo and that the LRA is on its deathbed, but officials have made similar claims for years.  The Kampala 
government has displayed questionable military and diplomatic tactics and an inability to crack down on corruption, 
and it has moved recently to consolidate presidential power and erode civil liberties.  [See Spring and Fall 2005 
issues for more]

Nepal [Civil confl ict]

Uganda [Rebel insurgency]

sixdegrees 
Uniting, educating, and empowering 

the human rights community at Stanford

human rightshot spots
These situations do not constitute an exhaustive list, but we hope this glance 
at some of  today’s most troubled regions will give you a better sense of  the 
challenges we currently face as a global community.

Photo  cour tesy  o f  Ch r i ss i e  Coxon
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uganda

Harriet Abwoli’s testimony 
highlights several critical issues 
for women in Uganda and 

throughout the developing world, yet the 
key theme is the relationship between 
domestic violence and HIV/AIDS.  For 
Harriet and many women like her, do-
mestic violence limits a woman’s agency 
to negotiate sex and reduces her access 
to HIV/AIDS information, testing, and 
treatment.  Not only does violence make 
a woman more vulnerable to contracting 
HIV, but being HIV-positive can make a 
woman more at risk for abuse.  In South 
Africa, a study found that “women who 
were physically abused, sexually assault-
ed, or otherwise mistreated” by intimate 
partners had “signifi cantly higher rates 
of  HIV infection.”2

Harriet’s story also highlights marital 
rape (“he used force”)—a crime absent 
from Ugandan law—her economic de-
pendency (“I’m with him because I don’t 
have a cent”), and the insensitivity of  her 

“When I gave birth and the child had passed away they told me I was HIV-
positive.  I cried.  The doctor told me, “wipe your tears, the whole world is sick.”  
The very first time I asked my second husband to use a condom because I didn’t 
want to give birth he said no.  He used force and I got pregnant.  That’s the 
child that died.  That was when we first met.  I’m with him because I don’t have 
a cent.  He at least pays the rent. “1

- Harriet Abwoli, Ugandan woman, age 30

The Whole World is Sick”
Domestic Violence and HIV/AIDS: The Case of Uganda

by Julie Veroff

The Whole World is Sick”
“Wipe Your Tears, 
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doctor.  In order to combat the vicious 
cycle of  domestic violence and HIV/
AIDS and in order to promote women’s 
health and human rights, developing 
countries must institute significant legal 
reforms to criminalize domestic violence, 
create equal property rights, and design 
HIV/AIDS programs that address the 
gendered elements of  the epidemic.

HIV/AIDS is intertwined intimately 
with gender inequality, especially in 
Africa, where, according to U.N. Secre-
tary-General Kofi Annan, “AIDS has a 
woman’s face.”3  Women and girls make 
up 60 percent of  people living with HIV 
in sub-Saharan Africa.4  In many eastern 
and southern African countries, HIV 
prevalence is four to seven times higher 
for girls under age 18 than for boys.5  In 
Uganda, the infection rate for women as 
compared to men is 1.4 to 1.6 

The influence of  gender on HIV/
AIDS is rooted in women’s “unequal 
legal, social, and economic status.”7  In 
countries with “generalized epidem-
ics … 80 percent of  women ages 15-
24 lack ‘sufficient knowledge’ about 
HIV/AIDS.”8  This lack of  education 
greatly increases a woman’s vulnerabil-
ity to the disease.  Additionally, women 
typically have less control over sex than 
men, marry at young ages older partners 
more likely to have been exposed to HIV, 
and face significant economic disadvan-
tages.9  Stephanie Urdang, the United 
Nations Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM) advisor on gender and HIV/
AIDS, said recently that “the disease is a 
health issue, but the epidemic is not … 

Unless gender inequality, which rests on 
power relations, is specifically addressed 
in every strategy, policy, and program 
that is undertaken, from the global and 
governmental level to the community 
and family level, our efforts to reverse 
the epidemic will be stalled.”10  It is clear 
that the need for a new, gender-sensitive 
approach to HIV/AIDS is pressing. 

Domestic violence is one of  the most 

concept of  marital rape hardly exists in 
common discourse in Uganda and is not 
criminalized under the law.  The obliga-
tion to have sex with her husband is one 
main reason a married woman, who 
cannot refuse sex even if  her husband is 
abusive, unfaithful, or HIV-positive, is at 
greater risk than a single woman.20 

Women often cannot talk about or 
push for the use of  condoms out of  fear 
that they will be beaten, abused, raped, 
and accused of  infidelity or of  being 
HIV-positive.  Due to the stigma it car-
ries, women risk ostracism and violence 
if  they are identified as HIV-positive.  
In Uganda, many women reported 
that they were afraid to be tested for 
HIV or to seek treatment or counseling 
because they might be beaten.21  Lydia 
Mpachibi, a 35-year-old woman from 
Tororo, Uganda, described her fear and 
avoidance of  HIV testing and educa-
tion.  “I wouldn’t dare [be tested or seek 
out information] because if  I was HIV-
positive he would say I brought the virus 
into the home.  I have seen very many 
women being chased away by their hus-
bands … I was scared of  being thrown 
out.”22  Another Ugandan woman, Jane 
Nabulya, reported that, after learning of  
her husband’s HIV-positive status, she 
obtained a test without her husband’s 
knowledge.  Although it was positive, her 
fear of  domestic violence prevented her 
from revealing her results: “I was scared 
to tell him that I had tested HIV-positive.  
He used to say that the woman who gives 
him AIDS, ‘I will chop off  her feet.’  I 
have never told him.”23 

A woman’s physical and psychological 
health is jeopardized as a result of  her 
inability to gain access to HIV/AIDS 
testing, information, and education.  
Without these, the risk of  mother-child 
transmission of  HIV/AIDS is also 
significantly higher.  A study of  six Af-
rican nations done within the context 
of  prenatal programs reports that many 
pregnant women failed to return to their 

widespread forms of  violence against 
women worldwide, and it occurs re-
gardless of  religion, culture, or socio-
economic status.11  Domestic violence 
rarely exists as an isolated act.  Rather, it 
is “part of  a pattern of  abusive behavior 
and control,” including physical assault, 
psychological abuse, and controlling be-
haviors.12  Around the globe, at least one 
in every three women experiences physi-
cal assault, sexual coercion, or another 
type of  abuse during her life.13 

