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Adoption 
 
What is Adoption? 
 
Adoption is a legal process whereby a child becomes a permanent member of a new family. It 
means the child has the same family name and the same legal rights as if they had been born into 
the adoptive family. 
 
An adoption order can only be made by the Adoption Board and it has the same effect as a court 
order. The Adoption Board usually has a consent form showing that the birth mother agrees to 
the making of an adoption order. The adoption order legally secures the position of the child in 
the adoptive family. 
 
Why are Children placed for Adoption? 
 
There are many reasons why children are placed for adoption. 
 

• The social stigma that was attached to birth parents and to children born outside of 
marriage – this was particularly true until the end of the 1970’s. 

 
• Lack of financial support to lone parents and their children. The first social welfare 

payment to lone parents was made in 1973. 
 

• The desire of lone parents to have their children reared in two parent families, 
particularly in the past. 

 
• The crisis created by a pregnancy may be so painful, that birth parents see difficulties in 

raising the child themselves. 
 
How were Children placed for Adoption? 
 

• Through registered adoption agencies (societies) and health boards. Agencies are 
registered by the Adoption Board for the purpose of placing children for adoption. Most 
children are placed for adoption by registered agencies. 

 
• Family adoption, where the child is placed for adoption with another family member, e.g. 

birth parent’s sister or aunt. 
 

• Third party placements, where a third party e.g. a doctor, solicitor, nurses or members of 
the clergy, placed children with an adoptive family. 

 
• Privately, where the birth family knows the adoptive family. 
 

 
(Taken from Search & Reunion 1: The Journey First Steps by Barnardos Adoption Advice 
Service)  
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Historical background to Adoption in Ireland 
 
Legal Adoption was not introduced to Ireland until 1952.In the 1920’s and 30’s when other 
countries were framing adoption laws, Ireland, as an emerging nation, was preoccupied with 
establishing infrastructure. 
 
Ireland has a written Constitution, which, whilst it gives rights, can also have a limiting effect 
particularly in Family and Adoption Laws. 
                      
In the 1920’s and 30’s there was an emerging problem of Irish women arriving in England 
already pregnant or becoming pregnant after their arrival. Records relate to the financial burden 
some of these women and their children placed on diocesan funds. A number of voluntary 
Organisations already working with destitute women in Ireland began to become more active in 
the area of single pregnant women. 
 
During the war years, the problems associated with the movements of large numbers of people 
and the break up of families resulted in an increased number of births outside marriage. 
Emigration controls were introduced; a formal repatriation scheme established and Irish health 
officials began to pay for mothers in Mother and Baby homes set up in the 20’s and 30’s.  
Because of these changes the 1940’s saw an increase in the number of single mothers remaining 
in Ireland and this was a factor in the introduction of Adoption here.  However in the post war 
years, the 50’s and 60’s, many Irish women still continued to place children for adoption “across 
the water” and many social workers in the U.K are working with these adoptees that are now 
searching for birth mothers who may have returned to Ireland. 
 
The most effective catalyst for adoption was the emergence in 1948 of a multi-denominational 
group called the Legal Adoption Society.  Among its members were many long-term foster 
parents anxious to have their position as parents legally secured. 
 
The Government, which was a Conservative coalition, was reluctant to introduce legal adoption 
in Ireland. Whyte in his book  “The Church and State in Modern Ireland” suggests that this was 
due to; 
                           

• An instinctive sub conscious objection to adoption because property should go to 
someone of one’s own blood. There was a tradition of childless couples leaving land to a 
member of the extended family. One rural deputy was quoted as saying   “Adoption 
would be like interfering with the stud book ”. 

• It was felt too that foster parents were not necessarily that insecure under the then 
existing law. 

• It was believed that to ask a mother to surrender her child totally was both un-Christian 
and unjust. 

• There was also a fear that adoption would be anti- family and anti-constitutional . 
 
In the end, the Legal Adoption Society proved themselves very able in the political area.  They 
obtained the consent of the Hierarchy in principle to Adoption with safeguards in Ireland, there 
was a change of government and legal adoption was introduced. 
 
