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From the Manager’s Desk 

Welcome to the December edition of VOICE.  
  
As we near the completion of 2017 it is an opportunity for us to look back on what has been quite a momentous 
year for VANISH. As you will read my report to the AGM and the report by VANISH Chair, Penny Mackieson, we 
have achieved two significant milestones this year. One is the establishment of the new search service on behalf of 
the donor conception community (with VARTA) and the other is the successful outcome of the independent audit 
and our subsequent accreditation. The staff team and Committee of Management members worked incredibly hard 
to meet our objectives and I would like to thank them and congratulate them on these outcomes.  
 
The AGM this year involved two presentations on DNA Testing by the same presenters who shared their knowledge 
and expertise at the Community DNA Testing Workshop (see page 10), Louise Coakley and Damian Adams. These 
presentations were extremely well received and VANISH is now in the process of developing a policy for how to 
engage with this new technology. Another highlight of the AGM was the opportunity to acknowledge and commend 
Liz Tomlinson on her tenth year of service with VANISH. Liz coordinates the Search and Support team and is our 
Melbourne-based Counsellor. It was a pleasure to be able to recognise Liz’s valuable contribution to the work of 
VANISH. 
 
Since the last newsletter we have welcomed two new members to the Committee of Management – Romana Rossi 
and Lyn Moore. We are also saying goodbye to two important contributors to VANISH services – facilitators Sue 
Kemsley and Jill Sumner. You can read more about the groups on page 8 and our new members on page 5. 
 
As we head into the holiday season we are very conscious of the fact that while Christmas is a time of celebration 
for many, it can also be a time of grief and loneliness for some. Not everyone gets to enjoy family gatherings and for 
some, these events can trigger difficult feelings. If this time of the year is difficult for you, please know that we 
understand how challenging it can be and are here to provide support. So if you would like to talk to someone here 
before Christmas, or to debrief after Christmas, please do not hesitate to make contact with us.  
  
We always welcome your feedback about our publications and services, so if you have anything you would like to 
say to us please feel free to contact me by phone, email or letter, or by using the online feedback form.   
  
Wishing you a safe and peaceful holiday season and all the best for 2018.  
  
Charlotte Smith, Manager 

The VANISH staff team and 

Committee of Management 

wish you peace, healing and 

joy at this time. 

MERRY CHRISTMAS 
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5th Anniversary Commemorative Event 
 

Time flies, so they say, and in a blink of any eye it was 
the 5th anniversary of the Victorian Parliamentary 
Apology. ARMS and VANISH put faith in Melbourne 
weather and co-hosted a commemoration of this 
momentous event in Parliament Gardens, next to and 
in sight of Parliament House where the Victorian 
Apology was given by the then Premier Ted Ballieu. The 
aim of this event was to gather together, remember 
the apology and reflect on the five years since 2012

(Enjoying the talent of The Thornberries) 
 

It was acknowledged that the apology resulted from 
long years of advocating by individuals and groups for 
recognition of the wrongs brought about by past 
adoption policies and practices. It was also recognised 
that the Victorian Parliamentary Apology followed on 
from the 2012 Senate Committee Report 
“Commonwealth Contribution to Former Forced 
Adoption Policies and Practices” which acknowledged 
the trauma, grief, loss and harm suffered and 
recommended that “state and territory governments 
should issue a formal statement of apology that 
acknowledges practices that were illegal or unethical, 
as well as other practices that contributed to the harm 
suffered by many parents whose children were forcibly 
removed and by the children who were separated from 
their parents”. 
 

One element to come from the apology was that the 
secrets of the past came out into the public arena; the 
truth about the impacts of separation through 
adoption became known and acknowledged. Further, 
the apology challenged the mythical notion that 
adoption is a wonderful, generous action that benefits 
all involved.   
 

So, perhaps, the apology was not so much a new 
beginning rather, an opportunity to change and move 
forward.  A positive consequence has been that since 
the apology different groups (of the adoption circle) 
have come together and learned about and recognised 

the reality of each other’s experiences. In particular, 
the children (now adults), the mothers, fathers and 
their extended families are working more closely to 
advocate that the practice of separating children from 
their mother, father and their families does not 
continue in any form.   
 

Our speakers on the day reminded us that the Senate 
Inquiry and Victorian Parliament Apology were needed 
for the Victorian Government to acknowledge and 
accept responsibility for past adoption practices. We 
were also reminded that continued lobbying is needed 
to ensure that current policies and practices do not 
support the legal severing of the relationship between 
children and their family of origin. Rather, it is argued, 
there are other less drastic measures such as 
Permanent Care Orders which recognise the right of 
children who cannot stay at home, to maintain their 
identity and connection with their natural families 
where possible.   
 

The Premier Mr Daniel Andrews could not attend the 
event, however he sent a letter to read out, in which 
he acknowledged the apology and the events it 
recognised and ‘pledged to always remember this dark 
part of our history’ . 
 

As we gathered, Melbourne’s weather held, at times a 
little windy and overcast, although in general the sun 
and good weather held for us.  The fountain was at 
times noisy but those who spoke ensured they were 
heard and most of us forgot the fountain as we 
reflected on their words. The finale of the event 
involved the delightful trio of ukulele playing women, 
The Thornberries, bringing us moving and uplifting 
music and song.  
Tricia Lester 

 

(VANISH members, ARMS members and FIND staff) 

 
This event was supported by the Federal Government’s 
Forced Adoption Support Services through 
Relationships Australia.  

NEWS AND EVENTS 
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In Australia November brings with it National Adoption 
Awareness Week while in the US it is National 
Adoption Month. Throughout November media 
coverage of stories promoting adoption ramps up.  
However, awareness requires us to be fully informed 
and in the context of adoption, awareness means 
hearing from all the voices and understanding all 
aspects including the lifelong impacts .  
 
