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We are the only post adoption service provider in Australia with 
ready access to an international network of social workers spanning 
over 130 countries worldwide.
ISS Australia’s experience in working with Australian intercountry 
adoptees has made clear their most significant support need relates 
to search and reunion. This includes support in accessing overseas 
records and locating information about adoptees’ biological family, 
country of origin, culture and language.
It can be very challenging to navigate access to overseas records 
and obtain information from an adoptee’s country of origin without 
expert support.
ISS Australia’s Intercountry Adoption Tracing and Reunification 
Service (ICATRS) was established in July 2016 in response to a 
significant level of need for assistance and support in the Australian 
intercountry adoptee community.
Recognising this need by providing funding for a search and reunion 
service was a “world first” leadership action by the Commonwealth 
Government’s Department of Social Services (DSS). It was also 
a concrete step confirming Australia’s obligations as a signatory 
to the 1993 Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Co-
operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption. Scandinavian Central 
Authorities such as Denmark, Norway and Sweden have asked for 
more informationseeking to promote a similar model in their own 
countries.
Unfortunately in February 2018, ISS Australia was informed by 
DSS that after 30 June 2018 funding for this valuable and much 
needed service would no longer be provided. DSS felt it was not 
their responsibility and suggested that ISS Australia should seek 
alternative funding in order to continue providing tracing and 
reunification support to Australian intercountry adoptees.

ISS Australia believes it is a fundamental right 
for intercountry adoptees to trace their biological 
family, and to know their family and medical history. 

The importance of professional support was reiterated at 
the Hague’s 2015 Special Commission on adoption, with a 
recommendation to all signatory countries (including Australia):
The SC recommended that the possibility of a child searching for 
his or her origins be included in the counselling and preparation 
of the prospective adoptive parents. When an adopted child or an 
adult adoptee undertakes such a search, professional support at all 
stages is recommended.
Article 8 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child recognises 
that people have a right to know about their biological and cultural 
heritage. ISS Australia’s Intercountry Adoption Tracing and 
Reunification Service provides Australian intercountry adoptees with 
opportunities to connect with their countries and families of origin, 
thereby fulfilling Australia’s obligations under this most widely-
ratified human rights treaty.
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SERVICE OBJECTIVES
•  To offer support, information and counselling for intercountry 

adoptees and their adoptive parents regarding the impact of 
adoption across the life cycle

•  To offer information, support and counselling to intercountry 
adoptees and adoptive parents regarding the decision to trace an 
adoptee’s biological family and the tracing process

•  To facilitate the tracing of intercountry adoptees’ biological families 
through the resources of ISS Australia’s network partners and other 
overseas searching partners in the adoptees’ countries of origin

•  To offer guidance to intercountry adoptees undertaking independent 
tracing of their biological families

•  To offer counselling and support to intercountry adoptees, adoptive 
parents and biological families in the complex reconnection / 
reunification process

•  To collaboratively enhance best practice on intercountry post 
adoption tracing with Australian intercountry adoptee support 
networks, ISS partners and relevant agencies in sending countries

“Often parents of adopted children don’t know the best place to start 
when trying to trace birth families and also how to support their 
children through the process. The service provides a starting point and 
strategies of how to support and talk to your child about the process.”

“ISS has the 
knowledge, 
experience and 
contacts that 
an individual is 
unable to access. 
Also an adoptee or 
adoptee parent is 
emotionally involved 
and therefore may 
rush the process if 
searching on their 
own, where a social 
worker is detached 
and would consider 
all parties involved.”



 

ISS AUSTRALIA’S STRENGTHS
ISS Australia is well-placed to continue delivering intercountry 
adoption tracing and reunification services.

A. Organisational Expertise

ISS Australia has over 50 years of experience in delivering 
international family and post adoption tracing as a core service. 
Service delivery is undertaken by qualified social workers with vast 
experience of the impact of adoption. ISS Australia has collaborative 
relationships with ISS International network partners and other 
relevant adoption stakeholders. Organisational knowledge in the field 
of adoption is enhanced through partnership with the International 
Reference Centre on Children Deprived of Their Family, a team of 
highly regarded intercountry adoption experts based within the ISS 
General Secretariat in Geneva.

B. Reputation

ISS Australia has established cooperative and productive 
relationships with government, non-government and other 
stakeholders in the adoption sector. The service delivery, advocacy 
and policy work of the organisation in the area of adoption is valued 
and respected. ISS Australia is independent, being unaligned with 
State and Commonwealth Central Authorities under the 1993 
Hague Convention on adoption. ISS Australia had no involvement 
in past Australian forced adoption practices and, except for a very 
brief period in the 1980s, has not been directly involved with the 
management of intercountry adoption programs or assessment of 
prospective adoptive parents. The organisation has no pecuniary 
interest in the initiation of intercountry adoptions, and is secular and 
independent, governed by a Board of Directors under Australian 
company law.

C. International Stakeholders

As a member of an international network, ISS Australia has been 
uniquely placed to collaboratively offer wrap-around services to 
Australian intercountry adoptees and adoptive parents and overseas 
biological families. The ISS network has either a direct member 
or relationship with a relevant stakeholder in most countries with 
whom Australia has current or past intercountry adoption programs. 
ISS Australia has also been able to develop partnerships with 
independent overseas searchers in countries of demand, namely in 
China, Ethiopia, Taiwan, Vietnam and Sri Lanka.

