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Abstract 

Cambodia has been a country faced with many hardships and corruption after the Khmer 

Rouge. In a country full of poverty, international adoption had been a way to aid Cambodia's 

children and provide a better life for them. In the past two decades, children undergoing adoption 

have been found to be exploited by humanitarians trying to make a profit. So, the question to ask 

is to what extent do international adoptions follow ethical guidelines in Cambodia? 

In order to research this question, a variety of sources were used. Research had to be done 

from an international level to a personal or local level. Sources include pamphlets and brochures 

for prospective parents, books, websites, official government documents, journals and blogs, 

newspaper and articles, and a few interviews. The interviews were of two adopted children from 

an ethical adoption and the other from an unethical adoption as well as a mother who went 

through an adoption in Cambodia. These interviews augmented the paper because the different 

viewpoints could be explored and studied to better understand. 

By the end, it was safe to say international adoptions are unethical in Cambodia. They 

are, however, moving toward becoming more ethical and moral. The corruption is still apparent 

in Cambodia, but to an increased extent, the wrongs are being fixed. Cambodia will still have 

some flaws to fix in the future, but the international adoption laws will soon become more ethical 

and moral to an extent to better the lives for the children. 

Word Count: 247 
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Introduction 

International adoptions have long been publicized in the media in the United States. 

There is a large amount of information regarding adoptions as seen through celebrities and other 

humanitarian groups. International adoptions have generally been seen as positive, but the true 

stories behind some adoptions in countries haven't been as frequent in the news. Lauryn Galindo, 

a so-called humanitarian, was caught trafficking children in Cambodia while making a profit. 

This was quite a surprising story at the time. International adoptions haven't been seen as 

negative in very many countries, including the United States and Cambodia. So it begs the 

question, to what extent do international adoptions follow ethical guidelines in Cambodia? 

There hasn't been too much looked into on the very corrupt side of international 

adoptions. It is true to say international adoptions were good for the economy in Cambodia. The 

prospective parents brought money and helped to boost Cambodia's flat lining economy. 

However, the adoption market got out of control and so there was human consequence. Child 

trafficking grew as concern for the welfare of the children and people of Cambodia grows more 

worrisome. The effect on children and their future lives can be very traumatic when international 

adoptions are conducted illegally. 

Definition ofinternational Adoption 

In Cambodia, there are two different ways to be adopted: national or international 

adoption. National adoption is where "a person or couple living in the country adopts a child 

from the same country." 1Though in the United States, the main focus is on international 

adoption. Intercountry or international adoption can be defined in many ways. A simple 

definition of intercountry adoption is when someone "adopts a child from a different country 
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than his or her own through permanent legal means; and brings that child to his or her home 

country to live with him or her permanently."2 The key words are "adopt" and "legal." There is 

quite a discrepancy between "adopt" and "kidnap." To kidnap is to "steal or abduct by force or 

fraud" whereas to adopt is "to take into one's own family by legal processes and to raise as one's 

own child."3 Once again, the key word "legal" is mentioned. It is defined as "of or pertaining to 

the law."4 Intercountry adoptions must follow legal guidelines and regulations both in the 

country in which the child is being adopted from and in the country where the adoptive parents 

reside. 

Ethical vs. Unethical 

Many intercountry adoptions go through certain processes, which are monitored by the 

laws of the two countries. However, it is important to note legal intercountry adoptions are 

ethical while illegal adoptions or adoptions which do not follow the laws and regulations are 

unethical. Ethical is defined as "conforming to the standards of conduct of a given profession or 

group" while unethical is defined as "not conforming to the standards of conduct of a given 

profession or group, lacking morals."5 An example of unethical would be child trafficking. 