#flipthescript began as a Twitter hashtag movement 
headed by Rosita González at Lost Daughters in 
November 2014 for National Adoption Month. The 
movement’s phrase “flip the script” originated with 
Amanda Transue-Woolston in a video trailer for a book 
called Dear Wonderful You: Letters to Adopted and 
Fostered Youth. The context of the statement reflected 
on how public discourse on adoption had been 
traditionally dominated by professionals and adoptive 
parents. This meant that a key voice of experience was 
missing and needed to be included in order to ensure 
that education and awareness raising about adoption is 
informed by those with a lived experience. 
 
The goal of #flipthescript was therefore for adult 
adoptee voices to be represented during National 
Adoption Month.  It sought to create a welcoming 
space on Twitter for adoptees to express 
themselves; to reach out to adoptees new to public 
discourse; to promote acceptance of all adoptee voices 
as important whether they express happiness, 
ambivalence, grief and loss, or anger - or all of these 
themes at once; and to unlabel adoptee narratives as 
“happy” or “angry” by accepting and expecting 
complex conclusions from complex life experiences. 
(This introduction draws heavily on this article http://
www.thelostdaughters.com/p/flipthescript.html) 

To watch this #flipthescript video go to this link 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTGzZboJCAU 
 
There are quite a few adoptees who write and blog on 
adoption related matters. One Australian Adoptee who 
blogs for Huffpost is Angela Barra. With Angela’s 
permission we have reproduced her most recent blog.  

Adoptees And The Trauma of Invisibility - 
National Adoption Awareness Month 2017 
By Angela Barra 
Published 11/17/2017 Updated Nov 19, 2017 

This article is written in solidarity with other adopted 
people who have been silenced, shutdown, dismissed 
and who have felt invisible during National Adoption 
Awareness Month (NAAM). Perhaps its name should be 
changed to reflect what it really is ‘National Adoption 
Promotion and Celebration Month’. 
 
We are saturated with feel good adoption stories 
during National Adoption Awareness Month and it’s 
this time of year, every year when I become 
apprehensive. Why? Because as an adopted adult, I 
exist in a world that is seemingly oblivious to the issues 
of our marginalization and discrimination – we are 
invisible. 
 
This disenfranchised grief is not publicly validated, 
sanctioned, recognized or acknowledged. It’s the kind 
of grief that makes you feel invisible which only serves 
to perpetuate further harm –the trauma of invisibility. 
 
In an article written by Psychologist, Darlene Lancer 
(2017), she discusses how clients have expressed 
feeling like outsiders within their families. She 
characterizes this sense of feeling different or alienated 
as ‘the trauma of invisibility’. She further maintains 
that this kind of trauma can also be triggered when 
“the child is serving the parent’s needs, instead of the 
other way around, which is a form of abandonment”. 
Sound familiar? Listen to adoptee activists, authors and 
commentators and you will hear some of them talking 
about the expectations that were put on them as 
children to fulfil their adoptive families dream of the 
‘forever family’. There’s no escaping this rhetoric 
during NAAM. The trauma of invisibility. 
 
Continued on the next page….. 

NATIONAL ADOPTION AWARENESS WEEK AND #FLIPTHESCRIPT 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=87qDJkGv2xE
http://www.thelostdaughters.com/p/flipthescript.html
http://www.thelostdaughters.com/p/flipthescript.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/toxic-relationships/201710/are-you-lonely-in-your-marriage?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/toxic-relationships/201710/are-you-lonely-in-your-marriage?utm_source=FacebookPost&utm_medium=FBPost&utm_campaign=FBPost
https://dearadoption.com/
https://dearadoption.com/
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I’ve heard a firsthand account of a young child (whose 
mother is an adoptee) going to school and having 
smiley face drawn on their hand to celebrate World 
Adoption Day! Yet, the mother of said child, whose 
very life was fractured as a function of being adopted, 
is meant to endure this in silence. What would happen 
if we counteracted this day by sending school children 
home with sad faces in recognition of the lives torn 
apart by forced adoptions? Why don’t we have World 
Adoptee Day – a day that celebrates our strength, 
resilience and highlights the broader issues (and 
perhaps raises money for adoptee centric research or 
to help adoptees access services)? Would that receive 
the same celebrity adoration and endorsements? 
Where is the recognition that young adoptees had to 
lose their biological family first? What of the mothers  
and fathers who have never gotten over losing their  
children to adoption? What of those who want to 
parent their child but can’t due to poverty? Of course, 
this mother was not allowed to express how upsetting 
it was for her because adoption is to be celebrated. Her 
voice is not validated or sanctioned and she would be 
labeled antagonistic if she dared to say, “NO adoption 
was not a happy event in my life.” The trauma of 
invisibility. 
 
Most people (not necessarily adoptive parents) have 
this rosy view of adoption and when we challenge this 
(ever so politely) we are met with shocked faces. Then 
as it invariably happens, we are lectured on the merits 
of adoption. These are people who want to bask in the 
savior mentality (or being rescued narrative) and don’t 
want their assumptions shattered. Is it not hypocritical 
to say you love adoption but shut-down the voice of 
adult adoptees who disagree and who are in this 
position because of past adoption practices? We are 
told that our feelings do not represent mainstream and 
we are labeled as ‘angry adoptees’. The trauma of 
invisibility. 
 