 
 
(Taken from A paper presented by Patricia White & Norah Gibbons Barnardos, 1992) 
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Principle Adoption Legislation in Ireland 

 
 
1952 Adoption Act 
 

Eligibility of child  - Born outside marriage 
- Orphaned 

    - 6 months – 7 years 
 

Eligibility of adopters  - Married couple or relative of child 
- Same religion as child 

    - Good moral character 
 

Adoption Board Established - Grant Adoption Orders 
- Register Adoption Agencies 

    
1964 Adoption Act 
 

- Extended powers of 1952 Act 
 

1974 Adoption Act 
 

- Welfare of child first and paramount. 
- 3rd Party placements illegal. 
- Child and adopters – same religion not required once mother consents. 
- High Court can dispense with natural mother’s consent if she refuses, fails to 

give or withdraws consent. 
 
1976 Adoption Act 
 

- Secured all Adoption Orders where they could be challenged because of 
mother’s uninformed consent. 

- Introduced new consent procedures. 
 
1979 Amendment to Constitution 
 

- Secured all Adoption Orders made by the adoption board by giving it judicial 
function. 

 
1987 Status of Children Act 
 

- Abolished legal discrimination between children whose parents married or 
not. 

- Fathers can apply for joint custody. 
 
1988 Adoption Act 
 

- Permits adoption of children born within marriage and abandoned children 
in certain circumstances through high court procedure.  
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1991 Adoption Act 
 

- New procedures for people residing in Ireland who wish to adopt a child 
abroad. Imposes statutory duty on Health Boards to undertake assessment of 
suitability of proposed adopters. 

- Establishes register of foreign adoptions. 
- Permits adoption in certain circumstances to single and separated people. 

 
1996 Adoption Bill 
 

- New statutory procedure for consulting the father of a child born outside 
marriage before child placed for adoption. 

- Outlaws private adoption placements (unless relatives). 
- Facilitate recognition under Irish law of foreign adoptions effected in countries 

whose law allow for revocation/termination of adoptions.  
 
1998 Adoption Act 
 

- provides for the consultation of the father of a child who is the subject of an 
adoption application or a proposed adoption placement, but in exceptional 
circumstances the Board may authorise the placement or application to proceed 
without such consultation where the father is not a guardian of the child. 

 
(Supplied by  Barnardos Adoption Advice Service 2001) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 5



 

 
Current Practices Adoption in Ireland 

 
 
Who Arranges Adoptions?  
 
Only Registered Adoption Societies and the Health Boards are legally entitled to place children 
for adoption. Health Boards adoption services are provided through the community care service 
of the Boards. A number of the Societies are operated by, or in association with the local Health 
Board.  
 
What Is An Adoption Order?   
 
An adoption order secures in law the position of the child in the adoptive family. On the making 
of the adoption order the parent(s) lose(s) all legal rights over the child and is freed from all 
duties. These rights and duties are transferred to the adoptive parents. The child is regarded in 
law as the child of the adoptive parents as if he/she were born to them in marriage. Legal 
adoption is permanent.  

 
The Adoption Board   
 
All applications for adoption orders are made to the Adoption Board, an independent statutory 
body. The Board consists of a chairman and eight ordinary members appointed by the 
Government. The primary function of the Board is to grant or refuse applications for adoption 
orders in relation to Irish adoptions; to register and supervise the Registered Adoption Societies; 
to grant declarations of eligibility and suitability in relation to inter-country adoptions; and to 
keep the Register of Foreign Adoptions.  
 
Children Eligible For Adoption  
 
The law permits the adoption of: 
(a) orphans, and 
 
(b) children born outside marriage, including in certain circumstances, children whose natural 
parents subsequently marry each other. 
 
In addition, in exceptional cases, the High Court may make orders under section 3 of the 
Adoption Act, 1988, authorising the adoption of children whose parents have failed in their duty 
of care towards them.  
Children born within marriage may be adopted under this provision. A child born outside 
marriage who is legitimated by the subsequent marriage of the natural parents is eligible for 
adoption provided his/her birth has not been re-registered. A child born to a married woman 
but whose husband is not the father, is eligible for adoption provided the facts of the child's 
paternity can be proven to the satisfaction of the Adoption Board. The child must reside in the 
State, be at least six weeks old and under 18 years of age. The child need not have been born in 
this country. An agency cannot place a child for adoption until the child is at least four weeks 
old.  
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The Welfare Of The Child   
 
Adoption is for the benefit of children. The child is the most important person in the whole 
process. This principle is embodied in the law, which requires the Adoption Board or any Court, 
when dealing with any matter relating to an adoption, to regard the welfare of the child as the 
first and paramount consideration.   
The Child's Wishes  
 
The Adoption Board must take into account the wishes of a child who is more than seven years 
of age at the date of an application for an adoption order.  
    
