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ADOPTEE RIGHTS UK
\ CAMPRIGN

Adoptee Rights UK
A campaign born from adoptees who learned that
their part in their own adoption, their voice, and
their rights are systemically ignored.

Adoptee Rights
Adoptee Rights are about ensuring that people, |
who as children had their legal identity
permanently altered by the State, are fully
recognised as rights-bearing adults .

Adoptee Rights are not about erasing families,
rewriting history, or arguing against the value of
the existence of adoption.

This Campaign Supporting Document
This document is about examining law, policy, and
state responsibility
Q. >
This document does not seek to replace children’s , Y
rights with adoptee rights, nor to underminel Yl
safeguarding, care reform, or support services. . 1
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INTRODUCTION
Jurisdictional Scope and Application

This document examines adoptee rights as a UK-wide human
rights issue.

Adoption law, record-keeping practices, and legal identity
alteration operate across England, Scotland, Wales, and
Northern Ireland, with variations in procedure and devolved
competence. However, the core features examined in this
document — permanent legal identity change imposed in
childhood, the absence of adult review or remedy, lack of a
duty to inform, and exclusion from standing — are present
across all UK jurisdictions.

Human rights protections under the Human Rights Act 1998
apply across the UK, including Wales and Northern Ireland.
Equality protections apply through the Equality Act 2010 in
Great Britain and through equivalent anti-discrimination
legislation in Northern Ireland.

Where specific policy frameworks or reforms differ between
nations, this document focuses on the shared structural gap
that persists across jurisdictions: lifelong legal consequences
imposed in childhood without corresponding adult rights,
remedies, or recognition.
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WAIT..... What's Human Rights?

What are human rights, and why do they exist?

After the Second World War, the world came together to form the United Nations to prevent the kinds of
abuses that had happened when states held unchecked power over people’s lives. Human rights were
created as a shared global agreement that every person has basic rights simply because they are human —
regardless of age, background, disability, family status, or involvement with the state. These rights include
dignity, identity, family life, healthcare, education, and access to justice. They are meant to protect people
especially when governments make decisions about them.

How are human rights used in the UK today?

The UK signed up to international human rights standards and brought them into domestic
law over time. Today, human rights protections sit alongside laws like the Equality Act 2010,
which is meant to protect people from discrimination based on characteristics such as
disability, sex, race, age, and other protected grounds. Together, these frameworks are
supposed to ensure that public bodies — including courts, councils, the NHS, schools, and
government departments — act fairly, proportionately, and without discrimination when
exercising power.

How do human rights affect everyday life?

Human rights shape whether people can access healthcare through the NHS, receive
appropriate mental health or disability support, get fair treatment in education, challenge
decisions in court, or seek justice and remedy when harm occurs. They affect whether
records are accessible, whether

decisions can be questioned, and whether people are treated as full
rights-holders throughout their lives. When human rights are properly

respected, people can participate in society on equal terms. When vou cn“
they are limited, misunderstood, or not restored after state

intervention, the impact is felt not just legally — but in health, work, FEEI. vnun

- HUMAN
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Human rights were created after
states failed — not before.

After the devastation of the Second World War, countries came together to
prevent the kinds of state abuses, mass displacement, family separation,
and loss of identity that had occurred across Europe and beyond. In 1945,
51 countries sat together to form the United Nations, agreeing that peace
required shared rules about how states treat people.

The founding countries included nations from Europe, the Americas, the
Middle East, Asia, Africa, and the Commonwealth — among them the United
Kingdom, United States, France, China, Soviet Union, Canada, Australia,
India, Brazil, Mexico, Egypt, South Africa, New Zealand, and many others.
Despite political differences, they shared a common conclusion: unchecked
state power had caused catastrophic harm.

This cooperation led first to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), and later to treaties recognising that some groups needed specific
protection — including children. The UNCRC did not appear in isolation; it
emerged from this post-war consensus that identity, family life, dignity, and

protection from state harm must be safeguarded in law. e e

Many people lived under state power

Signing a treaty is not the same as making S s here MOt represented
rights enforceable.

Why incorporation matters

Some countries choose not to fully incorporate international human rights
into domestic law. This can be for constitutional reasons, concerns about
national sovereignty, or reluctance to give courts stronger powers to review

government decisions. In these systems, human rights may be recognised in SR i 0GR
principle, but they depend on policy, discretion, or political will rather than e

clear legal duties.

51 countries sat together to form the

. . .. United Nations, agreeing that peace
When rights are not incorporated, people often have limited routes to required shared rules about how

challenge state action or seek remedy when harm occurs. This matters most states treat people.
where the state has exercised long-term power over a person’s life — through
courts, care systems, or legal status changes — because the effects do not end
when the intervention ends. Incorporation determines whether rights are real
in practice, or only acknowledged in theory.
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CHILDRENS RIGHTS | UNCRG

What is the UNCRC and why was it created?

The United Nations Convention on the Rights <7 the Child was created in 1989 after growing
global recognition that children need specific legal protections — not just as dependants, but as
people with their own rights. It sets out clear principles: children have the right to identity, family
life, health, education, protection from harm, and to be heard in decisions that affect them.
Crucially, it recognises that decisions made in childhood can affect a person for their entire life.