During NAAM we see celebrities waxing lyrical about 
the benefits of adoption. You might also see some 
politicians and bureaucrats ostensibly worshipping at 
the altar of celebrity and promoting adoption as the 
remedy to out of home care; yet I do not see them 
advancing our rights or engaging adoptee activists. I 
have even heard an account of an adoptee bureaucrat 
who allegedly dismissed the notion that our falsified 
birth certificates are an issue. This notion 
of internalized oppression exists within any minority 
group but it is probably one of the most painful aspects 
when one of our own members seemingly dismisses 
the issues raised by adoptee activists. The trauma of 
invisibility. 

Adult adoptee activists are informed and speak from 
evidence based platforms. Some members have PhD’s, 
Psychology degrees, Law degrees etc but whatever our 
professional qualifications (along a continuum from 
none to PhD) what we all have in common is our 
shared experiences, our passion for upholding human 
rights instruments and importantly having a voice 
where it is typically silenced. Adopted people and the 
broader public can have all manner of opinions on 
adoption. They can love it (stereotypical happy 
adoptee) or oppose it (stereotypical activist) but at the 
end of the day these opinions are not measures of 
what is socially just or ethical. Within any minority 
there’s variance in views but universal human rights 
(including the UN conventions on the Rights of the 
Child) are paramount. 
 
I am a happy person and I have a loving adoptive 
family, but I am still an activist because I am acutely 
aware of the plethora of issues! As it stands, research 
suggests that adoptees are overrepresented in all 
manner of health indicators (eg, trauma, attempted 
suicide, ADHD and addiction). We face discrimination 
and, yet we are meant to celebrate this and ignore the 
complexities. The trauma of invisibility. 
 
Adoptee activists seek to change the dominant 
discourse and whilst mainstream tries to ignore us 
during NAAM, activists will continue to congregate. 
Why? Because we won’t sit quietly while adoptees 
(locally and internationally) are marginalised and 
discriminated against. Activists won’t stop fighting 
while adoptees are trafficked or treated as 
commodities. We won’t stop until the cloak of 
invisibility of adoption loss, grief and trauma is lifted. 
 
Please help amplify our voices during NAAM2017 by 
listening to us. You can do this by joining us on 
Twitter, Facebook or reading adoptee websites 
or blogs. 
 
The link to this article and the references it contains is 
at https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/adoptees-
and-the-trauma-of-invisibility-
national_us_5a0f78ace4b0e6450602eaed 
 
Angela Barra is a volunteer adoptee activist, 
blogger and commentator.  
Read more about and by Angela at http://
angelabarra.com/ 

 
 

NATIONAL ADOPTION AWARENESS WEEK AND #FLIPTHESCRIPT Cont…. 

http://forcedadoptions.naa.gov.au/content/overview-forced-adoption-practices-australia
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/eight-facts-about-adoption-wont-hear-from-adoption_us_59ff7696e4b076eaaae270b2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internalized_oppression
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
http://www.againstchildtrafficking.org/
http://www.againstchildtrafficking.org/
https://www.facebook.com/iamadopted/
https://intercountryadopteevoices.com/
https://danielibnzayd.wordpress.com/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/adoptees-and-the-trauma-of-invisibility-national_us_5a0f78ace4b0e6450602eaed
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/adoptees-and-the-trauma-of-invisibility-national_us_5a0f78ace4b0e6450602eaed
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/adoptees-and-the-trauma-of-invisibility-national_us_5a0f78ace4b0e6450602eaed
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Welcome to new Committee of  
Management Members 
 
Lyn Moore is a late-discovery adoptee and has a 
natural parent who is also an adoptee.  She has 
previously contributed to the National Archives Forced 
Adoption History Project, the Institute of Family 
Studies  "Past Adoption Experiences" study, the 
Victorian Law Reform Commission review of the 
Adoption Act, and also attended the Victorian 
Adoption Apology with other VANISH members in 
2012.  Lyn joined the Committee of Management with 
the aim to "give back" to VANISH for its support 
through her adoption journey.    
 

Romana Rossi is a mother of a Donor-Conceived son. 
With her husband they embarked on searching for 
their son's biological father when their son was 4 
years old and were successful in finding him. He has 
been part of their lives for 17 years now. Romana has 
been an advocate for Donor-conceived people for 
many years. She advocated to  bring about changes to 
the ART legislation which allowed all Donor-conceived 
people to have identifying information about their 
biological parent (2016).  She is a co-founder of 
TangledWebs and a past coordinator for the Donor 
Conception Support Group (Victorian Branch). 
Romana joined the Committee of Management at 
VANISH because she recognises that VANISH is an 
important port of call for Donor-conceived people and 
their families and is grateful to have received its 
support over many years.  
 
 

NEWS AND EVENTS 

Adoption Act Review Update 
 

In the last newsletter we provided an update on the 

Review of Victoria’s Adoption Act 1984, undertaken 

by the Victorian Law Reform Commission. Since then 

VANISH has written to the Attorney General The Hon 

Martin Pakula MP and Minister for Families, Children 

and Youth, Minister Jenny Mikakos, and has 

subsequently met with their Advisers. The matters we 

raised are:- 

 

1) Integrated Birth Certificates. VANISH recognises 
that integrated birth certificates are a complex area 
regarding which there are diverse views, but this 
should not prevent the matter from being taken 
forward. Given this issue relates to a practice that has 
already been on the table nationally for five years, we 
have strongly urged that consultations commence 
with a view to expediting implementation.  
 

2) Post Adoption Support. VANISH supports 
recommendation 72 of the Commission’s report 
regarding post adoption support and urged the 
Government to adequately address the needs of 
adults affected past and forced adoption practices as a 
matter of priority. We have also argued that post 
adoption services for adults should be delivered 
separately from adoption services for new adoptions 
and not by those with a past history or present 
involvement in arranging or supporting adoptions.   
 