Trafficking is "illegal trading or dealings"6 and do not follow the laws and regulations, which in 

this case, would pertain to the illegal trading of children. Simply put, ethical intercountry 

adoptions are regulated and follow all international guidelines put forth, whereas unethical 

intercountry adoptions break at least one regulation and at least one person knows a law is not 

being abided. Yet, it is difficult, at times, to really know when an intercountry adoption is ethical 

or not, especially in Cambodia. At this time, Cambodia is not allowing international adoptions 

due to some unethical proceedings in the past. Though, the only one who knew the adoptions 

were unethical was the company or "foundation" in charge of the adoptions. In this case, where 
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the adoptive parents have no knowledge of the illegal proceedings, the adoption is still unethical, 

but not all parties involved are doing wrong. 7 The potential adoptive parents did not know of the 

unethical dealings, which could be considered trafficking, and are not fully held accountable if at 

all for the unethical events. An intercountry adoption can only be considered ethical when all 

regulations and guidelines are followed by all parties involved in the adoption process. 

Otherwise, when at least one part does not abide by the rules, the adoption is unethical. 

The Hague Convention of Intercountry Adoption 

The number of laws which must be regarded is large from both the country of the 

adoptive parents and Cambodia, but there is also law reigning supreme at an international level. 

This higher law is the Hague Convention of Intercountry Adoption. The convention ended on 

May 29, 1993 in the Hague, Netherlands.8 International standards of practices or rules were 

established for intercountry adoptions. This convention dealt with adoptions between the United 

States and the other countless countries which are part of the Convention. The main focus was to 

create regulations to prevent any abduction or trafficking of children.9 It is an international 

agreement to prevent any unethical intercountry adoptions. 

The Hague Adoption Convention also establishes the standards that should be practiced 

at an international level. 10 So, "states must: consider national solutions first or implement the 

principle of subsidiary; ensure the child is adoptable; preserve information about the child and 

parents; evaluate the prospective adoptive parents thoroughly; match the child with a suitable 

family; and impose additional safeguards where needed."11 Safeguards will be established to 

prevent any harm that may or may not come close to the child by preventing the exploitation of 

birth families, make sure the children who are adopted do not already have an able family, 



7 

prevent corruption or financial gain, and monitor the parties involved. 12 These are all established 

to make sure children are no longer harmed in any way shape or form while being adopted. 

Again, the goal is to really just make sure children are safe. Accredited adoption agencies must 

disclose all fees and quoted expenses associated with the adoption before anything can take place 

when adoption from a country that is a part of the Convention occurs. 13 This is so no money 

laundering occurs and the process and money paid is handled ethically and correctly. 

The Hague Convention regulates companies and orphanages, while also continuously 

checking to ensure they are abiding by the guidelines and expectations set by the Hague 

Convention. It makes sure laws are being followed federally, nationally, and internationally. The 

Hague Convention regulates forms such as I-800-A or I-600 and categories IH-3 and IH-4, so 

they are legally handled. The process takes a much longer time, but it secures the idea of the 

adoption process being safer for the children and more legal. 14 This convention forces the 

country of adoption to certify and validate the children to be true orphans. Prospective parents 

are given a minimum of two weeks to prepare and review their child and the whole adoption 

procedure before completing the course to adopt a child. 15 

By the end of 2006, Cambodia was able to join the Hague Convention on Intercountry 

Adoption. 16 In order to further improvement, UNICEF and the Cambodian government have 

tried to establish new placement homes for the children like foster care or with relatives or 

monks. 17 Although Cambodia has ratified the Hague Convention, other countries will not 

recognize adoptions in Cambodia until all laws are reformed and the adoptions are considered 

mostly ethical and completely legal. 18 
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Other Guidelines and Regulations 

There are a number of guidelines and regulations which can be found concerning 

intercountry adoption. The reason for this is because of international laws like the Hague 

Convention of Intercountry Adoption, laws in Cambodia, and laws in the country from which the 

prospective parents are must all be complied. Cambodia and other countries like Romania and 

Guatemala have gained a reputation as being notorious "hot spots"19 or countries with relaxed 

regulations and prominent corruption where children might be sold into adoption. An adoption 

could take place in as little as three or four months whereas normal adoptions take anywhere 

from half a year to more than two years.20 However, new reforms have now had to come into 

place. 