The UK and children’s rights — signed, but not fully in law

The UK signed and ratified the UNCRC, meaning it agreed to follow it in principle.
However, unlike some countries, the UK did not fully incorporate the Convention
into domestic law. This means children’s rights are recognised in policy and
guidance, but they cannot always be directly enforced in court. As a result,
children’s rights in the UK have often depended on political will rather than clear
legal guarantees.

Scotland and incorporation — progress, with limits

Because children’s services are largely devolved, Scotland took
steps to incorporate the UNCRC into Scots law. This marked a
significant shift: public bodies must now actively consider children’s
rights when making decisions. However, the process was
constrained by constitutional limits. Following a ruling by the UK
Supreme Court, parts of Scotland’s legislation had to be amended
to avoid placing duties on UK-wide institutions that sit outside

devolved powers. The result is real progress for children — but GHII_DHE“
within boundaries set by reserved law.
NEED
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CHILDRENS RIGHTS | UNCRG

What this change achieved — and what it didn’t

UNCRC incorporation has strengthened protections for children while they are children. It has
improved how decisions are made in care, education, health, and justice systems. But the
framework largely stops at childhood. It does not address what happens when a child grows up
under permanent legal decisions — such as adoption — that continue to affect identity, family ties,
records, healthcare access, and legal standing in adulthood.

State Intervention in Children’s Lives: A Repeated Pattern

he use of state power to remove, relocate, and legally redefine children is not new. Long before modern
adoption systems, governments used child separation as a tool of policy — through child migration
programmes, forced adoptions, institutionalisation, and welfare interventions that permanently altered
children’s identities and family ties.

Across the UK and Commonwealth, children were sent overseas under state-approved
migration schemes. Others were removed from families deemed “immoral”, “unfit”, or
“undesirable”, with records altered or lost, and family connections deliberately obscured.
These programmes were later acknowledged as harmful, leading to public inquiries and state
apologies.

What these histories show is not just poor practice, but a recurring failure: the
assumption that once a child is removed and re-placed, the state’s responsibility ends.

Children’s rights frameworks, including the UNCRC, were created in
response to these kinds of abuses. They strengthened protections while
children are under state care. But they did not resolve what happens

when the legal consequences of state intervention follow a person into GHILDHE“
adulthood — unchanged, unquestioned, and without remedy.
Adoption sits within this history. It is not an exception to it. “EED

RIGHTS
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The UNCRG was created when states
accepted that children needed
protection
from state systems themselves.

: J.ﬂl - "1 W1 B

When the UNCRC was agreed in 1989, 61 countries signed it straight away, ,\ r/j ﬁ,‘g\\\\‘ m\ | 11
showing early support for recognising children’s rights. Over time, more 1Hity
countries joined. Today, almost every country in the world — 196 in total — has
formally agreed to the Convention.

That makes the UNCRC the most widely accepted human rights treaty ever
created. In simple terms, governments around the world agreed that children
need specific legal protections — not just goodwill.

But agreement is not the same as action.

Signing or ratifying a treaty does not automatically make children’s rights
enforceable in national law. How those rights work in practice depends on
whether — and how — each country chooses to apply them.

Signing a treaty is not the same as v |
making rights enforceable.

M Signed the UNCRC B Not Signed the UNCRC 2 Not in the UN

Almost every country agreed children
have rights — far fewer made those
rights enforceable in law.

Why agreeing to the UNCRC doesn’t always change the law

Although almost every country has agreed to the UNCRC, not all countries
have fully built it into their own laws. In many places, children’s rights are -

recognised in principle but are not directly enforceable in courts. Some ’
governments apply only parts of the Convention, some rely on guidance or L
policy rather than law, and others limit how and when children’s rights can be

used to challenge state decisions. w i
= L

This means children’s rights can look very different depending on where you
live. In some countries, public bodies must actively consider children’s rights
when making decisions. In others, those same rights exist on paper but offer
little protection in practice. The result is uneven protection — where children’s " “
rights depend not just on the Convention, but on whether a country has

chosen to fully incorporate it into domestic law.

Arpeniiza | FF

Almost every country agreed children have rights
— far fewer made those rights enforceable in law.
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0k, So What's Adoptee Rights?

Adoptee rights do not come from a single treaty or framework.

They arise at the intersection of multiple legal systems and state practices — including international human
rights law, children’s rights frameworks, domestic adoption law, court procedures, record-keeping systems,
and long-standing administrative policies. International instruments such as the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the Hague Conventions inform how states
understand protection, identity, and family life.

However, treaties alone do not determine how adoption operates in practice. The most significant impacts on
adoptees’ lives come from domestic law and state decision-making: how adoption orders are made, how
identity is legally altered, how records are created or concealed, and whether any legal responsibility remains
once childhood ends.

For the purpose of this document, Adoptee Rights are examined primarily through the lens of domestic law
and state practice. This is where lifelong legal consequences are imposed — and where the absence of adult
rights, remedies, and accountability is most clearly felt.

