Let's do what's best for children
By Robert Whelan

The intolerance of those who shout most loudly about the need for toleration is a paradox too stale to be surprising, and the attacks on the Roman Catholic Church over its stance on the Sexual Orientation Regulations provide a particularly pungent example. 

The regulations, if implemented in their present form, will make it illegal to discriminate against anyone on grounds of sexual orientation for any reason, including adoption. This means that it would be illegal for Catholic children's societies offering adoption services to refuse to accommodate gay couples applying to adopt a child. 

The Catholic Church is, as we all know, somewhat partial towards marriage. The Church regards the rearing of children in married-couple families as an ideal to be aspired towards. Of course, we all know that ideals are hard to live up to and, for all sorts of reasons, parents may be bringing up children alone through no choice of their own. In these circumstances, we just have to do our best. 

However, it is another matter altogether deliberately to place children in situations in which the outcomes are likely to be problematic. This is morally objectionable, because it is putting the wishes of adults above the needs of children, and it is for this reason that the Catholic Church is uneasy about gay adoption. 

Children who become candidates for adoption have, if we leave aside the very small number of baby adoptions, had a hell of a life already. Adoption is regarded by many in social services as the last-ditch option. Before it gets to that, children who have been neglected or abused will be taken into local authority care, placed with foster parents, returned to their biological parents, abused again, back into care and so on for years. By the time they are adopted, these children desperately need love, understanding and, above all, security. They need to be in relationships that are likely to last, as they have already experienced too many upheavals in their little worlds. 

Gay couples are less likely to meet the criteria than married couples. That is all the Catholic Church is saying. It isn't calling for homosexuality to be re-criminalised, nor is it calling for a ban on gay adoptions. It is just asking that Catholic adoption agencies should be able to continue setting their own criteria for prospective adoptive parents, by favouring married couples or, in some cases, single people. 

This, of course, is not good enough for the Polizei of political correctness. The Church's position is interpreted as an affront to all gay people, if not an attempt to re-introduce the Spanish Inquisition. Non-discrimination is the totem of modern politics, and absolutely nothing can be allowed to get in the way of that. The Church argues that the welfare of the child should always come first, and that, at least officially, is a position supported by the Government. The problem is that there is very little research into outcomes for children brought up by gay couples, for the rather obvious reason that there aren't that many cases to provide an adequate sample size. 

As the family policy expert Patricia Morgan, who probably knows more about it than anyone else in the country, argues, such "research'' as touted by the anti-discrimination lobby often comes down to little more than questionnaires completed by self-selected samples from readers of the gay press. 

However, there is more to this than research. Common sense ought to come into it somewhere, matured by actual experience of real life. Contrary to the views of its critics, the Catholic Church's social teachings are not all plucked out of the air by mad celibate men meditating in vaulted chambers frescoed by Renaissance masters. They are drawn from hundreds of years of experience in the provision of social services on a scale unrivalled by any other institution in the world. 

For this reason, the Church takes the view that marriage tends to work better than the alternatives - a position now supported by such mountains of meticulous research as to be almost beyond dispute. When we look at the calibre of the Church's critics in the current debate, are we really sure that their position is based on experience? Or are they using anything that comes to hand - children, say - to advance a political agenda? 

A priest friend of mine, whose parish has raised thousands of pounds for Catholic children's societies over the years, is all in favour of encouraging them to break the law. He wants them to continue selecting married couples and suitable single people as adopting parents, even if the Sexual Orientation Regulations are passed as they stand, and to continue an honourable Catholic tradition of defying immoral laws. 

Unfortunately this is impossible. Ever since the 1948 Children Act, the state has made itself the sole arbiter of the guardianship of a child. There is no such thing as a private adoption agency. The adoption is authorised by a court; the agency simply brings forward prospective parents and does the social work side of things. Any Catholic agency which refused to comply with SOR would soon be de-registered, and would be unable to apply to any court. 

Gay adoptions have, of course, been legal for years, and there is no shortage of agencies willing to process them. Even some Catholic agencies will. All the Church is now asking for is the space for people who do not think this is the best way forward to continue to operate. 

This is something the fundamentalists cannot contemplate. It is a heresy against the gospel of non-discrimination and must be persecuted with the utmost rigour of the law. In America, several major Catholic adoption agencies, with excellent records for placing difficult-to-adopt children, have closed their doors since similar legal requirements were introduced there. Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O'Connor's warning that British Catholic adoption services could close is not, therefore, "a kind of blackmail", as Labour MP Angela Eagle puts it, but a sober statement of the likely outcome of the sort of intolerance of opposing views that she displays. 

In the present climate, it seems likely that anti-discrimination will triumph over all objections, but God help the children when the Church can't. 

- Robert Whelan is deputy director of Civitas
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