In Cambodia, the national adoptions laws are monitored by the 1989 Law on Marriage 

and Family. It is subject to the court's decision whether or not adoptions can take place within 

the country, regardless of the nationality of the adoptive parents and the adopted children.21 

However, it is interesting to note, at this time, the fact intercountry adoption is illegal in 

Cambodia. As of2007, Cambodia has decided to ban adoptions from its countries as a result of 

child trafficking scandals, not all countries recognizing the adoptions, and the numerous protests 

to the ratification of the Hague Convention.22 Presently, Cambodia has been working to reform 

its laws in order to ratify the Convention by working with the "Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Ministry of Justice, and Ministry of Social Affairs. "23 One law reformed was sub-Decree 29. 

Some of the reforms are: "adopters must be a married couple between a man and woman; they 

must be at least 30 years of age; they must be between 22 to 45 years older than the child; they 

must not have more than one child already in their care; and they cannot adopt more than one 

child from Cambodia with the exception of siblings."24 By doing this, the cost of adoptions will 
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dramatically increase as well as the time it takes to adopt a child. Doing so could also potentially 

reduce the number of Cambodian adoptions possible and prevent children from finding new and 

better homes. Cambodia passed the Law on Intercountry Adoption on December 3, 2009.25 This 

law prohibits "profit making in adoption, provides harsher penalties for lawbreakers, and also 

requires adoptions to only be handled by authorized and trained officials. "26 Many countries are 

monitoring the process of the reform of Cambodia's laws before they decide to recognize the 

adoptions again. So until Cambodia's government feels as though all laws are reformed and 

adhere to the Hague Convention, intercountry adoptions will not continue in Cambodia.27 

Though the Cambodian laws are new and trying to be reformed, the national laws of the 

country ofthe parents adopting must not be forgotten. An example of a country with national 

laws is the United States. At the beginning of the century, the United States chose to enact the 

Intercountry Adoption Act of2000.28 With this act, children are allowed automatic citizenship 

once they have been legally adopted by United States citizens. It aids in bringing adopted 

children to be full-fledged citizens?9 The main goal of these laws are to ensure the prospective 

parents are trustworthy and able enough to be adoptive parents and make the transition of 

children becoming citizens as smooth as possible. 

Programs have also been made. They are meant to improve various areas of the 

international adoption process. This includes improvement of the "national registry of adopted 

and adoptable Cambodian children,"30 which should only show ethically adoptable children. 

Also, by implementing the Adjudicate Orphan Status First Pilot Program, it is likely to 

succeed in preventing parents and children from falling victim to the black-market trade of 

kidnapped children. 31 There is the "UN Declaration Relating to the Welfare of Children 

emphasizing the preference for children being raised by family members, rather than by adoptive 
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families."32 The aim of all these laws is to merely provide a better life for the adopted children 

and if it means keeping family together, the family is going to be kept together.33 

Chart 1. This shows overall, the different levels of regulations and their descriptions in 

the United States and Cambodia. 

Level 

State (United States) 

National (United States) 

Description 

Individual states have their laws and regulations 

concerning whether or not potential adoptees 

are suitable. Also, the prospective parents must 

follow guidelines to make sure their child is a 

citizen and might require the need of a lawyer. 

Paperwork must also be sent into the state to 

make sure the adoption is legalized in the 

United States.34 

The USA has the goal of making the transition 

for the child in becoming a citizen as smooth as 

possible and to ensure that the prospective 

parents have been cleared to be parents. The 

adopted child must obtain a Visa upon entering 

the country and then the parents must make sure 

it is legalized in the country too.35 



National (Cambodia) 

International 
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Cambodia also has to make sure the prospective 

parents are suitable, but its customs are 

different from the United States. For instance, 

marriage and age is considered when deciding 

whether or not the parents are suitable. 