Adoption is a legal process — not a personal choice

Adoption is a formal legal process initiated by the state and applied for by prospective adopters. It is
approved by a court and permanently changes a child’s legal status. This includes transferring parental
responsibility, severing the child’s legal relationship with their original family, and creating a new legal
identity within another family. These decisions are made when a child is too young to understand what
adoption is, the lifelong implications, let alone consent to it. The child does not apply, cannot refuse, and has
no legal capacity to agree to the lifelong consequences of the order being made.

Adoption is therefore not something a person chooses — it is something done to them, in childhood, by
adults and state systems acting on their behalf. The effects of that decision do not end when childhood ends.

This is not a failure of children’s rights.
Children’s rights frameworks, including the UNCRC, have significantly

improved how the state treats children while they are children. The nnupTEEs
problem arises when permanent legal decisions made by the state do

not end when childhood ends — but the rights protections do. Kan
Adoption is one of the clearest examples of this mismatch.

AND FEEL \
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k. So What's Adoptee Rights?

What happens after children’s rights — and why Adoptee Rights exist

The UNCRC has driven real change in how children are protected while they are children. But when childhood
ends, those protections fall away — even though permanent legal decisions made by the state remain. Adoption
Is one of the clearest examples: a childhood intervention that permanently alters identity, family ties, records,
and legal status, with no equivalent adult rights framework once children’s protections no longer apply.

This unresolved gap is why adopted people continue to appear — often indirectly — in public inquiries and state
apologies, including processes such as the Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry (SCAI) and apologies for forced
adoption around the world. These processes acknowledge harm to children, but they do not restore rights,
autonomy, or legal standing to the adults who live with the consequences. That unresolved space — between
children’s rights and adult life — is where Adoptee Rights begin.

Why this leads to Adoptee Rights

Adoption is a childhood decision with lifelong legal consequences. While children’s rights
frameworks focus on protection during childhood, they do not provide mechanisms for adults to
revisit, challenge, or restore rights lost through adoption.

This creates a structural gap: children’s rights improve, but adopted people carry permanent legal
decisions into adulthood without equivalent adult rights, remedies, or review. The state’s legal
responsibility ends, but the consequences do not.

Adoptee rights exist to address this gap — where lifelong legal status, identity changes, and record
alterations imposed in childhood continue to shape a person’s life long after children’s
protections have fallen away.

his gap is not theoretical. It can be seen in law and practice across
countries.

The following page uses a global map to show what happens after

state intervention and legal severance — whether states retain any cH“-nnE“
responsibility to adoptees once childhood ends, or whether

adoption marks a complete legal exit by the state. “EED

RIGHTS

#AdopteeRightsUK 10 BE
. SAAM .

. o °




Adoption Is the only child welfare
decision that permanently aiters legal
identity

Human rights frameworks were created to limit state
power where it causes lasting harm.

The UNCRC recognises that decisions made in childhood can affect a person for life.
However, it does not regulate what happens once the state permanently alters a
child’s legal identity and then withdraws responsibility. This map shows where that
gap appears in practice — after children’s rights protections end, but the legal
consequences remain.

Human rights frameworks were created to limit
state power where it causes lasting harm.

This map does not measure “good” or “bad” adoption systems. It shows whether any legal
responsibility remains once the state has permanently altered a child’s legal identity
through adoption.

For the Netherlands, see
Adopterade i Sverige (AIS)

In some regiolns, asmall nug ®Red
SETLIE, State exits responsibility
@merging advocacy In these states, adoption permanently severs legal identity

and the state provides no ongoing autonomy, no route to
revoke or amend status, and no meaningful remedy in
adulthood.

Yellow
Limited recognition
Some post-adoption support or information access exists,
but adoptees have no enforceable rights to autonomy,

3 'todate Adoptee Rights in Ireland legal review, or restoration of identity.

see Danish Korean Rights Group
Integhational Korean Adoptee Associations

KoRoot
d organisations operate \ ‘F
Ihetworks due to political, "~

ts in countries of origin.

Grey
Not applicable
The state does not dispense identity through adoption lay
in the same way, so this framework does not apply.

‘ }' @ Blue

Full adoptee rights
Legal autonomy, identity restoration, and enforceable
adult rights exist after adoption.
No country currently meets this standard.

In some re§
primarily th
economic, o

For International Adoptee Rights see
InterCountry Adoptee Voices (ICAV) (global
intercountry adoptee rights advocacy)
Child Identity Protection (CHIP) (Geneva-based;
identity rights in family relations)

A

Adoptee-led rights organisations

(some working in coalition with mothers and families Adoptee-led Ol’ganlsatlons may operate
affected by forced separation) . J}atlonally, regionally, or through diaspora
networks.
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0k, So What's Adoptee Rights?

From this point, this document moves from explaining why adoptee rights exist to showing
how their absence operates in law and practice, using the UK as a case study.