3. Access to Information. VANISH requested the 
Government immediately address some of the 
discriminatory aspects of access to information. For 
example:- 

a) Natural Parents are eligible to obtain identifying 
information about their son or daughter at the time of 
the adoption. However, they are not currently able to 
access information about their son or daughter’s 
subsequent marriage which means if the marriage 
involved a name change, they would be less able to 
locate them.   
b) If an adopted person is deceased, his or her Natural 
Parents cannot access their son/daughter’s death 
certificate unless it has become a public document 
(i.e. over 10 years old).  
 

These two matters appear discriminatory against 
Natural Parents, which we had all hoped was a thing 
of the past when the 2015 Amendment went through 
removing contact statements.  
 
c) An adopted person whose Natural Mother or Father 
is adopted should have the same right of access to 
information relating to their natural mother/father’s 

adoption as a child of an adopted person. Currently, 
an adopted son or daughter of an adopted person 
receives information only about the adoptive identity 
of their natural mother or father because they are not 
recognised as their child and do not, therefore, inherit 
the right to the adopted persons’ records when they 
are deceased. This means adopted persons are 
discriminated against because of their adopted status.  
 
d) VANISH has also raised the issue of long waiting 
periods for adoption records. Recent reports from 
service users show that they are waiting five months 
to receive their files. In our submission to VLRC, 
VANISH argued that a specified timeframe should be 
introduced in the legislation for release of documents 
to ensure people applying receive their information in 
a timely manner.  
 

We now await a response on these matters and hope 
to provide you with some positive news on these 
issues in our next bulletin.  
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Chairpersons Report delivered at the 
VANISH AGM, September 2017 
 
Below is a summary of the report presented by Penny 
Mackieson, Chair of VANISH.  
 
Dear Members,  
 
On behalf of the VANISH Committee of Management, I 
am pleased to report on 2016-17. It was a very busy 
and productive year for VANISH, and I commend the 
efforts and achievements of our small team of highly 
professional, skilled and dedicated staff and 
Committee members, and our wonderful volunteers. 
In response to demand from our service users, and in 
accordance with our mission and strategic planning 
goals, VANISH has continued to deliver, and even to 
expand, our suite of high-quality services to the 
adoption and donor conception communities. We 
received a similar number of new search requests 
relating to adoptions and state wardship, and 
attendances at our regional support groups were also 
comparable, to the previous year. As demand for our 
counselling service has continued to grow, we 
extended provision to the Geelong and Warrnambool 
area, as well as continuing provision centrally from 
our North Melbourne office.  
 
In January 2017, we were advised by the Department 
of Health & Human Services (DHHS) that VANISH had 
been authorised to assist the Victorian Assisted 
Reproductive Treatment Authority (VARTA) by 
providing search services for people affected by past 
donor conception policies and practices. This new 
service has been operating effectively since the 
beginning of March 2017.  
 
During much of 2016-17, VANISH staff and Committee 
members were engaged in a major continuous 
improvement and accreditation exercise. For the first 
time, VANISH came into scope for accreditation 
against DHHS’s community services sector standards, 
and a set of relevant industry standards regarding 
governance – now a requirement for continued 
funding from DHHS. Our independent accreditation 
assessment was undertaken in late May 2017, and we 
could not have hoped for a better outcome. VANISH 
was approved against both DHHS’s standards, and the 
Australian Service Excellence Standards (ASES) – an 
internationally accredited quality improvement 
program for non-government organisations in the 
community services sector. But most impressively, 
VANISH was approved with no corrective action 

required! This is apparently very rare for small 
organisations like ours going through accreditation for 
the first time. From now on, VANISH will undergo a re-
accreditation process every three years.  
 
Meanwhile, VANISH continued our ongoing advocacy 
work, including making submissions to various 
government inquiries. The key ones were the 
Victorian Law Reform Commission’s review of the 
Adoption Act 1984; and the Commission for Children 
and Young People’s permanency amendments inquiry. 
I take this opportunity to publicly thank those who 
contributed to VANISH as Committee of Management 
members but have retired since our last AGM: Tania 
Curlis (Treasurer), Dominic Golding and Kim Buck. I 
also thank Helen Boucher who took up the role of 
Treasurer for three months after Tania’s resignation 
while we recruited another Treasurer. I also formally 
welcome Simon Pryor, our new Treasurer, to the 
VANISH Committee of Management. Simon brings a 
wealth of relevant personal and professional 
experience and expertise to the governance of our 
organisation. Finally, I thank Charlotte, each of our 
staff, contractors, volunteers and my fellow 
Committee members for your contributions to 
VANISH. I believe that the valuable work our 
organisation performs is reflected in our constantly 
growing membership, which was 787 as at the end of 
June 2017. I am proud and excited to be continuing 
this work together.  
 
Penny Mackieson,  
Chair,  
VANISH Inc. 

NEWS AND EVENTS—VANISH AGM 
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Managers Report delivered at the VANISH 
AGM, September 2017. 
 
Below is a summary of the report presented by 
Charlotte Smith, Manager of VANISH.  
 
Dear Members, 
 
I am very pleased to present to you VANISH’s report 
for 2016/17 which, as our Chairperson has described 
in her report, has been an exceptional year. Every day 
VANISH receives calls, letters, emails and visits from 
people wanting information and/or assistance. They 
might be a person in their 60s, 70s or 80s who has just 
found out they were adopted, they might be a mother 
separated from their son or daughter who would like 
advice about contact or reunion, they might be a 
person who was a ward of state and then adopted 
who is searching for siblings, or a donor conceived 
person searching for a donor parent.  
 
