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Barry and Tarah are all smiles. They’re watching their daughter, 14-month old Julia, take a few wobbly steps using their dog Bandito for balance. Julia is a recent arrival in the couple’s life. It’s been just over a year – since Barry and Tarah started the process of adopting her from Russia.

The path toward adoption wasn’t easy. While international adoption was always something that appealed to the couple, they tried to conceive for more than a year before starting the adoption process. 

“We got married when I was 40 and Barry was 43,” Tarah says. “At that time, we didn’t have an overly-strong desire to have kids, but it was at the back of our minds. Then about a year into the marriage, we decided, ‘yes, we’d like to have a family,’ so we started trying [to conceive].” 

Because Tarah was over the age of 35, the couple sought specialist care from an OB/GYN when they hadn’t conceived after six months. Until then, Tarah says, she hadn’t started to worry about their chances of conceiving. 

“You naively think you’re just going to get pregnant,” says Tarah.

After trying unsuccessfully for three months, the couple started using a fertility monitor, which identifies a woman’s most fertile days by alerting her when she’s about to ovulate. “And then it’s ‘baby-making’ time,” Tarah laughs. “And right away that puts the pressure on.”

“But that’s the reality when you’re older – you have to monitor things and really put effort into it,” Barry says. 

The OB/GYN ran “all the basic tests to see if there were any specific problems,” Tarah says. “She did a sperm analysis, blood and urine tests, checked to see if my fallopian tubes were okay, and checked the follicle stimulating hormone (FSH) levels of my eggs, which is supposed to give you an idea of what your chances are of having a successful pregnancy.” (High FSH levels indicate that a woman’s eggs may not be as fertile as they could be.) 

The tests showed “that apart from our age, there was no reason for us not to get pregnant,” Barry says. 

Nevertheless, the doctor suggested Intra-uterine Injections (IUI). “IUIs speed up the process of bringing together the egg and the sperm. So we started undergoing those, plus I started taking a drug called Clomid,” Tarah says. Clomid is one of the first drug treatments that women may come across for fertility. 

“And it did work – we got pregnant by the third month,” Tarah says. “But unfortunately, at 11 weeks, I had a sudden miscarriage in the middle of the night and ended up having a D&C [dilation and curettage] at B.C. Women’s Hospital.”

Tests revealed that the miscarriage was caused by a chromosomal problem, “which is quite common in older women,” Tarah says. 

“It’s also true that miscarriage is quite common, and yet it’s just not talked about,” Tarah says. “I think that makes it harder on couples as they go through it because of that. We felt like, ‘why us?’ but then we did some research, and talked to others, and found out that there are so many couples that have experienced miscarriage.” It’s estimated that one in three pregnancies end in miscarriage among women 40 to 44.

“It’s that much harder when it happens when you’re older because it chews up so much time – and there’s only so much time you have to do this, to make this work,” says Barry. “And if you have a miscarriage, you lose the three or four months you were pregnant for, plus the time it takes to recover from the miscarriage. Then you have to start the process all over again.” 

After that, Tarah says, “I could have gone straight to adoption. Personally, I have always felt that was a path that I wanted to take. But I also understand the other point of view. I think it’s just natural to want to conceive. But after the miscarriage, we started exploring adoption as an option. And at the same time, we were still trying to get pregnant.” 

Three months later, after undergoing more IUIs and taking Clomid with no results, Tarah’s OB/GYN suggested the couple go to a Vancouver fertility clinic that was receiving worldwide attention for its success rates with infertile couples. The specialist at the clinic did a Clomid challenge test, which indicated that Tarah’s FSH levels were elevated and above the ‘cut-off’ point for fertile eggs. 

“The specialist basically told us that our chances of conceiving and going full-term without a chromosomal problem were slim,” Tarah says.

“He told us our only option was to get an egg donor. And in Canada, you have to find an egg donor personally – it can’t be anonymous and you’re not allowed to pay anyone,” says Barry. “Because there was no one here we felt comfortable approaching [to be an egg donor], the doctor suggested we go to the United States [where eggs can be obtained via anonymous donor egg programs].” 

“We thought about it pretty carefully,” Tarah says, “but eventually decided that we personally just weren’t comfortable with it.” 

The couple decided to pursue adopting a baby internationally. As they started the process, however, they had one last IUI scheduled and Tarah found out that she was pregnant for the second time. But at the 10th week, a routine ultrasound showed no heartbeat: they had suffered a ‘missed miscarriage.’ 

“That was a shock,” she says. “It was emotionally really hard on both of us. But at the same time it brought us together... it made our relationship stronger.”

“So at that point,” Tarah says, “we said, ‘Let’s adopt’.” 

In the next issue of Urbanbaby & Toddler, we follow Tarah and Barry through the adoption process – and to Russia and back .

The path to adoption… Part Two of a Two-Part Series
by Andrea Bellamy
As printed in the Spring 2006 issue of Urbanbaby & Toddler magazine. 
In our last issue, Barry and Tarah shared their experience of trying to conceive a child with Urbanbaby & Toddler readers. They ultimately decided to adopt.

Adoption was something that had appealed to Barry and Tarah for some time. In fact, even before she’d met the man she was to marry, Tarah clipped magazine articles about international adoption. So by the time they had made the decision to pursue adoption, then, the couple had already done a lot of research. 