Cambodia also has the job of ensuring its side 

of the adoption process was completely ethical 

and legal and involved no kidnapping or child 

trafficking. 36 

In place are the Hague Convention on 

International Adoption and the UN Declaration 

Relating to the Welfare of Children. Both 

regulate the adoptions to make sure they are 

legal and follow all required steps. The main 

goal is to ensure children were not harmed, 

sold, or kidnapped in the process of adoption 

and that the adoptees are suitable as required by 

the national laws ofboth countries.37 



12 

Example ofEthical Adoption 

In Cambodia, there have been adoptions which were legal. An example of this occurred 

with a child name Tilly McKeon. The United States Immigration and Naturalization Service and 

State Department of Idaho were involved in his adoption. These two sources worked to ensure 

every part of the adoption was legal and essentially, ethical. The senate ratified the treaty of the 

Hague Convention and later Congress passed legislation to implement the treaty. Although the 

government was working with Tilly's adoptive family, the family still had to wait two years 

before anything happened and Tilly was able to go to his new home in Idaho. After much hard 

work and determination, Tilly was finally legally and ethically adopted as no laws were broken 

and it was all done according to law. Those involved included "parents, friends, the US Senate, 

House of Representatives, Department of State, INS, and embassies in Cambodia."38 

Other adoptions have been legal too. "As long as the right paperwork is done and the 

right people work with you, it can be done," an anonymous source confirmed.39 This source's 

experience gave some light onto the ethical situations where all the laws were followed. She 

details how the adoption process is long and if any adoption takes less than a year in Cambodia, 

then something is wrong. "Getting a visa is not always an easy thing to do, but you just have to 

wait," the anonymous source continued. "When you do everything right and at the end of the 

long and hard-and I mean difficult-wait and you get to hold your child for real and know he's 

yours, that's when you know it's worth it and you did it right."40 In this source's case, she waited 

two years before she finally could bring her son comfortably home. 

It's also interesting to consider how adopted children of ethical adoptions feel as 

compared to children of an unethical adoption. One source who was adopted when she was nine 
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was adopted legally, which has been confirmed. She claims that she feels happy and is content 

with her life. She believes it would have been nice to know her birth parents, but she's extremely 

grateful to have the parents she has now. She was adopted from a "run-down depressing" 

orphanage. It was "dirty and full of crying children sick of disease and no love from a morn." 

She feels no anger.41 A child of an unethical adoption was a stark difference. He was adopted 

when he was also nine. However as it turns out, he had been stolen from his birth parents. "I was 

happy with my parents, but after finding out the truth, I became angry." He also claims he now 

feels remorse and guilt for living such a life with his family now after basically deserting his 

"true" family. He's had some issues and has been depressed. (See Appendix) The impact on the 

children is large. Illegal and legal adoptions are truly different and can harm a child mentally and 

possibly even physically.42 

Example of Unethical Adoption 

Many adoptions have occurred in Cambodia. However, there have been a number of illegal 

and unethical adoptions. An example of one of the most well-known corrupt organizers is 

Lauryn Galindo. She, along with her sister Lynn Devin, worked out a scheme in which they 

profited off of prospective parents and so called orphans in Cambodia. Lauryn Galindo handled 

more than half of the adoptions. As a public record shows, Galindo was charged with conspiracy, 

money laundering, visa fraud, and being a "baby-seeker."43 A baby-seeker is defined as "a 

person who pays for children and babies for sale."44 Galindo is credited with persuading families 

to give up children to her humanitarian organization while continuously bribing parents to adopt. 

In some cases, "investigators believe some of the mothers were so desperate for cash, they sold 

their children."45 An example of this victimization was seen with a local couple. Many years 

after two girls were unethically adopted, their biological mother revealed she had been forced to 
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give them away, implying Galindo had found some way or bribed the biological mother to 

relinquish her children. 46 Propaganda showing children in American homes enticed families to 

offer their children for adoption. Mothers were enticed by the money they would receive for their 

children.47 In some cases, teams would approach HIV positive mothers and claim to be medical 

staff, there to test children for AIDS. While mothers would believe their children would be 

returned, the truth was their children were being snatched away from them. Though, Galindo 

made it seem as though the mothers willingly gave their children away to prospective parents.48 