Who May Adopt?  
 

• a married couple living together; this is the only circumstance where the law permits the 
adoption of a child by more than one person 

 
• a married person alone; in this circumstance the spouse's consent to adopt must be 

obtained, unless they are living apart and are separated under (i) a court decree or (ii) 
deed of separation or (iii) the spouse has deserted the prospective adopter or (iv) conduct 
on the part of the spouse results in the prospective adopter, with just cause, leaving the 
spouse and living apart;  
 

• the mother, father or a relative of the child (relative meaning a grandparent, brother, 
sister, uncle or aunt of the child and/or the spouse of any such person, the relationship 
to the child being traced through the mother or the father);  
 

• a widow or widower.  
 

A sole applicant who does not come within the classes of persons defined may only adopt where 
the Board is satisfied that, in the particular circumstances of the case, it is desirable to grant an 
order. It is not possible for two unmarried persons to adopt jointly.   
 
Ages Of Adopters   
 
Minimum Ages 
 
A couple adopting a child to whom they are not related must both be at least 21 years of age.  
Where the child is being adopted by a married couple and one of them is the mother or father or 
a relative of the child, only one of them must have attained the age of 21 years. 
 
Upper Ages 
 
The law does not lay down upper age limits for adopting parents. However, age is a significant 
factor when assessing a couple's suitability to adopt and most adoption agencies apply their own 
upper age limits.  
 
Residency Of Adopters  
 
Adopting parents must be ordinarily resident in the State for at least one year.  
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Religion   
 
Where the adopting parents, the child and the parent(s) are not all of the same religion, the 
parent(s) must know the religion (if any) of each of the adopting parents when giving consent to 
the child's adoption.  
 
(Taken from Adoptionboard.ie 2001) 
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Intercountry Adoption 
Introduction  

In recent years there has been increasing interest in the adoption of children from overseas. 
Persons resident in Ireland who wish to adopt abroad are required to have their eligibility and 
suitability established before they travel abroad, if their adoption order is to be recognised under 
Irish law. 
 
Assessment process 

The Adoption Board has responsibility for determining eligibility and suitability. However, the 
first step is to have a suitability assessment carried out. Persons wishing to be assessed must 
apply to their local Health Board or to a Registered Adoption Society for an assessment for 
intercountry adoption. Suitability assessments may only be carried out by a Health Board or by a 
Registered Adoption Society. In accordance with section 8(1) of the Adoption Act, 1991 a 
Health Board must carry out assessments for persons ordinarily resident in its functional area. 
Registered Adoption Societies may carry out assessments on behalf of Health Boards or at the 
request of those wishing to adopt abroad but are not obliged to do so. 
 
Declaration of eligibility and suitability to adopt overseas 

When a suitability assessment report has been prepared by a Health Board or by a Registered 
Adoption Society, the proposed adopters may request the Agency to forward their application 
for a declaration to the Adoption Board for a declaration of their eligibility and suitability. Where 
the Adoption Board makes a declaration in favour of the proposed adopters they will have to 
produce these documents to the foreign adoption authorities as evidence that the Irish Adoption 
Board has approved them for an intercountry adoption. 
Immigration Clearance 

Before travelling overseas to effect an adoption, prospective adoptive parents must apply to the 
Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform for an immigration clearance to bring a child 
into the State. The Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform will not issue an 
immigration clearance until persons who propose adopting abroad successfully complete the 
assessment procedure and have a declaration made in their favour by the Adoption Board. 

A fundamental pre-requisite to the granting of recognition under Irish law of an adoption 
effected abroad is that the foreign adoption fully complies with the definition of a foreign 
adoption specified in the Adoptions Act, 1991 as amended by the Adoptions Act, 1998. It is the 
responsibility of the Adoption Board to decide whether or not the law under which a foreign 
adoption is effected meets the requirements of Irish law and to thereby determine if the foreign 
order qualifies for recognition in this country. Persons wishing to adopt abroad should check 
beforehand with the Board as to whether the adoption law of the country where they propose to 
adopt complies with Irish adoption law.  

Intercountry adoptive parent support groups 

A number of parent support groups have been set up for parents who are interested in overseas 
adoption. Details of these groups can be found in the Adoption Handbook published by the 
Adoptive Parents Association of Ireland which can be purchased through any bookseller or 
directly from the Secretary of the Adoptive Parents Association of Ireland, Glendalough Post 
Office, Co. Wicklow, @ cost of £6.50. 
(Taken from Adoptionboard.ie 2001) 
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Fostering 
 
 
Children in care 
 
There are approx. 3.700 children in care in the Republic of Ireland. About 3.300 of these 
children are in foster care. 
 