According to a United Nations 
Population Report from 1999, domestic 
violence is often rooted in gender equal-
ity and social norms, which subordinate 
women to their male partners.14  Vulner-
ability to violence is entrenched at the 
community, family, and individual levels.  
Poverty, low socioeconomic status, and 
women’s lack of  access to education and 
employment; male control of  money 
and decision-making within families; and 
prior history of  abuse and alcoholism are 
all associated with domestic violence.15  

Combined with economic depen-
dency, cultural and legal inequality, and 
a lack of  education, domestic violence 
robs women of  “any authority over their 
own sex lives,” including their ability to 
consent to or refuse sex, ensure partner 
fidelity, and insist on the use of  con-
doms,16 and domestic violence deprives 
them of  “the ability to preserve their 
own health.”17  Husbands often see 
woman as property, a belief  reinforced 
by bride prices and dowries.  This chat-
telization of  women contributes to the 
view that sex is a woman’s marital obli-

gation.  Masturah Tibegwya of  Uganda 
told Human Rights Watch that the bride 
price enables the woman to be taken as 
“property so if  the man comes for sex 
you don’t say no.”18  Sixty-two percent 
of  those who responded to a study in 
Uganda pointed to bride price as a 
significant factor in domestic violence, 
because it “encouraged men to beat 
wives who did not ‘measure up.’”19  The 

“Unless gender inequality ... is specifically addressed in every strategy, policy, and 
program that is undertaken ... our efforts to reverse the epidemic will be stalled.”
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programs or clinics because they did not 
want to take or learn the results of  HIV 
tests.  Women were also generally unwill-
ing and unable to complete a regimen of  
AZT, an antiretroviral that would reduce 
transmission, out of  fear that friends 
and family would suspect them of  be-
ing HIV-positive.24  Not only are these 
women not getting the care they need, 
but they become more likely to pass the 
disease on to their children. 

Domestic violence in Uganda and 
the gendered aspects of  the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic must be addressed and actively 
combated.  The Bush administration 
recently announced $55 million to 
strengthen the legal capacity of  four 
African nations to fight “sexual violence 
and abuse against women.”25  While this 
is a commendable first step, four coun-
tries are too few.  The program must 
be expanded financially and geographi-

cally.  President Bush also 
pushes the “ABC” approach 
to fighting AIDS: practice 
abstinence, be faithful, and 
use condoms.  However, the 
ABC policy imprudently 
assumes that women have 
“equal decision-making 
power and status within their 
intimate relationships.”26  Its 
emphasis on behavioral 
change alone ignores the 
socioeconomic conditions 
fueling the epidemic and 
fails to deal with root causes 
and social realities.  Mar-
ried women, the group now 
regarded to be most at-risk 
for HIV, do not always have 
the ability to practice ab-
stinence, control their hus-
bands’ faithfulness, or nego-
tiate the use of  condoms.27  
Nor does abstinence apply 
to rape victims.  To illustrate 
this point, Sules Kiliesa, a 
widow from Uganda, said 
of  her late husband: He 
“forced me to have sex with 
him and beat me if  I refused 
… Even when he was HIV-
positive he still wanted sex.  

He refused to use a condom.  He said he 
cannot eat sweets with the paper [wrap-
per] on.”28

In Kenya and Zambia, the rates 
of  HIV are 10 percent higher among 
married than unmarried sexually active 
women.  In rural Uganda, 88 percent 
of  young women with HIV are mar-
ried.  And in Zambia, only 11 percent 
of  women “believed they had the right 
to ask their husbands to use a condom—
even if  he had proven to be unfaithful 
and was HIV positive.”29  HIV/AIDS 
prevention and treatment programs 
must integrate “women’s health, physical 
integrity, and equal rights in marriage,”30 
because being married in the developing 
world “should not be a death sentence.” 

31

Legal reform to address domestic 
violence at the national and local gov-
ernment levels in Uganda is critical to 

ameliorating women’s unequal status 
and halting the spread and devastation 
of  violence and the HIV/AIDS epidem-
ic.  Dora Byamukama, a member of  the 
Ugandan parliament and the coordina-
tor of  Law and Advocacy for Women in 
Uganda, strongly supports legal reform, 
asserting: 

Uganda rushes to ratify interna-
tional conventions to look good 
but when it comes to domesticat-
ing them it drags its feet.  People 
argue that we must take account of  
prevailing circumstances.  Yes, but 
the law should be used as a light to 
show the way because sometimes 
the dynamism in society takes 
awhile … We cannot wait for so-
ciety to catch up.  The law some-
times must lead in order to make 
change.32 
Eleven years ago, in 1994, the 

Fifth African Regional Conference on 
Women adopted the African Plan for 
Action, which declared, “The subordi-
nate position of  women ... and their lack 
of  access to information, education and 
communication, health facilities, train-
ing, independent income, property and 
legal rights make them particularly vul-
nerable to the AIDS infection.”33  The 
Plan for Action said that efforts must be 
made to reduce women’s vulnerability 
to the disease, but there is clearly a large 
gap between the rhetoric and promises 
made at conferences and in international 
organizations and the reality on the 
ground, as “most countries dismally fail 
to prevent domestic violence, prosecute 
or otherwise punish perpetrators, or pro-
vide health or legal services to survivors.  
Most do not even recognize its link with 
HIV/AIDS.”34