“As if born to” — legal fiction and everyday reality

UK adoption law is built on the principle that an adopted person is treated “as if born to” their adoptive parents. This
legal fiction underpins how records are changed and how identity is presented to the outside world and in historic
records. In childhood, this is reinforced through the issue of short-form birth certificates, which list only the
adoptive parents and omit any indication that adoption has taken place. These documents are widely used in
everyday life — for school, GP registration, and other routine interactions — creating a legally recognised but
fictitious identity outside state-governed systems.

In adulthood, however, this same document cannot be used as full proof of identity in many legal or administrative
contexts. It does not function as a complete record of birth, and often requires explanation, additional paperwork, or
disclosure of adoption status. The result is a contradiction: an identity that is presented as complete and
unquestionable in childhood, but incomplete and insufficient in adulthood — leaving adoptees to navigate gaps,
questions, and disclosure they did not choose, and with no duty on the state to inform of the interventions and legal
change made.

Why this can have serious lifelong impact

For some people, adoption is discovered later in life — sometimes accidentally, through paperwork, medical
crises, or family breakdown. There is currently no universal legal duty to inform an adopted person that they
are adopted, no guaranteed right to be told what legal processes were carried out, and no obligation on
adoptive parents or agencies to ensure this information is known. When discovery comes late, the
consequences can be profound.

Without clear rights to information, explanation, or remedy, adoptees may struggle to access their own
records, understand their medical history, assert their legal identity, or challenge decisions made in
childhood that still affect them. Adoptee rights exist to address this gap: the absence of adult rights, duties
to inform, and mechanisms to revisit or correct lifelong legal decisions imposed without consent.

These outcomes are not accidental. They arise from deliberate nnﬂPTEEs
legal and administrative choices made by the state — including

how adoption is defined, how records are altered, and when KNOW

responsibility is deemed to end.
AND FEEL
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“Where Legal Responsibility Stops - But
consequences Don't”

What adoptees have shown — through evidence and lived experience
Through independent adoptee-led advisory work and collaboration, adoptees have examined surveys, academic research,
policy reviews, and — crucially — the words of adoptees themselves, shared through media, books, testimony, and lived
experience accounts. Across countries and decades, the same patterns emerge. In Australia, state apologies for forced
adoption acknowledged harm but did not restore rights or provide meaningful remedy for adoptees. In Tasmania,
adoptees have been explicitly excluded from redress schemes. In Scotland, adopted people were excluded from the
Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry, and subsequent apologies have been largely symbolic, focused on recognition rather than
rights, remedy, or legal change. These examples are not isolated — they reveal a consistent gap between acknowledgment
and accountability, where adoptees are recognised as affected, but not treated as rights-holders. It is this repeated

exclusion, across systems and countries, that makes clear why Adoptee Rights must be defined, named, and addressed
directly.

These outcomes are not accidental. They are repeatedly observed where adoption law permanently alters legal
identity

This campaign will gather further evidence and data in 2026 to strengthen and support these findings, ensuring
that adoptee rights are informed by lived experience, research, and measurable outcomes.

' tity, and the Absence Of
. tion Law - Permanence, |l|ell
R ndult Remedy

\ Where the System Fails — Rights Violations in Law and Practice

Adoption law in the UK creates a permanent legal status through
decisions made in childhood, without consent, and with no effective

mechanism for review or remedy in adulthood. While reforms to

children’s rights, care systems, and safeguarding have progressed, these nninEEs
changes have not extended to adopted adults. The result is a pattern of

structural failures that engage multiple human rights protections under K““W

domestic and international law.
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“[\doption Law After childhood Ends”

Reform is happening — but within legal boundaries

Across the UK, there has been increasing recognition that children’s rights must be strengthened. In Scotland,
this led to the Independent Care Review and The Promise, which set out a vision for care that is loving, rights-
respecting, and relationship-based. These reforms represent a major shift in how the state understands its
responsibilities to children — particularly those who experience care.

However, many of the legal foundations that shape adoption and lifelong legal status sit beyond these reforms.
Adoption law, identity status, and remedies in adulthood are not fully addressed by care reform frameworks
that focus primarily on childhood experiences and service delivery.

Devolution and the role of the Supreme Court

Scotland’s ability to legislate on children’s rights is shaped by constitutional limits. When
Scotland moved to incorporate the UNCRC, parts of that legislation were challenged and
amended following a ruling by the UK Supreme Court, which clarified the boundaries of devolved
competence. The Court found that Scotland could not place duties on UK-wide public bodies or
alter reserved matters.

As a result, Scotland can strengthen children’s rights within devolved areas — but cannot fully
address reserved aspects of adoption law, legal identity, or adult remedies. This creates a
structural situation where childhood protections advance, while lifelong legal consequences
remain fixed.

Independent Care Review and The Promise — progress with limits

The Independent Care Review and The Promise have driven meaningful cultural

and policy change in Scotland. They emphasise relationships, identity, and nninEE
lifelong impact, and they acknowledge the harm caused when systems

prioritise process over people.
However, The Promise is not a legal framework for adult rights. It does not RIEHTS

create enforceable remedies for adopted adults, reopen legal status, or address
the absence of duties to inform, review, or restore rights once a child becomes
an adult. Adoptees remain largely outside its scope — despite being among

those most affected by permanent childhood decisions. H“M"“




«structural Barriers to Adoptee Rights”

Permanence without consent or review

Adoption orders permanently alter legal identity, family relationships, and personal status. These decisions are
imposed on children who cannot understand, consent to, or later revisit them. There is no general right in
adulthood to review, revoke, or meaningfully challenge an adoption order, even where harm has occurred. This
engages the right to respect for private and family life and raises serious concerns about proportionality and
lifelong impact.