Another one of Galindo's crimes was to falsify the background history of each child. As it 

turns out, some orphans were not orphans at all. Such was the case for Judith Moseley. She 

adopted a child through Galindo's sister's organization, only to later find her child to have a 

living biological mother.49 "From 1997 to 2001, Galindo facilitated 800 adoptions for American 

families -- more than half of all Cambodian adoptions. No one knows how many of those 

orphans were in fact real orphans."50 Although Galindo insisted it was the government's and her 

staff's responsibility to ensure the children were legally abandoned, she admits to not always 

checking to make sure the history of each child was verified. 51 Some parents found that their 

child's background concerning birth parents was unclear. 52 During this time frame, a United 

States Embassy in Phnom Penh reported suspicious orphan visa applications that looked quite a 

bit alike, which had both refutable details and details that cold not be corroborated. As an 

example, some babies were reported to be "abandoned", where in fact, upon investigation, 

villagers revealed to not know of any so-called "abandoned baby.53 

Galindo also asked for donation fees from adoptive parents, which she claimed went to the 

orphanages, but actually went to Galindo's personal bank account in Phnom Penh. 54 Her 

donation amount was usually a minimum of about $3500.55 Though her donation fee was so 
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high, investigators found the orphanages to be in deplorable conditions, which lead them to 

wonder where the money went. The children stayed in unsanitary wash houses as they waited to 

be placed with a family.56 The United States government estimated Galindo to have earned $2.8 

million in donations.57 It was also estimated Galindo and Devlin charged anywhere from $10,500 

to $11 ,500 for each adoption. 58 As it turned out, Galindo had used money to buy luxury items 

such as property in Hawaii and had even paid for the child of a government official to go to 

college in America. 59 This signifies that other people like government officials were involved in 

these illegal cases. Also, "according to a US court document, American adoption facilitator 

Lauryn Galindo and her accomplices were responsible for payments of up to $3500 to 

Cambodian ministry clerks, employees or officials for each adoption which she facilitated" and 

so the adoption processes would continue. There is reason to believe the money was a bribe as 

Cambodian law did not have fees on adoption at the time.60 

Although Galindo may have started out with good intentions, it quickly took a turn for the 

worst as she turned to baby-buying, visa frauds, and money laundering to turn a profit. She was 

the first to set up adoptions for the United States. Richard Cross, the lead investigator 

prosecuting Galindo estimated 800 of the adoptions to be fraudulent. 61 Many who used Galindo's 

help admit to constantly being whisked from place to place, never really bothering to ask 

questions.62 Now, Galindo and her sister Devlin face 20 years in prison and had to forfeit all their 

possessions, including a house in Hawaii and the money in six bank accounts in the United 

States, Singapore, Hong Kong and Cambodia. 63 

Lauryn Galindo's crimes may have been the largest and most discussed, but there have been 

other highly unethical cases. One other "humanitarian" conducted the adoption of more than 52 

children from Cambodia to the United States and was later charged with exporting and 
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trafficking Cambodian children. It was at the expense of Cambodian society and children. 64 

Another scandal occurred when "a girl adopted by a Belgian family was discovered to have a 

family back in Cambodia; was returned to her mother; was sold into adoption in Belgium a 

second time; and was once again returned. "65 This creates great trauma for children and is 

harmful. The United States has been "prompted to place a moratorium on adoptions from 

Cambodia on December 21, 2001" due to baby trafficking and kidnappings. 66 So although 

Galindo's crimes seem to have been the largest, the "smaller" crimes still are fairly unethical and 

do not pale in comparison. 