No law in Uganda specifically pro-
tects women from domestic violence or 
marital rape. 35  By only criminalizing 
assault, the law codifies the assump-
tion that violence is between strangers 
and that what occurs in the home or 
private sphere should not be regulated.  
The proscription of  domestic violence 
and marital rape must be included in 
Ugandan law to open the dialogue on 
the social, economic, cultural, and tra-

uganda

Girls’ education is integral to mitigating the gendered aspects 
of  the HIV/AIDS crisis.  In sub-Saharan Africa, 80 percent of  

women lack “sufficient knowledge” about the virus.
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ditional factors contributing to violence 
and its impact on HIV/AIDS and to 
establish the norm that such violence is 
unacceptable.  Article 33 of  the Ugan-
dan Constitution lays the groundwork 
for this reform by protecting the status 
of  women: “Laws, cultures, customs or 
traditions which are against the dignity, 
welfare or interest of  women or which 
undermine their status, are prohibited by 
this Constitution.”36  Women’s rights ad-
vocates in Uganda have been pushing for 
more than a decade to enact legislation 
regarding rape and abuse in intimate re-
lationships.37  What Uganda needs now 
is follow-through on the constitutional 
precedent of  gender equality; the prin-
ciples have yet to become enshrined in 
actual policy and practice. 

Key to the success of  legal reform is 
engaging the involvement of  national 
and community stakeholders, providing 
adequate capacity for legitimate legal 
accountability and enforcement, and 
ensuring that all people are aware of  the 
legal changes and their implications.  

Alongside the criminalization of  do-
mestic violence and marital rape, those 
involved in the justice system, such as 
judges, police officers, and court of-
ficials, must be trained and educated 
about domestic violence and how to 
approach such cases, especially since 
women are underrepresented in these 
domains.  Currently in Uganda, the lack 
of  recognition of  domestic violence as a 
legitimate issue among police and judges 
deters women from reporting.  They 
have no confidence in the legal system 
and do not want to face the stigma of  
bringing private family matters into 
the public sphere.38  Legal reform and 
its enforcement would empower more 
women to report abuse and improve the 
availability of  data on domestic violence.  
With more information, future programs 
and changes can more fully address 
women’s needs. 

The second major legal reform that 
must take place in Uganda has to do 
with equal property rights and owner-
ship.  Many women stay in abusive re-
lationships out of  economic dependency.  
Under Ugandan law, both men and 

women are allowed to hold property, but 
tradition predominantly keeps women 
as the users of  land, while men retain 
ownership.  This means that men receive 
all the money generated from the land 
and retain financial control; women may 
have no access to the money, even that 
which they directly earned.  Married, 
divorced, and widowed women all need 
equal property rights so that they are 
not trapped by domestic violence and 
increasingly put at risk for HIV/AIDS.  
Women should not have to jeopardize 
their health or safety out of  fear of  evic-
tion, homelessness, and starvation.

Finally, it is also vital that HIV/AIDS 
programs and health care profession-
als recognize and address the gendered 
aspects of  the epidemic, the needs of  
married women, and the role domestic 
violence plays in perpetuating infection.  
The opportunities to implement such 
educational programs abound because 
Uganda receives considerable dona-
tions to combat HIV/AIDS from the 
international community.  The country 
is scheduled to receive five years of  AIDS 
support from the United States and was 
recently awarded a $36 million grant 

from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis, and Malaria.39  Donor 
countries and organizations can help to 
ensure that programs seeking to prevent 
the spread of  HIV/AIDS and treat-
ing those with the disease incorporate 
a human rights focus that recognizes 
women’s equality.  They can also use 
their political influence and clout to pres-
sure the Ugandan government to adopt 
the necessary legal reforms to halt the 
destructive cycle of  domestic violence 
and HIV/AIDS.

In Uganda and all across the world, 
women and men must be informed of  
their rights and come to regard them as 
legitimate and valuable.  I believe that 
knowing one’s rights and being able to 
articulate and assert them are powerful 
tools for overcoming inequality and op-
pression.  The grassroots efforts that exist 
to promote economic opportunity, access 
to education, and better health care must 
be met and strengthened by legal change 
at the top that firmly establishes a wom-
an’s equality and worth.  It is only with 
such change that the devastating cycle of  
domestic violence and HIV/AIDS can 
be stopped.

U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan speaks at an event held at the United Nations on December 1, 
2004, entitled, “HIV/AIDS in Women and Girls.”

Photo coutesy of the United Nations
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colombia

tional violence involved in the life of  a 
drug mule, and graphic portrayals of  the 
physical diffi culties of  swallowing and 
internalizing grape-sized packets of  her-
oin, seized the audience’s attention and 
elicited their horror.  Viewers were left 
seeking answers and searching for more 
information.  Why would girls who have 
their whole lives ahead of  them be will-
ing to expose themselves to such risk? 

Forcible coercion is a marginal factor 
in this decision; a survey of  both male 
and female drug mules indicated that 
only 6.3 percent decided to traffi c in 
response to a physical threat.1  To under-
stand the role of  women in Colombian 
drug crime, female involvement must 
therefore be viewed through the lens 
of  the political, economic, and cultural 
factors that drive drug mules into their 
profession.  

 While old stereotypes of  drug run-

ners no longer hold true, it is hard to 
profi le the typical modern narcotics traf-
fi cker.  Here, a “drug mule” is defi ned 
simply by his or her job, which consists 
of  the illegal transportation of  heroin or 
cocaine across international borders, of-
ten on commercial airline fl ights.  While 
the largest volume of  drugs smuggled on 
airlines is concealed in baggage, the larg-
est number of  mules transport drugs by 
ingesting them into their bodies, a strat-
egy with a lower risk of  detection.2  A 
typical mule traffi cks approximately two 
pounds of  heroin or cocaine distributed 
among roughly 20 grape-sized packets.  
These packets are wrapped in latex cas-
ing and swallowed.  Throughout their 
trips, the mules’ consumption of  food 
and drink is limited, and upon arrival 
the mules must immediately go to a pre-
designated location and wait until their 
body excretes the packets.3  Even if  they 

Drug traffi cking in Latin America 
has long been the subject of  
lengthy discourse in the inter-

national community.  Drug traffi cking 
is generally associated with strong, cruel, 
aggressive, gun-toting, male cartel lead-
ers who pursue organized crime to main-
tain their excessive lifestyles.  These men 
are at the top of  the social hierarchy and 
at the peak of  their youth and strength, 
capable of  instilling fear in police, politi-
cians, and civilians alike.