Legal identity and the “as if born to” fiction

The legal fiction that an adopted person is treated “as if born to” another family underpins record alteration
and identity substitution. In childhood, this fiction is reinforced through documentation such as short-form
birth certificates, which conceal adoption and create a state-endorsed but fictitious identity in everyday life. In
adulthood, the same documents often fail to function as proof of identity, exposing contradictions, forced
disclosure, and gaps in legal recognition. This undermines the right to identity and personal autonomy.

Lack of a duty to inform

There is no universal legal duty on the state, agencies, or adoptive parents to ensure that a person is
informed that they are adopted, or to explain the legal consequences of adoption. Late-discovery
adoptees can reach adulthood unaware that their legal identity, family ties, and records were
permanently altered. This absence of a duty to inform directly affects access to truth, identity,
healthcare, and justice.

Barriers to justice and effective remedy

Adopted adults face significant barriers in accessing records, correcting
inaccuracies, challenging decisions, or seeking redress for harm. Adoption law
offers no clear adult remedy equivalent to the permanence imposed in ADOPTEE
childhood. This raises concerns under the right to a fair hearing and the right

to an effective remedy, particularly where state action has had lifelong HIGHTS
consequences.
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“Where the Law Fails: Permanent status
without Adult Rights™

Healthcare, disability, and everyday rights impacts

Altered identity records and restricted access to original information affect adoptees’ ability to access accurate
medical history, appropriate NHS care, mental health support, and recognition of inherited or genetic
conditions. These are not abstract harms — they affect daily life, wellbeing, and safety, and can
disproportionately impact adoptees with disabilities or complex health needs.

Exclusion from inquiry, redress, and reform

Adopted people have been excluded from key processes examining state harm, including inquiries and redress
schemes, on the basis that adoption is treated as a resolved outcome rather than a lifelong legal status.

Apologies have been issued without accompanying rights restoration or legal remedy. This pattern reflects
recognition without accountability.

Constitutional and structural gaps

While Scotland has advanced children’s rights through UNCRC incorporation and care
reform, constitutional limits confirmed by the UK Supreme Court mean that reserved
aspects of adoption law, legal identity, and adult remedies remain untouched. UK-wide
reviews, including those by parliamentary committees, continue to focus on children as
children, leaving adopted adults outside the scope of reform.

Summary

Taken together, these failures amount to a systemic rights gap. Adoption
is treated as a protective childhood measure, while its lifelong legal
consequences are insulated from review, remedy, or adult autonomy.
This engages multiple rights protections — including private and family

life, identity, non-discrimination, access to justice, and effective remedy ADOPTEE
— yet no coherent framework exists to address them.

Adoptee Rights exist to address this gap. HIGHTS
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«rrom Childhood Protection 10 Lifelond
consequences”

THE NEXT SECTION LOOKS AT HOW THIS OPERATES IN UK ADOPTION LAW — AND WHAT ADOPTED PEOPLE LIVE WITH AS R RESULT.

What adoptees have shown — through evidence and lived experience

Scotland has taken important steps to strengthen children’s rights, including incorporation of the UNCRC into
Scots law and reforms across care, safeguarding, and participation. These changes have improved how
decisions are made for children. However, adopted people — whose legal status was fixed in childhood — have
not been given equivalent rights or remedies in adulthood. Once childhood ends, the legal consequences of
adoption remain, but the rights frameworks fall away.

This creates a structural gap: adoptees are affected by childhood decisions for life, yet are not treated as a
rights-bearing group in adulthood under Scottish law or policy.

Exclusion from inquiry and redress

This gap became visible through processes such as the Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry, where
adopted people were excluded from core participation. While abuse in care settings was
examined, the lifelong legal consequences of adoption — including identity change, record
alteration, and loss of legal family — were not within scope. As a result, many adoptees affected
by state decisions were left without recognition, participation, or remedy.

Subsequent apologies in Scotland have acknowledged harm, but have not addressed adoptees as
a rights-bearing group with ongoing legal consequences. Recognition has not been matched with
restoration, review, or adult autonomy.

Not just Scotland — a UK-wide pattern

These exclusions are not unique to Scotland. Across the UK, adoption law

remains reserved in key areas, and there is no coherent framework ADOPTEE
recognising adoptee rights in adulthood. While children’s policy, care

reform, and safeguarding dominate public discussion, the adult outcomes of HIGHTS
adoption — legal identity, access to records, healthcare continuity, justice,

and remedy — remain largely unaddressed.

This is why adoptee rights cannot be treated as a historic issue, a welfare
concern, or a matter of support alone. They are a present-day rights issue,

spanning childhood, adulthood, and the entire lifespan and beyond. H“M"“




Why Adoptee Rights cannot Be Deferred....

