Relative Adoption

Introduction

What is Adoption?

Adoption is the permanent, legal transfer of parental rights and responsibilities from a child’s birth parents to the adoptive parents.  Adoption involves a life-long commitment to provide a child with a loving and stable home.  Adoption gives the adopting relative all the authority and responsibility of a parent so that the relative can care for the child without the supervision of the court or social services.  

Adopting Through the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS)

Adopting a child from the child welfare system has unique aspects that require adoptive applicants with special characteristics. These don’t have to do with income, age, marital status or any other type of cut and dried requirement. A checklist does not measure the qualities that children need in a parent; these qualities show up in the everyday actions and words of committed and caring people. 

Most of the children adopted through DCFS have suffered some form of abuse or neglect. In addition, they have had the difficult task of adjusting to new families, neighborhoods and schools while in foster care.  Sometimes they have had to leave the place they called home at a moment’s notice.  These experiences would be challenging enough for an adult; imagine how they feel to a child.

Children in the public child welfare system need caregivers that are patient and loving. They deserve people in their lives who will do whatever it takes to provide the nurturing, secure and stable environment all children desire to develop their full potential. Commitment to the relationship is essential, even when the child does not conform to the parents’ fantasy.

Adopting a court dependent child also means developing patience with a complex bureaucratic system.  The Los Angeles County DCFS is the largest public child welfare agency in the country and it must follow federal and state government regulations as well as orders from the juvenile court. Sometimes the wheels of public child welfare appear to grind very slowly, but there is a lot at stake.

What are the Benefits of Adoption?
Adoption benefits both the adoptive parent and the child.  The child is more secure knowing he or she has a “forever” family.  As an adoptive parent, you can make all of the parenting decisions where a foster parent or relative guardian cannot.  This allows you to live anywhere, travel anywhere and make all religious, medical and educational choices for your child, the court and foster care licensing are no longer involved in these decisions.  

A permanent family and a stable home are vital to a child’s development.  In a permanent home, a child receives love, protection, stability and something we all need in our lives: a sense of belonging.  

Are there Unique Issues in Relative Adoptions?
For relatives, adoption is often an emotionally difficult decision.  The child’s need for a permanent home may conflict with the loyalties that the family members have for one another.  The relatives, parents, and social services must take into account many things when making this plan:

· The needs and wishes of the child.

· The wishes of the relatives.

· The wishes of the parents.

· The recommendation of social services.

· The requirements of the law.  
Are there Unique Benefits in Relative Adoptions?
When adopted by relatives, the child can continue important family relationships.  The concept of family brings with it a sense of belonging, caring, and duty toward family members--a sense that propels individuals to step forward and take responsibility for raising a child when the child’s parents are unable to do so.  Relative adoptions benefits the child by:

· Maintains the child with relatives and within the extended family
· Enables children to live with persons whom they know and trust

· Reduces the trauma children may experience when they are placed with persons who are initially unknown to them

· Reinforces children’s sense of identity and self esteem, which flows from knowing their family history and culture

· Facilitates children’s connections to their siblings

· Strengthens the ability of families to give children the support they need
Relative adoption preserves the continuity of care, relationship, and environment that are essential to a child’s overall well being.  A child’s psychological and emotional stability are more easily maintained when he or she remains in the family system.  Children adopted by relatives are better able to avoid the multiple emotional problems associated with nonrelative placements such as separation anxiety, adjustment reactions, attachment disorders, or conduct disorders.  

Children are often more receptive to learning new behaviors from familiar family and friends then from non-related role models.  Their attachment to and identification with the family and its role models expedites the learning process.  Children placed with relatives are often better able to address unresolved family issues and traumas.  Families become part of the children’s natural healing systems.  Children placed with relatives tend to move less from family to family within the foster care system.  

Being removed from their parents predisposes children to feelings of abandonment and rejection.  These feelings are minimized for children who are placed with family members.  The child’s involvement with and memories of the parent are more likely to be reinforced than in a nonrelative placement.  The reference may be as simple as: “You look like your dad”.  Children’s legacies (behavior, values, and traditions) are more easily reinforced in relative placements than in nonrelative placements.  

Who Can Adopt?

Real life is full of ups and downs. DCFS is not looking for perfection, just caring and loving relatives who want to adopt. 

Except for certain criminal convictions, such as sexual crimes against children, there are few circumstances that automatically disqualify a relative from adoption. The following may help dispel some common myths about who can adopt:

· You do not have to be married to adopt. Relatives may be single, married, partnered, divorced, widowed or legally separated.  In fact, two unmarried relatives, such as an aunt and grandmother, may adopt jointly.

· Home ownership is not necessary.

· There are no set income requirements --relatives need to show they can meet their family’s basic needs.

Age is generally not a barrier. There is no maximum age limit as long as you are able to meet the child’s developing needs and have plans for the child’s care in the event of your illness or death. You must also be at least 18-years old or more and at least 10 years older than the prospective adoptive child, although this requirement may be waived if you are adopting a relative. 

DCFS does not discriminate against adoptive relatives based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, political affiliation, handicap, age, marital status or sexual orientation.

Is DCFS the Agency for You?

Adoptive relatives are one of our most valued resources at DCFS. Throughout the adoption process, care is taken to strengthen and prepare you for adoption.

As a relative, chances are that you have been providing care for the child you want to adopt since he or she became a court dependent. You are familiar with the demands of parenting a child involved in the dependency system and are ready to provide a permanent home if family reunification services with the birth parents fail. 

If you are applying to adopt a child that is not already in your home, you will have to go through a certification process to have the child live with prior to adoption.  In addition to interviews, the certification process includes criminal and child abuse clearances, employment verification, letters of reference, marriage/divorce documentation when relevant, and medical documentation.  More information on the certification process can be found in a later chapter.  

It is extremely important to understand that adoption through DCFS requires involvement with the dependency court and adherence to public child welfare regulations. 
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