
Groundbreaking workshop to establish Foster Care programs in Ethiopia

August 17th, 2010 saw the first day of an exciting 4 day workshop on Foster Care, run by Retrak Ethiopia. Foster Care is a family and community based alternative to residential care that allows children to have the heavily intensive individualized care and support they need to grow and develop normally in a family context and in the local community by carers who have no biological link to the child, but who have the desire to love and care for an OVC and provide a secure and stable family. The event was attended by 12 other NGOs who were anxious to learn from Retrak about how they could implement Foster Care for the first time in Ethiopia.  The workshop was principally funded by UNICEF and members from the Ministry of Women’s and Children’s Affairs at both Federal and City level were also present. 
In June 2009 the Ministry of Women’s and Children’s Affairs published guidelines on the alternative care of children and this also covered the formalized systems for implementing Foster Care programs. Foster Care is an important mechanism for helping to address the needs and care of some of Ethiopia’s orphaned and most vulnerable children (OVC).
In Ethiopia, the practice of extended family or kinship care for OVC has traditionally absorbed children who have needed care if parents have died or if the children have been abandoned.   But with the growing numbers of children needing care, the extended family is often not able to meet this need and many families resort to offering their children for international adoption or to place them in institutional care. The numbers of children needing care has now stretched Ethiopia and its extended families resources to deal with it and care of OVC is now at a critical point before it develops into a complete crisis.
Amongst the NGOs present who are keen to implement Foster Care there were those who want to use Foster Care to de-institutionalize children from orphanages; an important step in ensuring these children grow to be healthy individuals. Street children organizations and those working in community based programs where orphaned children had no extended family available for placement also see Foster Care as a solution to placing children with no traceable families, or  those who were unable to be reunified with their own families (due to abuse, mental health issues, or irretrievable family breakdown) in a caring environment.    

The 4 day training, led by Foster Care specialist trainer Mr. Mick Pease, Trustee of Retrak and the Director or SFAC (Substitute Families for Abandoned Children www.sfac.org)   aimed to equip the participants with the skills necessary to assess potential carers, match the children with the right carers,  train and follow-up the carers and children, and look at some of the key issues around attachment, origins and children’s behavior.     
Mrs. Dinah Mwesigye, head of the Retrak Uganda Foster Care program came to share her experience of setting up Foster Care in Uganda 8 years ago,  in an environment where there was no foster care and many people said ‘it will never work!”.   Retrak Uganda now has a successful fostering program that provides secure and loving families for one of the hardest-to-place groups of children, that is, former street children from the years of 8 – 14 years of age.  As one Ethiopian participants rightly said – “if it can work in Uganda, we can also make it work here!”. 
At the end of the training the participants developed an action plan for their own NGO, with a recall day also planned in 2 months time to bring everyone together to assess progress and continue to network and build capacity for Foster Care implementation in Ethiopia. 

Find out more about the Retrak foster care program    http://www.retrak.org/What.aspx

