Deconstructing Adoption: Thoughts from the ground
(A response by Duncan Andrew, the Director of Thandanani Children’s Foundation, an NGO that facilitates community based care and support for orphans, vulnerable children and their family members) 
Working with some of South Africa’s orphans and vulnerable children (OVC’s) on a daily basis and having to constantly work at securing adequate resources to do so effectively, the concept of “virtual adoption” is exciting. Put simply it is about linking a resourced “virtual family” to a “vulnerable OVC family” through a recognised service provider within their community using cyber technology. 

Of course there are several critical elements to this idea. 

The first involves the establishment of “virtual families”. If the system is to make a meaningful impact on the scale of child vulnerability in South Africa it requires the mobilisation of a significant number of individuals able to contribute to the well-being of others on a regular basis and over reasonable periods of time. This is where the existing social networks present in every faith based organisation hold the potential for mass mobilisation in sufficient numbers for significant impact.
The second is to identify and deliver support services to vulnerable OVC families. In South Africa numerous civil society organisations are already working to identify and support such families in accord with recognised good practice. Working with these organisations is likely to be the simplest and most cost effective way to provide care and support to vulnerable OVC families.  However, the scale of the problem of child vulnerability in South Africa is such that there is a need to support and strengthen these organisations so that they can “scale up” their activities to reach a larger number of OVC’s.  Here virtual support of the community based “service provider” itself is critical. 
Third is the use of cyber technology to create a “bridge” between the virtual family, the service provider and the vulnerable OVC family.  Here a reliable, easy to use and flexible system is necessary. The need for reliability is self evident but perhaps the need for easy use and flexibility is less obvious. From the virtual families point of view, ease of use will mean that the desire to support can be transferred into immediate action without complicated bureaucratic “hoop jumping” and flexibility will allow the virtual family to choose (and to change) the nature and extent of the support they wish to provide. At the same time, the virtual family needs ready access to information on the use and impact of their resources. 
Similarly, from the service provider’s point of view, the system also needs to be easy to use and flexible. It needs to be easy to use in that it should not demand a whole new “department” to administer the system and flexible in that it should not demand the delivery of care services that are not within the capacity or strategic focus of the organisation to deliver. With regard to the former, most service providers operate on tight budgets with minimal staff and are focused on delivery to large numbers of vulnerable OVC households, consequently the system cannot demand that they supply excessively detailed input on specific individuals or families on demand.  The nature and extent of the information required must be reasonable as must be the time frames for the status updates on the families being supported. 
If these elements can be put in place and the links and demands between them well managed then the concept of virtual adoption hold’s the promise of making a significant, positive impact in the lives of millions of South African children.  