We regularly receive referrals from agencies in other 
states or countries, reminding us of the distance and 
effort involved for some individuals seeking to 
establish their identity and/or reconnect with family 
members. These are just a few of the many different 
scenarios that occur in the lives of our service users. It 
is these requests that give us our purpose and 
motivation and make our work interesting and 
satisfying. Knowing we have the expertise to assist 
people in some small way to deal with the often 
challenging complexities they face is extremely 
rewarding. Similarly, being in a position to advise and 
educate professionals regarding the impact of 
separation, adoption and donor conception, and how 
to support those affected, is extremely fulfilling.  
 
A recent highlight for me was reading the responses to 
the survey we sent out to members and service users. 
It was incredibly heart-warming to see how much 
trouble individuals we have supported went to in 
order to provide us with feedback. The team and I 
really appreciated all the responses we received either 
online, by post or by fax. Some of you wrote at length 
about your experience with VANISH and we were 
again reminded of the importance of the work we do 
and the impact it can have.  
 
Reflecting on the year, I would like to recognise and 
acknowledge the way in which the VANISH team has 
continued to deliver an outstanding service while also 
taking on a challenging workload with the 
accreditation process and establishing a new search 

service for people affected by donor conception. I 
thank them sincerely for their extraordinary effort and 
congratulate them on the outcomes. The team are - 
Liz Tomlinson, Maire Peckett, Mary Rawson, SallyRose 
Carbines, Gail Holstock and Karen Francis. I also wish 
to welcome Julie Gomez to our Search and Support 
team, and to acknowledge the two professionals who 
assisted us with preparing for the independent review 
– Adam D’Arcy and Wendy Caudle. Their support was 
invaluable and we are very appreciative.  
 
This year we have continued to enjoy fruitful 
collaboration with partners Association of 
Relinquishing Mothers (ARMS) and Open Place, and 
we have been delighted to work closely with the 
Victorian Assisted Reproductive Treatment Authority 
(VARTA). We also wish to acknowledge the 
Department of Health and Human Services for funding 
our services, and to Relationships Australia Victoria for 
the provision of small grants. I am extremely grateful 
to the Chair, Penny Mackieson, the Executive and the 
Committee Members for their leadership and 
guidance this year, and for their considerable efforts 
in relation to ensuring VANISH achieved accreditation. 
I look forward to working with the staff team and 
Committee members in 2017-18 and to consolidating 
the new services, policies and procedures we have put 
in place. I also look forward to meeting and engaging 
with more members and service users over the 
coming year.  
 
Charlotte Smith,  
Manager,  
VANISH Inc.  
 
 

 NEWS AND EVENTS  -  VANISH AGM 
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Support groups update 
 

VANISH Traralgon Group wrapping up 
 
For the past three years Relationships Australia 
Traralgon have kindly provided a Facilitator for the 
VANISH Adoptee Only and Mixed support groups. 
Sadly this arrangement is now coming to close so we 
are wrapping up these two groups. ARMS will continue 
to operate the quarterly Mothers Only group.  
 

THANK YOU SUE KEMSLEY! 
 
We would like to say a big THANK YOU to Sue 
Kemsley, who kindly contributed her skills and 
expertise, not to mention her precious Saturdays, to 
come and facilitate the group. We did not get as many 
people attend the group as we would have liked so we 
are now considering other ways to meet the needs of 
our members, service users and others affected by 
past adoption practices. If you have any suggestions 
we would be most happy to hear them. We also wish 
to acknowledge the wonderful contribution to the 
group by Myra Krafft whose commitment and 
dedication is much appreciated.  
 

THANK YOU JILL SUMNER! 
 
We also wish to convey the same sincere thanks to Jill 
Sumner, who has been the Facilitator of the Albury 
Adoptee Only Group. Jill is sadly leaving us as she is 
moving to Tasmania. We are now recruiting for 
someone to take over facilitation of that group, so if 
you are interested of know someone who is interested 
we would be delighted to hear from you.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We wish Sue and Jill the very best with their futures 
and hope they will both keep in touch.  

 
Support Group dates for 2018 can  

be found on page 15. 

NEWS AND EVENTS 

ARMS Victoria has a new name 
 
At their Annual General Meeting on Saturday 2nd 
December, members of ARMS voted in a motion to 
change the name of their organisation from the 
Association of Relinquishing Mothers to the 
Association Representing Mothers Separated by 
Adoption. This change is due to the fact that the term 
relinquishing does not truly reflect the experience of 
many of the mothers who are members of ARMS given 
that the term relinquishment implies choice and 
consent.  ARMS understands that there are some 
women who feel that it was their choice to relinquish 
their babies. The new name is inclusive:  all women 
who were separated from their children for adoption 
are represented, no matter the circumstances. 
 
Following the state and national apologies and the 
public acknowledgment that many mothers were 
separated from their child through illegal and/or 
unethical past adoption policies and practices including 
coercion, the new name more appropriately represents 
their experiences.   
 
Congratulations to ARMS and we wish them all the 
best for the future.  

“No words can express my deepest 
gratitude to the individuals who man this 
service and worked so sensitively with me, 

and the life changing experience which 
resulted in my increase in self esteem and 
confidence, being able to better manage 

and let go of my grief, and ultimately 
assisting me in finding my birth family. I 

have been incredible supported by VANISH 
to manage some very difficult outcomes, 

and also find some amazingly positive 
outcomes with some of my birth family I 
have discovered who now are part of my 

new life moving forward (after 50 years).” 
 
Glenda  

 
Feedback 
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Support Group Facilitator Training 

 
In addition to the Counsellor Training, in this quarter 
VANISH also arranged a training event for Support 
Group Facilitators from the VANISH and ARMS metro 
and regional support groups. This training was also 
delivered by Dr Sue Green who presented two sessions 
on past and forced adoption practices, how individuals 
are affected, and what they might bring up in a support 
group setting, and two sessions on facilitation skills. 
Sue led discussions between the facilitators about the 
kinds of strategies they use to ensure groups are safe 
and effective. At the end of the training the Facilitators 
expressed interest in establishing a facilitator network 
so they might be able to support one another and 
share ideas.  
 