In 2004, with the debut of  the fi lm 
Maria Full of  Grace, the drug traffi cking 
community gained a new face.  Audi-
ences’ stereotypes were shaken and 
destroyed as the image of  a wealthy, 
drug-pushing gangster was replaced by 
shots of  a young, hopeless, naïve, vulner-
able, and exploited lower-class woman.  
Gruesome images of  unnecessary physi-
cal abuse, wrenching scenes of  the emo-

Maids 
Mothers
or Mules?
Female Drug Traffickers and the Role of Women in Colombia
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are not detained by customs authorities, 
the mules risk their lives in this process.  
If  just one of  the packets breaks or is 
poorly wrapped, a smuggler may die of  
drug overdose.

Drug mules are most commonly male, 
and they come from all classes of  society.  
Some are attracted to the trade by the 

promise of  legal labor and then threat-
ened into cooperating once they discover 
the true nature of  the work expected 
from them.4  Others seek out the job of  a 
mule and run drugs repeatedly in order 
to maintain an élite lifestyle.  Increasingly, 
though, females have become involved in 
illicit narcotics smuggling.  Although the 
population of  female drug mules is un-
doubtedly limited, female involvement in 
the trade is a growing phenomenon and 
a notable social and cultural concern 
that has its roots in the current political 
environment in Colombia.

For years, Colombia has struggled 
with a violent internal conflict between 
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of  
Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucio-
narias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo, 
or FARC-EP), a group of  communist 
guerilla insurgents who protest against 
the government’s economic policies, 
Colombia’s relations with the United 
States, and the social disparities between 
the rich and the poor in Colombian so-
ciety.  The militancy of  the FARC-EP 
has been countered by the emergence 
of  a paramilitary group, the United Self  
Defense Forces of  Colombia (Autodefen-
sas Unidas de Colombia, AUC), which 
promotes counterinsurgency efforts and 
targets the FARC-EP as well as other 
leftist rebels.

In the 1990s, former President Andrés 
Pastrana introduced Plan Colombia in a 
weak attempt to combat this internal 
strife.  Plan Colombia, in part, attempted 
to address the drug trade by promot-
ing a policy of  crop fumigation, using 
pesticides to eradicate coca plantations.  
However, as one source describes, this 

internal chaos.  Out of  a total population 
of  44 million, estimates project that three 
million Colombians have been displaced 
as a result of  military conflict alone.9  Of  
these internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
up to 58 percent may be women.10  

The primary result of  internal migra-
tion in Colombia has been an unprec-

edented level of  urban growth.  Between 
1938 and 1985, for example, the propor-
tion of  the population living in urban ar-
eas more than doubled, from 31 percent 
to 67.2 percent, and the population of  
Bogotá more than tripled.11  One study 
of  urban women found that 57 percent 
of  lower-class participants’ parents had 
grown up in rural areas.12  

Fleeing the violence of  the country-
side, these rural inhabitants face a loss 
of  control when placed in an unfamiliar 
but equally threatening environment, 
and they are often unsure of  how to raise 
their families and support their children 
in this new context.  As one drug mule 
reflected, “My children are growing up 
in an environment of  drugs and crime 
and I am worried that one day they may 
decide to do something equal or worse 

policy “represents a military approach 
to problems that have additional roots 
in the social inequalities of  the country,” 
for it addresses the manifestations of  the 
drug industry (the coca plants) rather 
than its driving forces (Colombia’s social 
problems).5  Furthermore, this policy 
is pursued “with relatively minimal in-

vestments in alternative development 
and livelihoods”—for the effects of  this 
policy on innocent civilians are neither 
considered nor addressed.6  Ultimately, 
the use of  fumigation to target the drug 
trade merely disperses rather than elimi-
nates coca farms, and thus productivity 
has not declined.7  The use of  fumigation 
also makes it difficult for honest farmers 
to succeed in their attempts to grow licit 
crops; fumigation targets farmers indis-
criminately by jeopardizing the health 
of  local residents, killing legal crops, 
endangering livestock, and displacing 
an estimated 75,000 civilians from the 
countryside.8   

The combined effects of  these faulty 
government policies and guerrilla warfare 
have ultimately created a society that is 
on the move, destabilized by Colombia’s 

“It is not exaggerated to assert that among the poor of  this country, 
woman is the poorest.” 

Graffiti condemns Colombian rights abuses: “In crazy-Colombia, there are neither rights nor humans.”
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than what I did.”13  The “crooked” op-
tions “offered for obtaining cash” are 
often the best means of  ensuring these 
migrants’ escape from the newfound 
horrors of  lower-class urban living and 
a positive future for their growing chil-
dren.

As rural families are torn apart and 
relocated, the burden of  this drastic 
change rests most heavily on women.  As 
one source notes: “Peasant women live 
in rural settings where rigid separation 
exists between feminine and masculine 
spheres ... Violence destroys these eco-
nomic relationships due to the loss of  
crops and land, as well as their emotional 
attachments due to the assassination 
or disappearance of  their partners.”14  
Thus, women are removed from the 
traditional social stratification of  rural 
society and forced to take on new roles in 
providing for their dependents in more 
urban settings.  In Bogotá, for example, 
a survey of  displaced women found that 
40 percent were heads of  households, 
while the Colombian national average of  
female-led families is only 25 percent.15

According to Ana Rico de Alonso 
in Mujer y Familia en Colombia, the main 
problem associated with increasing fe-
male leadership is not the frequency of  
this leadership but “the power structure 
that recognizes female leadership only 
in the absence of  the male [control],”16 
thus marginalizing feminine capabili-
ties.  Furthermore, in their newfound 
leadership positions, Colombian women 
bear a greater portion of  the burden.  
According to a 1995 study, on average, 
female-led families have higher numbers 
of  unemployed members and more de-
pendents than male-led families.17

