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BANGKOK, July 16 (Reuters) - Cuddling an abandoned baby at a Thai orphanage that was
once her home, thirteen-year-old Claire McInerney said she felt lucky to have been
adopted. "I guess I am happy that I had the opportunity for a fresh start," said Claire,
surrounded by neat rows of wooden cots each with toddlers clamouring for attention.

"They are so little and cute, I hope they find a mum and dad too."

Claire, who was adopted when she was three and now lives in Australia, was one of around
35 children who returned to a Bangkok orphanage on Tuesday with their adopted families
as part of a trip to learn about their homeland.

Over the past 23 years, 62,665 children have been adopted in Thailand and of these
children over 6,000 have been adopted by foreign families, largely from Australia, Western
Europe and the United States. Thousands more are in need of homes.

The children and their parents visiting on Tuesday were treated to a Thai dancing display
and sampled traditional Thai food before seeing their old rooms at the orphanages. Some of
the younger children were reunited with their former nannies.

Claire, whose younger brother was also adopted, said she liked shopping in Bangkok but
added she did not want to live there as the weather was too hot and humid.

"It's very good for the children to know their native land, their culture and their way of
life," said Nonthinee Petpaisit, superintendent of Phyathai Babies' Home.

In accordance with international adoption law, priority is given to Thai families wanting a
child, but Nonthinee said that foreigners were encouraged to apply.

HIV AND OTHER PROBLEMS

About eight children are adopted each month from the orphanage, which is home to 400
children aged from a few months to five years.

Children with HIV, the virus that leads to AIDS, and disabilities make up a quarter of the
children at the nursery but were very hard to place with families, Nonthinee said.

While most parents said mixed-race families raised few eyebrows in today's multi-cultural
societies, some said they encountered problems.

"Sometimes when we shop, people don't treat us as mother and daughter. They don't think
we are together," said American Kathleen Fischer, whose 18-year old daughter Kib was
visiting Thailand for the first time.

"And when she was little, she used to think her skin would become lighter as she grew up,"
Fischer, from St Louis, Missouri, added.

For Australians Kerri and Murray House the trip back to the orphanage served a dual
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purpose.

As well as allowing their son, four-and-half-year-old Diew, to visit his birthplace, they met
their new daughter, Alin, for the first time.

"It's all a bit overwhelming. She's so beautiful," said Murray, as he held Alin for the first
time. "But we can't take her home now, we have to wait another three months for the
immigration papers."

Many of the parents said the adoption process was saddled with red tape and could take
up to four years.

"It's so frustrating. We can offer this child so much. I wish we could take her home now,"
said Murray.
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