UK-wide scrutiny — children’s rights under review

At UK level, the Joint Committee on Human Rights (JCHR) is currently (early 2026) reviewing the state of children’s rights. This
reflects growing concern about how well the UK meets its international obligations and how children’s rights operate in practice.
However, as with many previous reviews, the focus remains on children as children. There is limited examination of what happens
when childhood ends but state-imposed legal decisions — such as adoption — continue to shape identity, records, family status,
and access to justice across adulthood.

It is not only adopted people raising concerns about how adoption operates over time. Growing evidence shows that families,
adopters, and professionals are also encountering strain — particularly once formal state involvement steps away.

In England, the Adoption UK Barometer has repeatedly highlighted families in crisis following adoption, including breakdown,
unmet mental health needs, and children returning to care. These findings reflect a system where the state’s duty to support a
care-experienced child diminishes sharply once an adoption order is made.

What adoptees bring to this discussion is something different. While others document distress, disruption, or lack of support,
adoptees are examining the legal architecture itself — the point at which the state permanently alters identity, family status, and
records, and then withdraws responsibility altogether.

This pattern is not new. Across decades, lived experience and inquiry evidence shows links between adoption, homelessness,
mental ill-health, and incarceration in adulthood. These outcomes were historically treated as individual failure rather than
structural consequence. Today, the language has changed — but the legal position has not.

Current policy frameworks increasingly emphasise post-adoption support schemes and private-sector provision, such as the
Adoption and Special Guardianship Support Fund. While these mechanisms may provide short-term assistance, they do not
restore rights, autonomy, or legal standing. Support replaces accountability. Care replaces remedy.

This shift has allowed the continued framing of state withdrawal as success — permanence achieved, responsibility ended — even
where lifelong legal constraints remain in place for the adopted person.

Adoptee Rights challenge this framing. They do not oppose support. They ask why support is offered in place of rights, and why
adults living with state-imposed legal status have no route to review, restoration, or choice.

Why this matters for Adoptee Rights

These reviews and reforms show that change is possible — but they
also reveal a persistent blind spot. Children’s rights are improving,
care systems are being examined, and apologies are being issued. Yet
there remains no coherent framework for addressing the adult rights

of people whose legal identity and family status were permanently ADGPTEE

altered in childhood.
Adoptee rights sit at the intersection of devolved reform and HIGHTS
reserved law, childhood protection and adult autonomy. Until this nnE

gap is addressed, reform will continue to stop short — protecting 1
children, while leaving adopted adults without recognition, remedy, H“M"“

or choice.
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Adoptee rights exist because adoption is a permanent legal intervention imposed by the state in childhood, with
lifelong consequences that continue into adulthood. While children’s rights frameworks focus on protection
during childhood, they do not address what happens when a child grows up under an irreversible legal decision
that altered their identity, family ties, legal status, and records — without consent and without adult review.
Adoptee rights arise where state responsibility does not end, but accountability does.

To address this gap, Adoptee Rights UK identifies three core rights that must be recognised in law and practice.
While legal frameworks differ between England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, the absence of adult
rights, remedies, and recognition for people adopted as children is a shared structural issue across the UK.

Apologies mark recognition

not resolution.

These moments show adoptees
asserting that “Adoptee Rights are
Human Rights,” in public spaces and
national media.

They reflect a growing movement
calling for legal recognition, adult
autonomy, and accountability where
permanent state decisions continue
to shape lives long after childhood
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A statutory presumption of full access for adopted people to identity, care, and adoption

records held by public authorities or commissioned services, and to clear explanations of
the legal processes carried out in their name, subject only to strictly necessary and

proportionate redactions, with written reasons and an independent right of appeal.

No person should discover a permanent legal intervention affecting their life by chance,
omission, or gatekeeping.

A statutory adult pathway to review and, where appropriate, modify adoption’s ongoing
legal effects as they relate to legal identity, civil status, and public records — including

options for dual identity recognition and, in limited cases, discharge — with safeguards,
THE RIG HT To independent advice, and oversight to ensure decisions are voluntary and informed.

Any adult review, modification, or discharge of adoption status is limited to questions of
legal identity, historic truth, and public records, and does not create, revive, or imply

AUTo “ 0 Mv claims relating to inheritance, succession, parental responsibility, or financial obligation.

No other group lives under a permanent legal identity imposed in childhood without adult
choice or remedy.

Statutory recognition of adopted people as a rights-affected cohort for the purposes of
law, policy, and public decision-making, with guaranteed inclusion and standing in
relevant inquiries and redress processes, and protections against disadvantage arising

from altered legal identity and state record systems, including effective routes to

correction and remedy.
BE K“ uwu Without recognition, harm remains invisible. Without justice, it remains unaddressed.
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RIGHTS-ENRBLED SUPPORT AND PROTEGTION

Adoptee rights require ethical, independent, and rights-respecting support, available when and as the individual chooses.
This includes:

* access to independent legal advice and advocacy
e support that respects personal autonomy, privacy, and consent
e protection from coercive, conditional, or surveillance-based interventions
e provision that enables rights — not support offered in place of them
Support must never be used to substitute for justice, autonomy, or accountability.