This training was supported by funds from the Federal 
Government’s Forced Adoption Support Services 
through Relationships Australia.  

NEWS AND EVENTS - TRAINING 

Counsellor Training 

(Charlotte Smith, VANISH Manager welcomes attendees) 

 

On the 20th and 21st November, VANISH provided 
Counsellor Training to 26 participants, some of whom 
who had been on the waiting list since our last 
training. Dr Sue Green presented on the impacts of 
past and forced adoption practices on mothers, 
fathers, adopted persons and family members, and 
different approaches to supporting them.  
 
Participants were made up of private Counsellors, 
workers from community welfare services (such as 
homelessness and drug and alcohol), workers from 
organisations within the sector such as FIND, 
Lifeworks, Relationships Australia, and International 
Social Services, and support group facilitators. 
Participants travelled from as far as Queensland, 
Mildura, and Wodonga to attend. The training 
involved the use of case studies, videos of interviews 
with individuals affected and professionals, current 
research and literature. As with previous VANISH 
Counsellor Training the feedback was extremely 
positive. Of the 23 participants who completed their 
evaluation forms, 22 stated the content of the course 
was excellent and 1 stated it was very good. 
Furthermore 21 stated the course was highly 
worthwhile. Some of the comments from the 
evaluation forms were: 
 
 So useful, thank you 
 Fantastic - presenter/facilitator and group 
 Thank you very much for a well organised, 

informative training program 
 I learnt so much, thank you 
 Thank you Sue and VANISH. This course has 

been invaluable to me. Excellent. 
 
These comments were reinforced by the messages we 

received after the training such as the following:  
 “Just wanted to say thank you again for the  
 training.  It was fantastic. The presentation  
 and the participants were just so good. Thank  
 you for the opportunity. Please thank all  
 involved in the organising. Every part of  
 it was great. Bonney”  
 
Eligible participants will be invited to apply for the 
VANISH online Counsellor Register which can be found 
on the VANISH website vanish.org.au. If you are 
interested in attending the VANISH Counsellor 
Training, please register your interest at 
info@vanish.org.au. 
 

(Dr Sue Green presenting) 
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DNA Testing Community Workshop 
Over the past year we have seen a notable increase in 
requests for information about, or help with, DNA 
Testing. As a result we decided to run a workshop/
information session to promote understanding about 
its uses and how to get support if needed. The event 
was held at the Genealogical Society of Victoria (GSV) 
in Melbourne and was extremely successful with over 
40 attendees squished in to the warmer-than-
anticipated conference room! We had two excellent 
presenters who specialise in DNA Testing - Louise 
Coakley from Cairns and Damian Adams from South 
Australia. Both provided valuable and engaging 
overviews of the various uses of DNA testing, how to 
interpret the results, and the risks and benefits of this 
new technology. Presentations were followed with a 
questions and answers session and some excellent 
contributions from those attending. We were grateful 
to the representatives from FIND, Open Place and 
VARTA who joined us in order to respond to any 
questions regarding applying for records.  

(Louise Coakley assisting a VANISH member) 

 

The event attracted VANISH members and service 
users as well as people who found out about it 
through the GSV or social media. The survey of 
participants showed how much they valued the event 
and information.  Feedback included: 

 
 Many thanks to VANISH and its partners for this 

wonderful workshop . It was really worthwhile 
and everyone involved must be commended on 
the efforts! 

 I would like to sincerely thank VANISH for 
running the workshop and allowing myself and 
my husband to attend. It was very enjoyable 
and all attendees were very friendly. I would 

also like to commend the speakers on their 
knowledge and I picked up a few pointers from 
them. Thank you. 

 All of my expectations were met. This was a 
fantastic workshop, LS 

 Great to see VANISH partnering and engaging 
with people with like interest, MK 

(Damian Adams presenting) 

 

Following the workshop VANISH is now considering 
how best to engage in DNA Testing bearing in mind 
the opportunities and risks of doing so.  

 

VANISH would like to thank Penny Wolf and the other 
wonderful volunteers at GSV for making their space 
available, for making us so welcome and their 
assistance on the day. If you were not able to attend 
the workshop but would like to receive the handouts, 
please contact us at info@vanish.org.au.  

(Participants networking) 

 
If you have an experience with  

DNA testing that you would like to share  
with us please contact VANISH. 

NEWS AND EVENTS  - COMMUNITY WORKSHOP 

mailto:info@vanish.org.au
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NEWS AND EVENTS  

Diversity training with Victorian 
Aboriginal Child Care Agency 
 
In October I attended training by Victorian Aboriginal 
Child Care Agency (VACCA) on the Aboriginal Culturally 
Informed Addendum which is part of the Human 
Services Standards – a set of standards all Community 
Service Organisations are required to meet. The 
training was designed to strengthen the cultural 
competency of individuals, programs and organisations 
and to build knowledge and awareness of the 
standards. The training involved organisations involved 
in the Reconciliation Action Plan building partnerships 
with Aboriginal Organisations as well as organisations 
which have working relationships with aboriginal 
organisations for example the way VANISH has with 
Linkup. 
 
The training provided several helpful suggestions and 
ideas on how to show respect for, and build trust with, 
people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
background. One suggestion was that organisations 
budget for diversity training as part of inductions for all 
staff, board members and volunteers (to alleviate costs 
they suggested organisations could trade training for 
training).  Another was that recruitment procedures 
encourage more aboriginal people to apply through 
the wording used and by building rapport before 
conducting an interview, allowing time to process a 
question during an interview and/or suggesting they 
bring a support person particularly for clarification 
around language.  
 