Of Phnom Penh Nutritional Centre's "1 07 remaining children, 57 are disabled and 35 are 

HIV -positive with no prospect of being accepted for adoption. The burden of feeding, clothing 

and caring for these children must now be faced without much of the income derived from 

adoptions."67 Although the adoptions were mostly illegal in Cambodia, they also brought in 

money and with the moratorium placed on the country, money from the adoptions has lessened 

and the children are once again suffering.68 No money is spared for food or shelter or any 

medical care of any kind. Also, the number of orphans has increased drastically causing more 

suffering. Adoptions aided in bringing money into Cambodia's economy as well as a 

orphanages. Without it, Cambodia and all its children are once again hurting. At the moment, it 

seems as though I, as a student, cannot do much to aid the Cambodians. However as the world is 

changing an technology is spreading, I feel as though I can begin to become more aware and 

informs others of the issues. 
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Conclusion 

Although Cambodia has been working to create more ethical and moral laws, 

international adoptions are still for the most part unethical at this point. Cambodia is heading to a 

point in which its procedures for international adoptions are more ethical. Humanitarians like 

Lauryn Galindo and government officials did not follow ethical guidelines in the past. Now, 

organizations are attempting to correct these errors and ensure no unethical adoptions can take 

place by revising laws and consulting the Hague Convention. 

Cambodia's future with international adoptions is still up in the air. If room had been 

permitted, the extent of the effects of international adoptions on the economy in Cambodia could 

have been studied more. The economy was affected by the removal of prospective parents and in 

turn, children suffered as money was lost for paying for renovations and orphanages. Also, a 

study of future laws and how ethical they may be is something to study. New laws and 

regulations are being drafted. However, is it moral to only allow married heterosexual couples 

adopt while there are other competent couples who do not fit these specific qualifications? 

Cambodia is heading toward a more moral and ethical government for better adoptions and an 

overall better government, but Cambodia's future is still debatable. 
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Appendix 

Reflection of Interviews- August 2012 

After the three interviews with the prospective mother, the satisfied adopted young 

woman, and the remorseful young man, I realized how adoptions could be both harmful and 

satisfying. I view any adoption as a pretty decent thing whether it is a national or international 

adoption as I am also an adopted child. I have the same sentiments as the young woman who is 

happily living her life in California. However, I had not realized the extent of the detrimental 

effects of an international adoption on a person. The young man was hesitant to share his story. I 

do not mind sharing to the world that I am adopted, but he was so resistant to even saying he 

was. I was very surprised. He hated how he had been separated from his so-called "true parents" 

and regrets every day he is not with him. I at first did not understand how connected he could 

possibly be to his birth parents. He revealed how he had believed his parents had given him up 

for adoption and how he had come to terms with it. Finding out the truth cut him like knife. He 

claims he was happy with his adoptive parents, but is now remorseful for leaving his birth 

parents. This young man had lived with his birth parents for nine years. They had raised him and 

provided a quaint life for him, only for him to be taken away without their knowledge. I finally 

realized how he could have such a connection. Though they are now miles and an ocean apart, 

the bond will always be there. His birth parents had been there for almost his first decade of life. 

How could he forget? Unethical international adoptions can really tarnish a child's mind and 

feelings. To learn the truth after many years of a lie :from people considered to be parents can 

really hurt. The world's children can be very hurt and their futures can be affected as the truth 

may change people and who they consider themselves to be. 
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Consequences of the people need to be thought of before making decisions in countries 

and in the world. Sure the Hague Treaty will help make adoptions more ethical, but I also feel it 

will drag out the process more. Prospective parents might have to wait years before being able to 

adopt a child. Few visits may also be required. I feel as though this hurts the children as well as 

the prospective parents. For children to see their parents every few months and for prospective 

parents to only have the opportunity to see their child for a few days is very difficult. I think it 

would harm the relationship between the child and the parents as the bonding would be weak. I 

know it took me some time to really bond with my parents and come to accept them as family. I 

understand the process needs to be ethical, but I also believe the consequences of long national 

and international adoptions need to be considered to. 

In the future, I want to commit some of my time to helping other countries like Cambodia 

with adoptions. I want to help out in orphanages and spread the word. Although it would be nice 

to help make the laws to govern international adoptions, I know I have to be realistic and start by 

just spreading the word around the world. I know blogs have been started about different 

adoptions in various countries. I want to contribute to these and inform others in my community 

to know about the world. These, I have found, really do make a difference because it can be 

shared around the world to the people who are paying attention. The global community has the 

opportunity to come together and gain knowledge while sharing stories and trying to make some 

kind of difference. 
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