“We did briefly look at domestic adoption,” Tarah says, “but there isn’t any guarantee a birth mother will choose you. And with Barry and I being older, we just didn’t have the luxury of time to wait.” 
Some Internet research lead the couple to The Adoptive Families Association of B.C. (AFABC), a group that aims to educate and support those considering adoption, or those who have already adopted. Through the AFABC, Tarah and Barry learned about a presentation on adopting from China and decided to attend. 

At the event, “there were couples and singles, all wanting to learn about the process, and even parents with their adopted children,” Tarah says. “It was such a positive environment, and we just felt like it [international adoption] was something we wanted to do.”

Because all four of Barry’s grandparents emigrated from Russia, the couple decided to pursue adopting a child from Russia. While doing their research on Russian adoptions, they registered with an agency called Choices Adoption and Counselling Services, an agency based in Victoria that facilitated the B.C. end of the adoption, including the required homestudy. 

“Because Canada is a partner in the Hague Convention [on Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoptions] potential parents must go through a family assessment,” Tarah says. 

“A social worker arranged by Choices came to our home seven times to assess and prepare us for adopting a child.” Tarah relates. “She interviewed us and basically checked us out to make sure we’d be suitable parents. That was interesting. It was like being interviewed for a job, but instead you’re being interviewed to be parents!”

“They require four reference letters, do criminal record checks, and check to see if you’ve had prior contact with the Ministry (for issues such as child abuse),” Barry adds. 

“It can get quite personal,” Tarah says, “because they want to get a sense of how stable your marriage is, and how stable a person you are. They ask about how you were raised, what you thought your parents did right, and what you’d do differently.”

“Also as part of the homestudy process, you identify the age range, ethnic backgrounds, and any special needs you’d be comfortable with. You can also choose the child’s gender, if that’s important to you.”

After successfully completing the homestudy, the couple was approved by the Ministry. Because there are only five or six agencies in Canada that are accredited to facilitate Russian adoptions, the couple’s next step was to find an agency to help them adopt from Russia. 

“We got information packages from all of the agencies with Russian programs,” says Tarah. “We ended up choosing an agency called Caring Homes for Orphan Children, based in Toronto,” Tarah says. 

Then the paperwork started. “We had to put together a dossier, which included letters from our employers, another criminal record check, medical reports, letters from our bank and photos of our families,” says Tarah. “Then all the paperwork went to the Toronto agency where it was translated and notarized.”

“You find yourself writing out the same information over and over again,” Barry says. “This information goes to the province, this goes to the federal government, this goes to Russia. If you make a mistake you might lose a month in having to do it over again.” 

For many international adoptions, the country will propose a child (send information on the child they’ve chosen for you) and “from there you see if you want to proceed,” Tarah says. “But because it was going to be faster, we decided to take the alternative route and request an Invitation to Travel.”

“So our dossier went to Russia, and three weeks later we received an Invitation to Travel,” Tarah says. With an Invitation to Travel, you’re “basically travelling blind,” she says. “You get a call from your agency in Canada telling you you’ve received an Invitation to Travel and you need to report to the Russian Ministry of Education a week later. You don’t see a description or photo of the child until you get there and they give you a ‘proposal’ for a child.”

“At that point, unless you’re uncomfortable with something in the brief medical history provided, you accept it and go to the orphanage to meet the child.”

The orphanage was just over two hours outside of Moscow, which they reached with the help of a driver and translator. Once they arrived, “they came out with Julia, which was pretty amazing,” the couple laughs. 

“You’ve been intensely involved in this process for months – and for some people it even takes a year and a half – you’ve been building up to this moment and then they just bring this little girl out,” Tarah says. 

“We got to spend six days with her, and at the end of that time we had to petition the Russian courts to adopt her. And then we had to come home and leave her behind. It was really hard.”

Once home, the couple went through another round of paperwork while waiting for the Canadian government to approve Julia. Then, Tarah says, “we had to wait for a Russian court date. It could have happened in three weeks, or three months, or the program could have closed, which unfortunately does happen.” 

“Just recently, for example, the Ukraine closed adoptions to Canadians and Americans,” Barry says. “You could be halfway through the process of an adoption, and the government there could say, ‘we’ve put a moratorium on foreign adoptions’ and there’s nothing you could do about it.” 

As it was, the couple waited nine long weeks. 

“Finally we received our court date and were able to fly to Russia and pick up Julia from the orphanage. She left with nothing; we even had to bring an outfit for her.” 

The new family stayed in a Moscow hotel for a couple of weeks while they waited for Julia’s Russian paperwork and Canadian visa to come through. “We just wanted to get her home,” Tarah says, “so it was really tough to have to wait even longer.”

Overall, the couple says, “we were lucky. The adoption process from start to finish, for us, was only 10-1/2 months, which is very unusual. For most people it seems to take over a year.”

“It was a wonderful journey,” Tarah concludes. “I’m so glad we did it. I’m so very glad, obviously, that we have Julia, but the journey itself was amazing. Sure, it’s a lot of travel, and a lot of paperwork. It’s expensive and emotional and frustrating. But we didn’t have any regrets once we met her. We just had to remember that in the middle of it all was Julia. A little girl who deserved a home. People say that she’s lucky, but I feel that we’re the lucky ones. We can’t imagine life without her.”

Tarah and Barry recently welcomed daughter Sara into their family. She was born December 20, 2005.