WHY THIS MATTERS

Adoption is the only child welfare decision that permanently alters legal identity while providing no adult route to review,
restoration, or justice.

Until adoptee rights are recognised, adoption will continue to function as a system where the state can permanently intervene in a
child’s life — and then step away without responsibility for the consequences.
Lifelong state decisions require lifelong rights.

GOVERNMENTS MUST DO BETTER.

Full incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is
essential — but it must include all children, including those who grow up
adopted. Rights that stop at childhood leave adopted people carrying
lifelong legal consequences without protection. If children’s rights
matter, adoptees cannot remain excluded.

gzzf/ltee Rights UK '-“mPTEE
#AdopteeRightsUK RIGHTS
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APOLOGIES, LIMITS, AND THE UK'S UNRESOLVED POSITION

As the UK enters 2026, adoption and historical family separation have been acknowledged across devolved nations in different ways.
However, these responses remain fragmented, constrained by constitutional limits, and consistently stop short of reforming
adoption’s permanent legal effects. What emerges is a clear pattern: recognition without restoration, support without rights, and

reform that avoids adoption law itself.
Scotland: Apology Given, Powers Limited

Scotland has issued a formal apology acknowledging harm caused
by historic adoption practices and state family separation. It has
also committed to reform through children’s rights incorporation
and The Promise.

However, Scotland’s attempt to strengthen children’s rights
through full incorporation of the UNCRC was curtailed following a
Supreme Court ruling, confirming limits on devolved competence
where reserved matters are engaged. As a result, while Scotland
has recognised harm and sought cultural change, it has been
unable to reform adoption’s permanent legal consequences or
establish enforceable adult remedies.

Wales: Apology and Funding, But Constrained
by UK Law

Wales issued a formal apology in April 2023 for historic forced
adoption and acknowledged the lifelong impact on those affected.
This was accompanied by funding for counselling and specialist
support services.

Welsh Government has also recognised that key aspects of
adoption law and legal identity remain constrained by UK-wide
legislation. As in Scotland, support and recognition have been
offered without the ability to reform adoption’s legal endpoint or
restore post-adoption rights.

What This Shows

Northern Ireland: Truth Recovery Without
Legal Resolution

Northern Ireland has progressed a Truth Recovery process
examining Mother and Baby Institutions, Magdalene Laundries,
and associated adoption practices. Independent panels and
survivor engagement mark an important step towards truth and
acknowledgement.

However, truth recovery has not yet translated into adoption law
reform, restoration of legal identity, or enforceable post-adoption
rights. As elsewhere, adopted adults remain outside any
framework capable of addressing the ongoing legal effects of
adoption.

England and Westminster: No Apology, No
Reform

At UK level, there has been no formal apology for historic adoption
practices. Current scrutiny focuses primarily on children’s rights
while children are in care. The Joint Committee on Human Rights is
reviewing children’s rights frameworks, but this review does not
extend to adults whose legal identity was permanently altered
through adoption.

Those dispensed of by the state into adoption placements remain
outside scope. Adoption continues to be treated as a resolved
outcome rather than a lifelong legal status, insulating it from
review, remedy, or reform.

Across the UK, devolved governments have attempted, within their powers, to acknowledge harm and offer support. Yet none have been able to address
the core issue: adoption as a permanent legal intervention that severs identity, family ties, and rights without any adult route to review or restoration.

This is not a failure of recognition. It is a failure of legal will at Westminster.

Sibling Rights as a Case Study in Partial Reform (end of page)

Recent calls to strengthen sibling rights reflect genuine harm caused by permanent separation.
However, evidence from Scotland shows that reforms which do not extend beyond adoption
repeat the same exclusion. Once an adoption order is made, no enforceable duty remains to

protect sibling relationships.

Reform that avoids adoption law risks reproducing harm under a different name.

#AdopteeRightsUK
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ADOPTEE RIGHTS UK
\ CAMPAIGN

Media Summary: Adoptee Rights UK

Adoptee Rights UK is a rights-based campaign examining what happens after the state permanently alters a
child’s legal identity through adoption — and then withdraws responsibility once childhood ends.

While children’s rights frameworks such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) have
significantly improved how decisions are made for children, they do not address what happens when a child
grows up under an irreversible legal decision that continues to affect identity, family status, records, healthcare
access, and legal standing throughout adulthood.

Adoption is one of the clearest examples of this gap. Adoption orders permanently sever legal ties to a person’s
original family and create a new legal identity; imposed in childhood without consent and without an adult
route to review or remedy. Once childhood protections fall away, the legal consequences remain — but the
rights frameworks do not.

Adoptee Rights UK does not oppose adoption nor post-adoption support. Instead, it highlights the absence of
adult rights, accountability, and legal autonomy for people adopted as children. Across countries, adoptees
have been excluded from inquiries, redress schemes, and reform processes on the basis that adoption is
treated as a resolved outcome rather than a lifelong legal status.