What is Foster care? 
 
Fostering is caring for someone else’s child in your home. Sometimes for one reason or another, 
a child cannot live with her parents, either on a short or long-term basis. It might be illness, 
unemployment, the death of a parent, child abuse or neglect, which can lead to a child being 
placed in a foster home. Ideally the child will return to its own family as soon as it is possible.  
 
What is the difference between fostering & adoption? 
 
When a child is adopted she becomes a member of a new family and in most cases there are no 
further links with the family of origin. A foster child remains a member of her own family. 
Strong links are maintained and encouraged and where possible the child will return in time to 
her own family. 
 
Different ways of fostering 
 
In Day Foster Care specially selected and trained foster parents/cares provide care for a child 
on a daily basis in their own home. The child returns to her home each night. This gives the 
child’s family an opportunity to deal more effectively with whatever difficulties they may have. In 
time the child will return full time to it’s own home. 
 
In Short Term Foster Care a child is cared for by a foster family for anything from a week to a 
number of months when hopefully the child can move back to her own family. Sometimes when 
circumstances don’t improve in her own family the child may move to a long-term foster family. 
 
Long Term Foster Care means caring for a child in your home for a number of years and may 
continue until the child becomes an adult 
 
The child’s family 
 
The best place for any child is with its own parents and family. When a child is in foster care she 
retains her own name and identity. It is important that she sees her own family as often as 
possible.               The child’s own parents are involved as much as possible in decisions to do 
with the child’s life and are fully informed as to how she is currently getting on. 
 
Who has responsibility for the foster child 
 
Each Health Board recruit assesses and trains its own foster families according to the need of 
that particular area. The Health Board is responsible for each child in care. 
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Support Allowance 
 
The Health Board pays a basic maintenance allowance to foster parents/carers and offers various 
supports through social workers, including training, insurance and a medical card for the child 
for the child in care. 
 
The social worker  
 
Each foster child has its own social worker whose job it is to try and assist the total growth and 
development of the child and see that the best interests of the child are consistently kept in 
mind. This will include assisting the child in building relationships with her own family. Each 
foster family has its own social worker who may have helped in assessing the family as a suitable 
foster family and who continues to support the family particularly when difficulties arise. 
 
How does a child come into foster care?  
 
This can happen in two ways: 
Voluntary:  
When a parent or family looks for help. 
By an order of the court: 
In this case a judge may decide that it is in the child’s best interest to be placed in the care of the 
health board 
 
Who can apply? 
 
Any individual or family can apply to their Health Board.  A social worker will be appointed to 
assess the family.  This will involve meeting all family members, particularly the parents, over a 
number of months. It will include medical examinations of parents. Garda clearance and 
references.  Every effort is made to ensure the accepted foster families have the skill required to 
care for the child.  
 
What is a foster family like? 
 
Foster Families are ordinary families who have been assessed and trained to offer a child a home 
where they will be supported, comforted and loved through a vital time in their lives. This 
requires patience, tolerance, a sense of humour, love of children and flexibility.  A s one foster 
parent puts it:  
“Being a foster family is rewarding and fulfilling, tiring, but never boring.” 

 
What’s it like to be a foster child? 
 
Just as every child is different so each foster child has their own individual way of coping with 
their particular life-situation.  A big part of every foster-child’s life is living separately from their 
own family. Foster parents/cares and social workers will try in many ways to see that each child 
copes with this as well as possible. This is how one child aged 10 puts it “My foster family are 
lovely  - they mind me very well – but I’m always sad when I have to leave my own mam and 
gran after I visit them.” 

 
(Taken from Fostering Facts Irish Fostercare Association 2001) 
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Websites, Contact Details and Resources for further information: 
 

Barnardos National Children’s Resource Centres: 
Christchurch Square, Dublin 8. 
Tel: 01 4549699 
Fax: 01 4530300 
Email: ncrc@barnardos.ie 
 
Bowling Green, White St., Cork 
Tel: 021 4310591 
Fax: 021 4310691 
Email: ncrc@cork.barnardos.ie 
 
10 Sarsfield St, Limerick 
Tel: 061 208680 
Fax: 061 440214 
Email: ncrc@midwest.barnardos.ie 
 
River Court, Golden Island, Athlone 
Tel: 090 6479584 
Fax: 090 6479585 
Email: ncrc@athlone.barnardos.ie 
 
41-43 Prospect Hill, Galway 
Tel: 091 565058 
Fax:  091 565060     
Email: ncrc@galway.barnardos.ie   
 
http://www.barnardos.ie/ 
The National Children’s Resource Centre library database can be searched through the library section of the 
Barnardos website. 