Economic need, in particular, is a fac-
tor that affects an unusually high number 
of  female mules, with surveys indicating 
that 90 percent of  all female traffickers 
come from the lower-middle or lower 
class.18  As a result of  the increasing 
pressures and responsibilities that Co-
lombian women face from their families, 

many women turn to drug trafficking as 
a means of  meeting these demands.  A 
study of  apprehended Colombian drug 
mules (both male and female) found that 
72.5 percent claimed to be the leaders of  
their families, and 63 percent came from 
families of  four or more people, proving 
that trafficking has a disproportionately 
high appeal for individuals with a large 
number of  dependents.19  

Despite the growing numbers of  
women who work to support their fami-
lies, opportunity for women in the formal 
labor force remains limited.  Surprisingly 
enough, male and female university en-
rollment and literacy rates are roughly 
equal.20  In some areas, women even 

spend a longer time in the education sys-
tem and pursue education more aggres-
sively than men,21 and on average schools 
have higher female retention rates.22  
Unfortunately, this relative educational 
parity does not translate into job place-
ment.  It is often the case that “women 
are not viewed as having the same need 
or right to remunerated work.”23  For a 
given job, men’s salaries may be up to 
67 percent higher than women’s salaries 
in some rural areas.24  Studies also show 
that women have higher unemployment 
rates than men who have attained a simi-
lar level of  professional and educational 
training.25  Furthermore, while growing 
male unemployment has affected all 
social classes equally, female unemploy-
ment is concentrated most heavily in the 
lower class.26  Therefore, while women 
are burdened by a disproportionate lack 
of  opportunity and are most directly 
affected by gender discrimination, they 
also often suffer from the most severe lev-
els of  poverty.  An estimated 60 percent 
of  rural women are poor, a phenomenon 

referred to as the “feminization of  pov-
erty.”27  As one source notes, “Women 
who must support themselves and their 
families by their own efforts make up the 
poorest among the poor.”28  Such des-
peration adds another draw to the drug 
trade—as one woman notes, recalling a 
trafficking job, “If  you carry it off, you’ve 
laid the first layer of  brick that goes be-
tween yourself  and poverty.”29

Torn between the need to secure a 
steady income and the desire to perform 
traditional domestic caretaking roles for 
their families, many single women are 
placed in a tenuous situation.  Despite 
the fact that women are increasingly 
important wage-earners, the Colombian 
tradition of  a patriarchal, male-domi-
nated society that expects women to 
work only in the “hidden economy” of  
domestic service continues to influence 
the legitimate job opportunities avail-
able to women and limit their ability 
to support their families.30  Faced with 
difficulty in finding a well-compensated 
legal job, illegal drug trafficking becomes 
attractive to many Colombian women, 
as it is a very lucrative activity that pays 
well regardless of  gender.  Ultimately, as 
one drug mule notes, “It isn’t a secret; the 
idea is that ‘if  you want to live well, go 
ahead, you’ve got to take a risk.’”31

To some extent, the Colombian gov-
ernment itself  may be held responsible 
for the popularity of  drug trafficking 
within the country.  Because the govern-
ment fails to effectively crack down on 
narcotics traffickers or make clear its 
stance on narcotics, many mules feel that 
they will be able to act with impunity, 
and many ultimately do.  For example, 
when a group of  both male and female 
drug traffickers was asked to determine 
what institution finds fault in drug deal-
ing, only 54.5 percent voted for “the 
law.”32  After the law, the most popular 
choices were “God,” “the community,” 
and finally “the self.”33

 Of  course, if  drug trafficking does 
not weigh heavily on the conscience of  

colombia

“The idea is that ‘if  you 
want to live well, go ahead, 
you’ve got to take a risk.’”

“My children are growing up in an environment of  drugs and crime and I am worried that 
one day they may decide to do something equal or worse than what I did.”
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the mules surveyed, one may question 
whether these mules are conscientious 
people.  Are they like any other Colom-
bian citizen, or are they lawless criminals 
with no sense of  shame? Although we 
are naturally inclined to believe the lat-
ter, statistics regarding drug mules yield 
intriguing results.  In fact, very few mules 
have a history of  criminal activity.34  
Research indicates that of  a sample of  
arrested Colombian drug mules, 74.79 

percent were considered by their families 
to be “good” people prior to their intern-
ment, and only 2.19 percent were seen as 
“bad.” After their arrests, these numbers 
did not change excessively, for 63.98 
percent were still considered “good” and 
only 8.31 percent were characterized as 
“bad.”35  Many do not advance through 
the ranks of  the trafficking hierarchy, and 
many do not repeat the journey, hoping 
that a one-time infraction will provide 
them with the “small money” they need 
to leave their present environment and 
secure a crime-free future.

 In another survey, 47 percent of  par-
ticipants named “the government/state” 

as the most culpable in the growth of  the 
drug trade, while only 13 percent cited 
“drug lords,” and a mere five percent 
cited “the demand for drugs.”36  These 
statistics indicate that even the mules 
themselves feel that the government has 
driven them to illegal activity.  Through 
its inability to address the country’s social 
problems, its pursuit of  faulty anti-nar-
cotics policies such as crop fumigation, 
and its failure to enforce anti-drug laws, 
the Colombian government has essen-

tially created its own problems.
The fact that the majority of  mules 

are neither forced into trafficking nor 
predisposed to criminal behavior con-
firms the presence of  a deeper set of  
pressures that foster their involvement 
in illicit activity.  Ultimately, research 
indicates that for women, these pressures 
are political violence, internal migration 
and the urban boom, the increasing role 
of  women in the Colombian family, the 
inequalities still faced by women in the 
work force, the high burden of  poverty 
faced by Colombian women, and the 
errant anti-narcotics policies pursued by 
the government.