The trainer also explained how words can be 
interpreted differently within different cultures - the 
example used was the word ‘deadly’ which some use 
to mean ‘really good’ while others use it to mean 
‘fatal’. Another example given of possible cultural 
differences was that some non-aboriginal people see 
displaying aboriginal flags and symbols as tokenistic 
when in fact these can make an aboriginal person feel 
safe when entering a service.   
 
VANISH successfully met the standards in the 
Addendum when audited earlier this year but this 
training provided some very useful ideas for 
continuous improvement of how to engage with 
people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
background in a culturally sensitive way.  
 
Maire Peckett 

Donor Conceived Searches - Update 
 
We are delighted to report that since March 1st this 
year, VANISH has received 83 search requests and 
returned 79 results to VARTA although of these eight 
were then withdrawn by the applicant. The four not 
yet returned are searches still underway.  As can be 
seen, VANISH has been highly successful in locating the 
people sought and returning the results to VARTA, 
often within a tight timeframe.  
 
In addition, VANISH is currently trialling an assisted 
search service for individuals who have received 
identifying information but the person they are seeking 
has not been located.  This involves assisting the 
person to undertake a search rather than undertaking 
the search on their behalf.   If you would like to find 
out more about this service, please do not hesitate to 
contact the Manager by phone or email 
manager@vanish.org.au 
 
 
 
 

Invitation to Participate - Research into 
the Health of Donor Conceived Persons 
 
 
Researchers Damian Adams and his colleagues at 
Flinders University, South Australia, are conducting a 
study examining the health of adult donor conceived 
people and naturally conceived adults. The survey will 
take approximately 15 minutes to complete and 
comprises mainly of questions seeking yes/no answers 
to various health conditions that have been diagnosed 
by health professionals. There is also a section 
consisting of questions regarding mental health at the 
end of the survey. Your responses will remain 
anonymous and no identifying information will be 
requested. If you are interested in participating, you 
may click on the link at the bottom of this message 
which will take you to an introductory page and then a 
participant information sheet which provides further 
details about the survey before deciding whether you 
wish to participate. Please feel free to share the details 
of the survey and the link with anyone you feel may be 
interested in participating. 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/VWCFLR2  

mailto:manager@vanish.org.au
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/VWCFLR2
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NEWS AND EVENTS - COMMUNITY OUTREACH 

Home And Community Care presentation 
in Frankston & Morwell 
 
In September and November VANISH staff presented 
at two forums called “Understanding Forgotten 
Australians, Former child migrants, Stolen 
Generations and People affected by past and forced 
adoption practices.” These events were for Home And 
Community Care  (HACC) workers for the Southern 
metro and Gippsland regions. VANISH presented 
alongside colleagues from Open Place and Connecting 
Home and the sessions were followed by lively panel 
discussions. The feedback from the Frankston forum 
indicate this training is incredibly beneficial for people 
working in the sector. In the follow-up survey, 
participants described how they now have a better 
understanding of: 
 
“the impact of past trauma / lived experiences on 
people as they become aged”  
“the struggles these people still face and the barriers 
to receiving care”  
“the issues, sensitivities and lifelong trauma 
associated with these practices” 
“the importance of considering past experiences when 
discussing / working in aged care issues” 
 
The Frankston event was attended by 77 participants 
(representing 36 service provider organisations), and 
the Morwell event was attended by 47 participants. 
Congratulations to Diversity Advisers Tania Ryan and 
Katie Goodrope for organising the forums. 

(Morwell presentation) 

 

Toora & District Family History Group Inc. 
 
VANISH was invited to speak at the Toora and District 
Family History Group’s Open Weekend held at the 
Toora Community Hall on the 26th and 27th August 
2017. 
 
Topic:  What do you do when researching family 
history, and an adoption crops up? Because “a lot of 
people do not know what to do when researching 
family history and an adoption crops up here and 
there”. 
 
I travelled to Toora on the Saturday and presented a 
short talk focusing on the requested topic and for the 
rest of the afternoon I talked about resources and 
searching with individual members of the Historical 
Group and members of the public who attended the 
session. 
 
The Toora & District Family History Group is extremely 
well resourced with both genealogy records, and also 
dedicated genealogy and historical researchers who 
receive requests for assistance and research 
information from all over the world.  
 
The Open Weekend included local history displays, 
hands on workshops to learn how to research, and 
interesting speakers such as Coleen Bower (author of 
Water Races and the Tin Mines of the Toora District) 
and local historian Tom Marken. 
 
I was delighted to have the opportunity to meet local 
residents and members of the Toora & District Family 
History Group, members are to be commended on 
such a wonderful display and collection of newspaper 
articles, historical photos and records of the district 
which were displayed on tables and walls throughout 
the hall, an amazing effort, extremely interesting and 
a very enjoyable day.  
 
Liz Tomlinson 

 

If you are interested in VANISH 

speaking at a community group or 

event please let us know and we will 

try to accommodate your request. 
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NEW BOOKS IN OUR LIBRARY 

You Don’t Look Adopted  
a memoir by Anne Heffron 

 
 Five years after her 
mother died (before 
finishing the book that 
would end up favourably 
reviewed by The New 
Yorker and The New York 
Times), three years after 
getting divorced (for the 
second time), a year 
after getting fired (for 
throwing a pen and 
crying) and seven 
months after her 
daughter left for college 

(as a D1 athlete), Anne finally had to do what she’d 
been avoiding her whole life: tell her story. She 
packed up all her possessions, gave up her life in 
California, and headed the place of her birth, New 
York City, to embark on Write or Die and find out who 
she really was. What happened in the end was nothing 
she ever could have predicted. 
 