The campaign identifies three core Adoptee Rights:

e The Right to Know — including a duty on the state to inform adopted people of the legal processes carried
out in their name and to provide full, unredacted access to identity records
e The Right to Autonomy — legal agency over permanent status imposed in childhood, including the ability to
review or challenge adoption in adulthood
J The Right to Be Known — recognition of adoptees as a rights-bearing group with long term statistical
visibility, access to justice, protection from discrimination, and inclusion in redress and reform

The campaign argues that support cannot replace rights, and that lifelong state decisions require lifelong
accountability. It calls for full incorporation of children’s rights frameworks — including the UNCRC — in ways
that recognise adopted people not only as children, but as adults living with permanent legal consequences.

Adoptee Rights UK is led by adoptees and informed by lived experience, legal analysis, and international
comparison. It asks a simple question: what happens to your rights after state intervention ends, but the law-
continues?




We Know, Ungrateful

FAQs

This campaign recognises that raising the subject of adoptee rights provokes strong reactions. Many of these responses are familiar,
predictable, and have historically been used to silence adopted people. We address them directly below.

“If not adoption, then what?”

Response:

This campaign does not argue that adoption should not exist.

It asks what happens after adoption — when a permanent legal decision made in childhood
continues to shape a person’s identity, records, and legal status throughout adulthood, but
no equivalent adult rights, remedies, or review exist.

Adoptee Rights are not an alternative to adoption.
They are a response to what adoption law leaves unresolved.

“You're ungrateful [ attacking families who gave children love”

Response:

Adoptee rights are not a judgement on love, care, or individual family relationships.
They examine state action, legal status, and accountability — not personal morality.
Gratitude is not a legal principle.

Love does not replace rights.

Care does not erase the effects of permanent legal intervention.

Adopted people should not have to silence themselves to protect others’ feelings.

“You're saying adoption is abuse”

Response:

No.

This campaign does not claim that adoption is abuse, nor that adoptive parents actin bad
faith.

It identifies adoption as a permanent legal intervention imposed by the state in childhood,
and asks why the lifelong consequences of that intervention carry no adult rights framework
once childhood ends.

Structural harm can exist without individual wrongdoing.

“Many adoptees are happy — you don't speak for everyone”

Response:

No rights movement requires unanimous harm or universal agreement.

Rights exist to protect those affected by structural disadvantage — not to invalidate those
who are not.

The existence of positive experiences does not negate the absence of rights, remedies, or
autonomy for others.

“This will destabilise families”

Response:

Nothing in these proposals alters family relationships in childhood, parental responsibility,
or care arrangements.

Adult pathways are limited to legal identity, historic truth, and public records and explicitly
exclude inheritance, succession, financial claims, or retrospective obligations.

Stability for children cannot mean permanent legal immobility for adults.

"Support already exists — why do you need rights?”

Response:

Support is discretionary, conditional, time-limited, and gatekept.

Rights are enforceable, consistent, and durable.

Support cannot replace rights where the state has imposed permanent legal
consequences.

“This opens the door to compensation claims”

Response:

Recognition of rights does not automatically create liability.

This campaign focuses on forward-looking remedies, review mechanisms, and lawful
routes to correct identity and records — not automatic compensation or damages.
Accountability does not equal financial liability.

“There's no jurisdiction for this”

Response:

Adoptee rights sit across law, policy, and public administration — precisely because adoption
permanently alters legal identity while responsibility is fragmented across systems.

Human rights issues often cross jurisdictions.

That does not make them invalid.
It makes them necessary to name.

“You're reopening settled decisions”

Response:

This campaign does not seek to relitigate past best-interests decisions made in childhood.

It examines the present-day legal and administrative effects of those decisions in adulthood,

where identity, records, and legal status remain altered — but rights protections fall away.

This is about ongoing effects, not retrospective blame.

“Why adoptees and not all care-experienced adults?”

Response:
Adoption is unique in that it:

¢ permanently alters legal identity

* replaces original birth records

¢ legally severs family ties

¢ and ends state responsibility while legal effects continue

No other child welfare decision combines all of these features.

Adoptee rights address a specific legal condition — not a hierarchy of suffering.

“This is too radical [ unrealistic”

Response:

What is unrealistic is expecting people to live under a permanent legal status imposed in
childhood, without adult autonomy, review, or remedy.

Lifelong state decisions require lifelong rights.

Final Note
Adoptee Rights are not about erasing families, rewriting history, or attacking adoption. .

They are about ensuring that people whose legal identity was permanently altered by the ° s
state as children are recognised as rights-bearing adults . .




If the State Imposes lifelong legal consequences,
it cannot lawfully deny lifelong Rights

Our campaign needs you to raise up Adoptee
voices, concerns and Rights by:
Informed engagement with MPs across the
four nations
Offering your time, skills and resources as
part of our team
For more information see:
www.adopteerights.co.uk

#AdopteeRightsUK
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Should State intervention
and a decision made in
childhood resultin lifelong
State interference?

Please help us to document the Rights which

adoption removed
by taking part in this important survey

il #AdopteeRightsUK
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