A sign criticizing American involvement in Plan Colombia: “Plan Colombia = White Intervention” 

The growing number of  women in-
volved in narcotics trafficking is also not 
limited to Colombia; in the fiscal year 
2003 at New York’s JFK Airport, for 
example, 26.2 percent of  the 145 drug 
mules arrested were female; in the sub-
sequent seven months, 40.35 percent of  
the 57 drug mules arrested were female.37  
In a more extreme case, one Mexican au-
thority claims that female drug traffickers 
now make up about 50 percent of  smug-
gling arrests.38

Although it is clear from increasing 
media attention to the problem of  the fe-
male drug mule that this trend also affects 
Colombia, it is difficult to find up-to-date 
statistical information on this popula-
tion demographic.  In order to begin to 
combat the problem of  female drug traf-
ficking, the Colombian government must 
work to learn more about Columbian 
female drug mules through statistical 
surveys.  Although it is difficult to obtain 
comprehensive data on a population 
that is engaged in illegal activity, the Co-
lombian government could at least gain 
access to information about drug mules 
that have been internationally detained.  
Given that the Colombian government 
has already collaborated extensively with 
the American government on its anti-
drug policies, it is realistic to expect the 
Colombian authorities to continue this 

cooperation by working with American 
customs agents to obtain statistical in-
formation on the Colombian drug mules 
arrested by U.S. officials.  If  the govern-
ment can make a commitment to the 
creation of  comprehensive social policies 
that address this rural strife, internal dis-
placement, widespread poverty, gender 
discrimination, and lack of  a strong anti-
narcotics policy, the government will be 
able to reverse the increasing numbers of  
female drug traffickers.  In the meantime, 
we will continue to watch women being 
exploited by the narcotics industry and 
victimized by Colombia’s government, 
society, and economy.

“The wrong isn’t the trafficking; the wrong is if  they catch you at it.”
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adoption

Article 6 of  the U.N. Declaration 
of  the Rights of  a Child states 
that a child “needs love and un-

derstanding” and pledges to each “an 
atmosphere of  affection and of  moral 
and material security.”1  When the care 
of  a biological parent is not available, 
it becomes the duty of  “society and the 
public” to raise these children.  Yet pov-
erty-stricken or AIDS-ravaged countries 
cannot possibly provide for millions of  
orphaned children.  Where children 
would traditionally have been taken 
in by extended family or community 
members, many children are now left 
primarily in overburdened orphan-
ages, where many suffer physical and 
psychological abuse.2  While the United 
Nations’ Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
as well as the U.N. Declaration of  the 
Rights of  the Child (Article 21) have 
recognized adoption—both domestic 
and foreign—as preferable to institution-
alization, certain countries (e.g., Russia 
and Vietnam) have nevertheless begun 
restricting intercountry adoption, while 
others (e.g., Azerbaijan and Romania) 
have completely banned the practice.  
With millions of  vulnerable lives at stake, 
one must question why these countries 
forbid foreign adoption, which often pro-
vides orphaned children with their only 
hope of  obtaining loving parents and 
families.  Concerns raised range from is-
sues of  child traffi cking to claims of  “cul-

tural genocide.”3  While these concerns 
are legitimate, it is certain that stopping
the practice of  intercountry adoption 
is not the answer.  The international 
community has an opportunity and an 
obligation to ensure the livelihoods of  
its children.  We must not allow certain 
countries’ prejudices to inhibit a child’s 
birthright to health and happiness.

UNICEF, the U.N. Declaration of  the 
Rights of  a Child, U.S. foreign ambas-
sadors,4 and many non-profi t humans 
rights organizations all agree that in-
tercountry adoption is preferable to do-
mestic institutionalization.  According to 
David Brodzinsky et al.: “Generally re-
search has found intercountry adoptees 
to be functioning at average to above-av-
erage levels in academic, psychological, 
and vocational domains, across all ages 
studied.  These outcomes are particu-
larly evident when intercountry adoptees 
are compared with the general popula-
tion.”  Orphanages and institutions, on 
the other hand, are responsible for or-
phans’ underdevelopment.  Kate Brooks’ 
photo essay on conditions in Russian or-
phanages bears witness to the sterile and 
squalid conditions that help create these 
developmental disorders.  Photograph-
ing for Human Rights Watch in 1998, 
she brought to the world’s attention the 
abusive environment of  some Russian 
institutions in which children are left tied 
in small, dark rooms or starving in beds. 

Abandoned at birth and then left in a 
Zimbabwean orphanage to suffer severe 
dehydration, pneumonia, and general 
neglect, by all odds Chipo Tucker should 
have died.  Yet today as the adopted daughter 
of  Neely and Vita Tucker, she is a happy 
and healthy nine-year-old in Washington, 
DC.  She is the only Zimbabwean orphan 
to be successfully adopted by an American 
citizen in the last eight years.  Unfortunately, 
another 360,000 Zimbabwean orphans 
will never know the love of  a parent 
because the HIV/AIDS epidemic has made 
adoption opportunities in their own country 
virtually nonexistent, and the Zimbabwean 
government’s policies make foreign adoption 
impossible.  And Zimbabwe is not alone 
in its attitude: Romania, Azerbaijan, and 
Cambodia have recently issued moratoria on 
international adoption. These countries cite 
child traffi cking and “cultural genocide” in 
defense of  their foreign adoption moratoria, 
but with millions of  vulnerable lives at stake 
and thousands of  U.S. parents looking to 
adopt, can the world stand by as the innocent 
lives of  foreign children are forgotten?  

by Heather Heistand

Better Off Alone? 
 The Debate Over Intercountry Adoption
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Additional studies show that the 
younger an orphan is adopted and the 
less time the child spends in an institu-
tion, the less susceptible the child will be 
to developmental disorders.  As testified 

by Dr. Dana Johnson in a U.S. Congres-
sional hearing, institutionalization “for 
longer than 4-6 months permanently 
damages [children] in terms of  their 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral de-
velopment.”5  According to her estimate, 
“an infant loses 1-2 IQ points per month 
and sustains predictable losses in growth 
as well as motor and language develop-
ment between 4 and 24 months.”  In 
particular, institutionalized children are 
at high risk for developing RAD (Reac-
tive Attachment Disorder), whereby the 
absence of  a primary caregiver results in 
emotional health problems and hinders 
the child’s ability to form intimate, last-
ing relationships.6  During adolescence, 
RAD may manifest itself  in a child’s lack 
of  self-control, compulsive lying, and 
social isolationism, among other traits.  
Faced with the serious health risks of  
institutionalization, international adop-
tion seems to be an obvious solution, yet 
more and more countries are rejecting 
this possibility. 