Review taken from Readings.com.au 

 

 

A Sanctioned Evil 
by Dian Wellfare 
 

‘A Sanctioned Evil’ 
chronicles the unlawful 
practices of a social 
welfare system gone 
mad, that colluded with 
legal and religious 
institutions that 
sanctioned human 
rights crimes in breach 
of the common law 
when it came to 
adoption in Australia. 
Dian Wellfare, 
unravelled the lies and 

deception that allowed today’s society to understand 
why an estimated 150,000 young mothers from the 
1950s did not willingly give away their newborns en-
mass to strangers through adoption.  
 
Review taken from Amazon.com 

I Will Find You 
by John M. Taylor 

 
I Will Find You, a tale of 
mystery and intrigue 
which starts in wartime 
Fenland near Ely and then 
moves halfway across the 
globe to Australia. John 
Taylor's story is colourful, 
poignant and moving as it 
charts the journey of 
young Robbie Spalding 
and his path from a Dr. 
Barnardos Home in 
Cambridge to a new life 
on the other side of the 

world. Robbie becomes Nick Thorne and this account 
of his arrival into adulthood is more than a little tragic 
and filled with unexpected twists and turns. Touching, 
funny, sad and filled with drama, I will find you is an 
authentic and pacey read, gripping and compelling, 
and will certainly keep the readers' attention until the 
last page is turned. Expect to shed a tear for the 
casualties of war.  
 
Review taken from Amazon.com 

 

  

If you have read a book  

that may be of interest to 
other VANISH members or  
you would like to write a 
book review for the next 

edition of the VOICE please 
contact Karen on 

info@vanish.org.au 
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VANISH SUPPORT GROUP DATES 2018 
 

Mixed Groups include Adoptees, Natural Parents, Adoptive and Alternative Parents 
Adoptee Groups are for Adult Adopted Persons over the age of 18 

Mothers Only Groups also referred to as Natural Mothers 
 
 

MELBOURNE MIXED GROUP 
(Second Tuesday of each month) 

7.30 to 9.30 pm 
9th January, 13th February, 13th March, 10th April, 8th May, 12th June, 10th July, 

14th August, 11th September, 9th October, 13th November, 11th December 
 

MELBOURNE ADOPTED ONLY GROUP 
(Fourth Tuesday of each month) 

7.30 to 9.30 pm 
23rd January, 27th February, 27th March, 24th April, 22nd May, 26th June, 

24th July, 28th August, 25th September, 23rd October, 27th November 
 
 

  ALBURY-WODONGA   BALLARAT   
  (Second Saturday of each month)   (Third Saturday of each month) 

   10.30 am to 12.30 pm   2.00 to 4.00 pm 
 

  January 13th MOTHERS   January NO GROUP 
  February 10th ADOPTEES   February 17th ADOPTEES 
  March 10th MIXED    March 17th MOTHERS 
  April 14th MOTHERS    April 21st MIXED 
  May 12th ADOPTEES    May 19th ADOPTEES 
  June 9th MIXED    June 16th MOTHERS 
  July 14th MOTHERS    July 21st MIXED  
  August 11th ADOPTEES   August 18th ADOPTEES 
  September 8th MIXED   September 15th MOTHERS 
  October 13th MOTHERS   October 20th MIXED 
  November 10th ADOPTEES   November 17th ADOPTEES 
  December 8th MIXED    December 15th MOTHERS 

 
 

   BENDIGO     MILDURA 
   (Second Saturday of each month)   (Either the Third Saturday or Thursday of each month) 

  2.00 to 4.00 pm    Saturday 2.00 to 4.00 pm  / Thursday 7.00 to 9.00pm  
 
  January NO GROUP   January 13th MIXED 
  February 10th ADOPTEES   February 17th MOTHERS 
  March 10th MOTHERS   March 15th ADOPTEES 
  April 14th ADOPTEES    April 21st MIXED  
  May 12th MOTHERS    May 19th MOTHERS 
  June 9th ADOPTEES    June 14th ADOPTEES 
  July 14th MOTHERS    July 21st MIXED 
  August 11th ADOPTEES   August 18th MOTHERS 
  September 8th MOTHERS   September 13th ADOPTEES 
  October 13th ADOPTEES   October 20th MIXED 
  November 10th MOTHERS   November 17th MOTHERS  
  December 8th ADOPTEES   December NO GROUP 
 
 

For information about the Traralgon Group please see page 9 
 
 

For all enquiries please call VANISH on (03) 9328 8611 of 1300 826 474 
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Victorian Adoption Network for Information and Self Help 
 
1st Floor, 50 Howard Street, North Melbourne 3051    
P.O. Box 112, Carlton South 3053 Ph:   (03) 9328 8611  
ABN 35 582 901 627    Fax:  (03) 9329 6527 
www.vanish.org.au    info@vanish.org.au 

 

VANISH Christmas Opening Hours 

The VANISH  office will be closed from 5.00pm Friday 22nd December 2017 until 9.00am 

Tuesday 2nd  January 2018. 

If you need to speak to someone urgently please call VANISH and listen to the recorded 

message for details of who to contact. 

(03) 9328 8611 

 
Call for Stories 

 

 The VOICE newsletter is produced to provide members with news, views and per-
sonal reflections.  We are always interested in publishing personal experiences 
written by individuals from their own perspective.  
 
If you have written about your own  experience and would like your piece to  ap-
pear in VOICE, please send it to us for consideration.  It can be between 500 and 
1,000 words long and may be published under your first name or anonymously, 
whichever you prefer. 
 
Please note that we do not guarantee publication - pieces will be selected based up-
on how they contribute to the overall balance of the newsletter.  
 
If you would like to find out more please contact us by telephone or email using the 
contact details below.  


