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Secure and safe homes for our most vulnerable children 
Response of the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities 

 
 
The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities welcomes the recent review of the 
adoption and permanence system, and support the implementation of its findings to 
secure the best interests of children in Scotland. 
 
The Jewish community in Scotland is very small (around 6000 people identified 
themselves as Jewish in the 2001 census, although we believe 10 000 to be a more 
realistic figure). There is no Jewish adoption agency in Scotland, so many adoption 
and fostering placements are arranged on a cross-border basis, often facilitated by a 
Jewish adoption agency in England. We therefore believe it important that Scottish 
legislation should take account of Westminster legislation (and vice versa) to ensure 
that cross-border work remains a viable proposition. 
 
Should there be any exceptions or special rules, for example for faith-based 
adoption agencies? 
Faith communities frequently provide a stable and supportive environment for 
children who, for whatever reason, find their home lives disrupted so they are unable 
to live with their families, and faith-based agencies can play a vital role in facilitating 
this. Because continuity of religious practice, culture and ethical outlook all contribute 
to children’s sense of identity and security placements should, where possible, be 
such as to enable the child to continue their accustomed religious practice, and it is, 
therefore, important that both faith-based and other adoption agencies are given the 
flexibility to refuse placements that do not fit in with that ethos. 
 
Issues on which parental views should be sought in placing a child for 
adoption 
Parental views generally support the best interests of the child, and, providing, of 
course that they do not in any way compromise the child’s safety and security, these 
should not only be sought but should be given a high priority. This is of particular 
importance in short-term placements and/or in situations in which the parent(s) will 
have ongoing contact with their child.  
 
We would emphasise the need for adequate training of agency staff in respect of 
religious and cultural matters so that they do not dismiss or belittle views with which 
they are unfamiliar. In one short-term fostering placement of which we are aware, the 
mother, because of her religious belief, requested that her toddler should not be 
dressed in particular types of clothing. This request was misinterpreted by the 
agency concerned, as obsessive behaviour due to the mother’s illness, and the 
request was not passed on to the foster family. The mother’s distress on visiting her 
child and finding her inappropriately dressed may well be imagined, and was entirely 
avoidable. 
 
In another case we know of, a family was initially rejected as adoptive parents 
because, for religious reasons, they did not possess a television.  (They dealt with 
this simply: they bought a dead television and put it in their living room for the 
duration of the social worker’s visit; she did not notice it was not plugged in!)   
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Staff training and Consulting with Communities 
Communities, not agencies, should always be recognised as the experts on their 
own faith and culture and regular consultation with those nominated by the 
communities themselves to represent them is essential to avoid situations such as 
those described above.  
 
Without such consultation it is possible that the best-meaning placement might result 
in a situation that is not in the best long-term interests of the child. There are many 
issues relating to personal status which may arise within religions and faith 
communities, and care must be taken to ensure that a placement does not leave the 
child with unjustified expectations or with disadvantages within his or her faith.  
 
Consultation also enables agencies to become aware of different cultural norms, and 
may open the way for placements which would not otherwise have been considered. 
We are, for example, aware of the recent placement of a severely disabled Jewish 
baby as the ninth child in a family that had already adopted two disabled children.  
Without an understanding that large families are common amongst members of the 
Orthodox Jewish community this successful placement would almost certainly not 
have been considered. 
 
Education is an important tool for developing a service underpinned by respect and 
equal treatment for all cultures. It is, however, essential that all teaching materials 
are accurate and appropriate and we would emphasise that all teaching materials 
must be referred to the relevant community for checking. When this does not take 
place errors may frequently be incorporated and these may result in a negative 
impression of the community concerned. In addition such errors cast doubt on the 
reliability of other material from the same source.  
 
Fostering allowances 
There may sometimes be cost implications attached to religious observance, and we 
urge that this should be taken into account when setting guidelines and scales for 
fostering allowances. For example, kosher food is generally more expensive than 
non-kosher food, and foster families should not have to argue every case on a one-
off basis so as to receive an adequate allowance to feed the child. Fostered children 
may also require special garments or articles in order to carry out their religious 
observance (for example a Jewish boy may require to purchase tefillin (phylacteries) 
when he reaches thirteen years old and becomes bar mitzvah). 
 
Private fostering 
We support the establishment of a working group on private fostering. We are aware 
that many such arrangements are unknown to the relevant authorities and that 
agencies are therefore unable to provide the support they otherwise would. We 
recommend that the working party’s remit should include an investigation into the 
frequency with which such arrangements go unreported, and that it should also 
consider ways of encouraging the families concerned to report private fostering 
arrangements to enable them to access services. 
 
Sharing of medical information 
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In certain situations, and to enable proper planning for a child we would support the 
limited sharing without consent of medical information. This is of particular 
importance where particular there may be a genetic predisposition to certain 
conditions in particular communities (for example Tay-Sachs disease in the 
Ashkenazi Jewish community). 
 
We would also recommend that other information should be made available, for 
example in the case of a Jewish child, documentation proving the Jewish status of 
the birth mother in order that the child should be able to demonstrate their own 
status when required for example to gain entry to a Jewish school or later, as an 
adult, on marriage. (As already mentioned above, Jewish descent is matrilineal, and, 
as such, it is very important for someone to know the religious status of their birth 
mother.) 
 
Summary 
We agree with the Scottish Executive that it is ‘vital to provide stable and secure new 
homes for children who cannot live with their families’ and strongly support the 
recognition of ‘the need to provide proper support to adopters and carers’. As such 
we welcome the opportunity to participate in this consultation. 
 
 

 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Note: The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities is the representative body of all 
the Jewish communities in Scotland comprising Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and 
Dundee as well as the more loosely linked groups of the Jewish Network of Argyll 
and the Highlands, and of students studying in Scottish Universities and Colleges.  
 
In preparing this response we have consulted widely among members of the Scottish 
Jewish community, particularly those involved in the social work professions, and 
with a UK-wide Jewish adoption agency. 
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