The issue of  child trafficking is per-
haps the most universal concern among 
opponents of  international adoption.  
According to the documentary Baby 
Business, which seeks to raise public 
awareness of  the business of  baby steal-
ing and selling, “The combination of  
unscrupulous lawyers, corrupt officials, 
and foreign couples desperate to be 
parents all too often creates a situation 
in which children become pawns in a 
ruthless game.”  

One case focuses on the Mexican 
baby market.  Mothers report having 
their children snatched from their arms 
or missing from the grocery market; most 
believe their children were sold to inter-

ignoring adoption safeguards set in place 
by the state and enabling trafficking in 
children.  In order to eradicate baby-
buying, private adoption agencies must 
be outlawed in favor of  NGOs licensed 

by the state and operating under univer-
sal policies.  Both baby trafficking and 
private adoption are very real concerns 
and must be addressed immediately, re-
gardless of  whether or not these nations 
permit foreign adoption.

A second source of  opposition to in-
ternational adoption rests in notions of
 “cultural genocide.”  This claim was first 
raised in the United States in the early 
1970s in reaction to the transracial adop-
tion of  black children by white families; 
such placements were seen “as a means 
of  oppression.”8  The National Asso-
ciation of  Black Social Workers led the 
criticism, arguing that these adoptions 

national adoption agencies.  In Mexico 
in particular, adoption agencies exploit 
the unequal exchange rate between 
Mexico and the United States, charg-
ing what to American couples seems a 

reasonable fee but to corrupt Mexican 
agencies is actually a small fortune and 
an easy profit.  

In August 2005, BBC News reported 
a similar case in Azerbaijan, where au-
thorities have halted international adop-
tion until the “process becomes more 
transparent and officials stop demanding 
money.”7  The government reports that 
it is “unaware of  the fate of  hundreds 
of  children adopted by foreign fami-
lies.”  And in countries that have yet to 
pass The Hague Treaty on Intercountry 
Adoption (e.g., Ethiopia and Guate-
mala), private adoption is still active.  Such 
adoptions bypass central bureaucracy, 

Photo courtesy of China Daily.

Children rescued last year from a baby trafficking gang in China, who took 21 babies from Xuanwei, Yun-
nan Province, and sold them in Hebi, Henan Province.

“[Orphans] are called children with no prospects, not trainable, not treatable.  A colleague called 
these [orphanages] psychoneurological ... ‘death camps.’”

- Dr. Anatoly Severny, President of  the Independent Association of  Child Psychiatrists and Psychologists
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were “emblematic of  wider historical 
and political injustices.”9  Today, “oppo-
nents of  transracial [and inter-cultural] 
adoption … suggest that placement of  

children outside their own racial group 
will undermine the development of  posi-
tive racial identity, ultimately leading to 
‘cultural genocide.’  Critics also argue 
that transracial placement increases 
children’s risk for long-term psychologi-
cal problems.”10

In 2005, Baroness Emma Nichol-
son of  Romania used this cry of  “cul-
tural genocide” to pass Law 272, which 
aimed to end decades of  corruption in 
Romania’s child welfare system and halt 
the “selling” of  children through inter-
national adoption agencies.11  The law 
placed a moratorium on all adoptions 
of  Romanian orphans, leaving pre-ap-
proved adoptions in limbo and depriv-
ing tens of  thousands of  orphans of  the 
chance to find a loving family.  

One must accept the validity of  con-
cerns regarding the effects of  an orphan’s 
separation from the child’s cultural and 
ethnic heritage by foreign adoption.  In 
light of  these concerns, adoptive parents 
and adoption agencies have initiated 
programs to educate adoptees about 
their birth countries.  In the audio es-
say Finding Home in Two Worlds, mother 
Laurie Stern relates the struggles of  her 
adoptive son Diego in coming to terms 
with his identity as both an American 
and Tzutujil Mayan.  She and her hus-
band Dan take a unique approach to 
educating him about his culture; once a 
month they meet at “culture camp” with 

“Generally research has 
found intercountry adoptees 
to be functioning at average 
to above-average levels in 
academic, psychological, 
and vocational domains, 
across all ages studied.”

- David Brodzinsky

other families who have adopted Gua-
temalan children.12  In addition, they 
have also taken two trips to visit Diego’s 
birth mother and siblings in Guatemala.  
While these trips have helped Diego 
understand his background and his dif-
ferences from his American friends, they 
also require this six-year-old to face the 
hard truth of  his separation from his bio-
logical family and the horrible conditions 
in which they live.  

While removing a child from his birth 
country is not ideal, I believe that when 
a child’s physical wellbeing and mental 
health are at stake, issues of  cultural 
preservation should not take priority.  
Foreign adoption is the only hope for 
many of  these children, and in many 
cases it is being denied to them on ac-
count of  cultural prejudice.