“If a country decides 
to allow intercountry 
adoption, by default, 
the same investment 
and equal flow 
of resources and 
money needs to go 
into post adoption 
services. This is no 
longer an ethical or 
moral understanding, 
but with all the 
evidence we now 
have on hand, this 
should be built into 
underpinning policy 
and procedures on a 
national level.”



 

ACHIEVEMENTS TO DATE
ICATRS has been very successful in its brief period of operation 
(Sept 2016 – June 2018).  
Some of its achievements include:
•  Building up to a current level of over 230 clients (this was 

achieved with little service promotion)

•  Locating 55 biological families overseas and facilitating 28 
family reunions, in countries such as South Korea, Ethiopia, 
Chile and Taiwan

•  Establishing strong partnerships with many new overseas 
searching partners, including a formal contract with a partner 
in Vietnam who has achieved very positive outcomes for many of 
the Operation Babylift Vietnamese adoptees (i.e. the 282 babies 
airlifted to Australia and adopted at the close of the Vietnam War 
in 1975)

CLIENT SATISFACTION
A survey was conducted with ICATRS clients in early 2018, via  
a short online survey. A total of 64 clients completed the survey.  
Key results were:

“We are very 
thankful to ISS for 
their guidance and 
support during the 
process of finding our 
child’s birth mother. 
The social worker’s 
advice on how to 
approach delivering 
information to our 
child, and how 
to communicate 
with other parties 
involved in the 
search was extremely 
helpful. Our goal was 
to find our child’s 
birth mother and 
ISS achieved this 
goal, handling all 
relationships along 
the way with respect 
and care.”



 

CASE STUDY
A young adult adoptee from Ethiopia approached ISS Australia in the 
hope of reconnecting with her biological family. She was adopted 
when she was approximately 6 years of age and had memories of 
being orphaned following the death of her mother when she was 
3 years old. She also had memories of a sister and other family 
members. Soon after engaging and seeking support from an ISS 
Australia Social Worker, she found her sister via Facebook.
Support from ISS Australia’s Intercountry Adoption Tracing Social 
Worker shifted to helping her understand the context and process 
of her adoption, alongside support in learning about the cultural 
context of Ethiopia to facilitate a meaningful and realistic connection 
with her biological family.
ISS Australia organised for its worker to meet with her family in 
Ethiopia, in order to gather as much information as possible. The 
meeting took place in the home the adoptee had lived in for her first 
years of life. The family were overjoyed to have an opportunity to 
express their love and memories of the child they remembered, and 
share information to give to her. The grandmother expressed feeling 
enormous relief to know her granddaughter was alive and well, 
saying ‘she could now die at peace’. The local community were also 
overjoyed to know the adoptee was well. It was clear she had never 
been forgotten and was in the thoughts and hearts of her family and 
the community they lived in.
All this was sensitively shared with the adoptee back in Australia, 
and she was very grateful to know she was loved and never 
forgotten by her family. With this additional information and 
knowledge of the context and her family, the client felt ready to 
travel to Ethiopia to meet her biological family. ISS Australia provided 
information and support in preparation for her trip to Ethiopia.
During her visit to Ethiopia she remained in contact with her ISS 
Australia worker and shared the following emails:
“I’ve been in Ethiopia for about a week now, I’m loving it. It’s been 
amazing to reconnect with family. The people are wonderful here and 
I feel right at home.
…it’s been so important to reconnect with my family and learn about 
my history. It’s also been amazing to realise I remember more than I 
thought (I wasn’t sure if they were memories or just my imagination). 
And especially the correct names of my family members.
…And realising how loved I am is incredible. I’ve had a lot of 
depression from feeling unwanted. This journey has been so 
important for my mental health. …Hearing this [context leading to her 
adoption] has made me feel more complete and matches up with my 
memories.
…It’s also been a privilege to be with my family for events like 
birthdays and to be able to take my sister on her first flight”.

“... it’s been so 
important to 
reconnect with my 
family and learn 
about my history ... 

... I’ve had a lot of 
depression from 
feeling unwanted. 
This journey has been 
so important for my 
mental health.”



 

STAFFING
ISS Australia’s Intercountry Adoption Tracing and Reunification 
Service is managed by Damon Martin. Damon has worked for 
ISS Australia for over 10 years and has extensive knowledge of 
intercountry adoption issues. He was also previously the NSW 
representative on the National Intercountry Adoption Advisory 
Group, which provided advice to the Attorney General and his 
Department.
The ICATRS team consists of 5 Intercountry Adoption Tracing 
Social Workers (2.0 FTE positions) based in Sydney, Melbourne 
and Adelaide. All staff have many years’ experience working in the 
post adoption sector and have strong connections with overseas 
searching partners, specifically in South Korea, Ethiopia, Vietnam, 
Thailand, China, Taiwan and Sri Lanka.

BUDGET
Funding for ICATRS in 2017-18 totalled $435,000, made up of:
• 60% - salaries and on-costs
• 20% - service related costs (travel, IT, communications, office rent)
• 10% - overseas searching costs
• 10% - ISS Australia management fee

CONTACT
Please contact Damon Martin
02 9267 0300
damon.martin@ica.iss.org.au

“This is the only service I know of this kind…  
We need advocates like ISS to help people who are 
born overseas and adopted into Australia.”



 

“I believe all adoptees have the right to find out  
what they can about their origins and roots.  

The fact that ISS support this belief is fantastic.”

ww.iss.org.au
ica@iss.org.au