 
Adoption Advice Service (AAS) 
Barnardos, Christchurch Square, Dublin 8 
Tel: 01 4546388 Tues 2.00p.m. to 5.00p.m. Thurs 10.00a.m. to 2.00p.m. 
Fax: 01 4530300 
E-mail: adoption@barnardos.ie 
 
The AAS aims to provide advice, information and counseling for people with enquiries about adoption, 
particularly in the post-adoption area.  Services include individual, telephone and group counseling and information 
on post-adoption services in Ireland and the UK. 
 
http://www.barnardos.ie/ 
Information on Barnardos Adoption Advice Service can be accessed through the Barnardos website. 
 
 
Adoption Board 
Shelbourne House, Shelbourne Road, Dublin 4 
Tel:  01 6671392 
Fax: 01 6671438 
E-mail: info@adoptionboard.ie 
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Website: www.adoptionboard.ie 
 
The Adoption Board is an independent statutory body.  It is responsible for processing adoption applications from 
the registered adoption societies and the Health Boards, and for the making of domestic adoption orders. The 
Board is also responsible for granting declarations of eligibility and suitability to adopt abroad, for providing a 
search and reunion service for adopted people and their biological parents with the assistance of the adoption 
agencies, and for registering and supervising the registered adoption societies.  
 
Adopted and Fostered Peoples Association of Ireland (AFPAI) 
42 Redwood Close, Kilnamanagh, Dublin 24 
Tel: 01 4510425/01 8463270 
Fax: 01 8556957 
 
The AFPAI is a voluntary group which addresses queries and problems encountered by adopted, fostered or 
institution-reared people.  Advice, help and support are given regarding tracing etc. and enquiries are also welcome 
from birth parents, siblings etc.  
 
Adopted Parents’ Association of Ireland 
APAI, Glendalough Post Office, Co Wicklow 
Tel: 0404 45184 
Fax: 0404 45700 
E-mail: apai@eircom.net 
Secretary: Helen Martin 
 
Helen Scott PRO APAI 
40 Fairyhouse Lodge, Ratoath, Co Meath 
Tel: 01 8256961 
 
The APAI is a voluntary organization providing advice, support and a listening ear to everyone in the adoption 
circle.  The APAI also lobbies for changes in adoption legislation and practices where necessary.   The APAI 
publication – Adoption Handbook, is available through bookshops or by post.  
 
 
 
Adopted Peoples Association 
303 Killinarden Estate, Tallaght, Dublin 24 
Tel: 01 4624430 
Fax: 01 8674033 
Website: www.adoptionireland.com 
 
An organization committed to the reform of adoption law.  They operate a national Contact Register a working 
group on adoption tracing and an adoption support line. 
 
 
International Adoption Association 
PO Box 5522, Shankill, Co Dublin 
E-mail: info@iaaireland.com 
Website: www.iaaireland.com 
 
Send large s.a.e. for free information pack.  For those wishing to join the IAA, there is a €63.49 annual 
subscription which entitles you to be placed on our mailing list for notification of information meetings and 
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newsletters, and which covers costs of comprehensive advice and contacts for those contemplating inter-country 
adoption. 
 
International Orphan Aid 
19A, Main Street, Blackrock, Co Dublin 
Tel: 01 2781234  
Fax: 01 2781235 
 
International Orphan Aid provide aid to China and act as a watchdog organisation. 
 
Natural Parents Network of Ireland 
PO Box 6714 
Dublin 4 
Tel: 086 8530140 (Sundays 2.00p.m. to 4.00p.m.) 
E-mail: naturalparents@indigo.ie 
Website: www.adoptionireland.com 
 
Self-help, support and campaigning organization for parents separated from their children by adoption. 
 
Irish Foster Care Association 
The Pharmacy Corner, Mayfield Terrace, Ballinteer Road, Dublin 16 
Tel: 01 2961083 
Fax: 01 2961078 
http://www.ifca.ie/ 
 

mailto:naturalparents@indigo.ie
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