In addition to the moral and social ar-
guments against international adoptions, 
potential adoptive families are also faced 
with a great number of  logistical difficul-
ties.  In Zimbabwe, unrealistic demands 
for background paperwork for orphans 
make foreign adoption—and even some 
domestic adoption—impossible.  Since 
many children are abandoned at birth, 
a birth certificate or consent of  the 
biological parents is simply not available, 
though required for adoption.  Neely 

Tucker writes of  his experience adopting 
his daughter Chipo13 from Zimbabwe in 
his autobiographical memoir Love in the 
Dry Season.  Adopting Chipo turned into 
a two year ordeal consisting of  the strug-
gle to create a birth certificate and re-file 
paperwork,  a process that was only hin-
dered by the Zimbabweans’ xenophobia 
and mistrust of  Westerners who want to 
adopt cross-culturally and inter-racially.  
With the AIDS epidemic expected to 
orphan one in every two Zimbabwean 
children by the year 2010,14 Zimbabwe’s 
already overcrowded institutions and 
overstretched extended families cannot 
support its orphan population.  Interna-
tional adoption offers a solution to these 
problems, but Zimbabwe continues to 
turn away foreign adopters.15 

In addition to the legal constraints 
faced by potential parents, adoptive 
families also struggle to find reliable 
agencies through which they can find a 
child.  Unfortunately, while many online 
adoption agencies use websites responsi-
bly and for philanthropic purposes (e.g., 
spirit-of-adoption.org and orphans.com), 
some websites employ photo-listings 
with misleading information regarding 
a child’s health and general disposition16 
in an effort to market more children and 
thereby increase profits.17

adoption
Photo courtesy of Jon Jones. 

Former orphan Chipo Tucker with parents Vita and Neely at home in Washington, DC.
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 Current International Adoption Legislation
  • United Nations Convention on the Rights of  the Child, Article 21 (November 20, 1989) 

Article 21 of  the United Nations Convention on the Rights of  the Child recognizes intercountry adoption as a viable alternative 
to domestic adoption or foster care and ensures that agencies and authorities will not benefit financially from an adoption.

  • The Hague Convention on Protection of  Children and Co-operation in Respect of  Intercountry Adoption (May 29, 1993)
The Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption “establishes a set of  internationally agreed minimum requirements and 
procedures to govern intercountry adoption,” by a) requiring a central authority in each country to coordinate adoption policy 
and practice, b) regulating accreditation of  adoption practitioners, and c) expanding the number of  foreign children available 
for adoption.

  • The Intercountry Adoption Act of  2000 (October 6, 2000)
 The Intercountry Adoption Act was passed by the U.S. Congress in 2000 to implement the Hague Treaty.  The IAA includes 

provisions to establish and enforce accreditation standards for adoption agencies.  However, many feel these provisions are 
not enough, and in some cases, the provisions passed have yet to be enacted.

Kim Perdue is one such prospective 
parent and adoption client who claims 
she was duped by the adoption agency 
Yunona.  In one installment of  the 
American RadioWorks audio documen-
tary Finding Home: Fifty Years of  Interna-
tional Adoption, she relates: “The write-up 
said [Victor] was very bright and cheer-
ful [and] eager to have a family,” when 
in reality her adopted son “was obsessed 
with fire and knives and was prone to 
long, violent rages” lasting up to three 
hours18—one of  which provided the 
earsplitting and heart-rending screams 
heard over her voice in the documentary.  
According to the essay, “a psychologist 
diagnosed Victor with numerous emo-
tional disorders and concluded he had 
been severely abused and physically 
scarred in Russia,”19 but Yunona had 
concealed his medical history in his In-
ternet profile.  Unfortunately, cases like 
this have been occurring with increasing 
frequency as the Internet allows easy 
access to misleading information on 
websites sponsored by agencies vying 
for the attention of  adopting couples.  
In addition, photo listings can be unre-
liable accounts of  child availability, and 
some couples find that after doling out 
thousands of  dollars to an agency for the 
adoption of  a certain orphan and travel-
ing to collect him or her, the orphan has 
already been adopted or is unavailable.20 

In 1993, 66 member countries of  the 
United Nations approved The Hague 
Convention on Protection of  Children 
and Co-operation in Respect of  Inter-

country Adoption, “establishing a set 
of  internationally agreed minimum 
requirements and procedures to govern 
intercountry adoption.”21  However, the 
European Union, the United Nations, 
and governments throughout the world 
must still do more to standardize and 
regulate international adoption agencies 
and procedures in an effort to eliminate 
child trafficking and to dispel concerns 
of  “cultural genocide.”  Specific recom-
mendations include:
• Requiring all adoptions to be regis-
tered in, and conducted through, each 
child’s state of  birth in conjunction with 
international authorities, thus eliminat-
ing middlemen and other private firms 
engaged in child trafficking.  This central 
authority should be responsible for issu-
ing all paperwork and giving final con-
sent to all adoptions.
• Implementing universal adoption 
accreditation standards for adoption 
agencies.  Currently, each country has its 
own set of  standards regarding adoption 
agencies.  The United Nations should 
amend The Hague treaty to enumerate 
concrete standards and procedures for 
accreditation.
• Empowering a U.N. international po-
licing force to enforce existing adoption 
policies set forth by The Hague Conven-
tion and IAA.  
• Creating a central orphan registry in 
every country.  Funding should be raised 
to document each and every orphan in 
the registry, creating birth certificates 
and updating medical records where 

necessary in order to ensure that ev-
ery child has the paperwork necessary 
for adoption.  Again, the United Na-
tions should be responsible for moni-
toring this effort.

With these measures in place, we 
may hope that every country will be 
encouraged to allow its orphans the 
possibility of  international adoption.

As part of  the American Radio-
Works documentary Finding Home: Fif-
ty Years of  Intercountry Adoption, reporter 
Michael Montgomery interviews 
Adam Pertman, former executive 
director of  the Evan B. Donaldson 
Adoption Institute.  At the end of  the 
interview, Montogomery poses this 
final question: “How do you see the 
future of  inter-country adoption?”  I 
conclude with Pertman’s reply:

“Inter-country adoption is going 
to remain complicated …  Too often 
we treat kids as commodities … As 
long as we allow money to play such 
a primary role in this system, it will 
continue to keep bad guys coming in 
and ... it will be tough to keep things 
ethical and to service everyone in an 
efficient and reasonable way … But 
the worst part of  it is that bad prac-
tices lead to bad outcomes, such as 
countries closing their doors because 
they see that a child was hurt or they 
see that nationalistic instincts super-
sede the need for homes.  It clouds 
our vision. And as long as our vision 
remains clouded, so will the future of  
all kinds of  adoptions.”


