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Foreword
I was asked to write this history of St Andrew’s Children’s Society 
because of my long association with the adoption society. It is fifty five 
years since my husband and I approached the Catholic Social Services 
Centre with the hope of adopting a child. After adopting five children 
through the agency, I have served on the Adoption Panel and on the 
Committee of Management, chairing the Committee for many years. I am 
profoundly grateful for all St Andrew’s Children’s Society has done for 
our family, for the placement of our children and for the help we have 
received over the years when our children have needed some extra 
support. I would like to share a reflection on our first adoption 
experience.

On Monday 1st July 1968 life changed forever for my husband, Jim, 
and me because that was the day that we brought home our first 
adopted daughter. We had always hoped to have children, but after 
years of unsuccessful tests, we decided in 1967 that adoption would 
be the route to our family.

On Tuesday, 25th June 1968, Jim’s birthday, we received a letter 
telling us about Jenny, who was three months old. We went to see her 
at her foster family on Wednesday, and then began a hectic whirl of 
activity. I handed in my notice, and my employers, who knew of our 
adoption plans, allowed me to leave work on the Friday. Work was 
hectic as I finished off as much as I could, and handed over the rest of 
my work to sympathetic colleagues. We had to collect the pram we 
had ordered, and buy loads of baby paraphernalia, including lots of 
terry towelling nappies! We had been waiting nine months for news of 
a baby, and had been too worried that it was never going to happen, 
so had bought very little.

On Monday 1st July at 3 pm we went to the office of St Andrew’s 
Children’s Society, then known as the Catholic Social Services Centre, in 
Brandon Street. We could hardly believe it when we were handed our 
daughter, and Jim always says she was his best birthday present ever. 
Jenny seemed to settle in very quickly, with no obvious signs of being 
upset by being moved to new, inexperienced parents, although we did 
realise after a few weeks that she had been much quieter at first. 
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There was no paternal leave in those days, and after we got home, 
buying formula milk on the way, Jim just had time for a cup of tea 
before going back to his office. No sooner had he gone, than Jenny 
started crying, and I had to set about her first feed. Boiling the water, 
mixing the feed, then cooling the bottle seemed to take forever and 
her wails got louder and louder. I felt a total failure in that first hour. 
Luckily Jenny had a good appetite and after her feed returned to her 
usual happy self.

Indeed that first night there was an amazing thunderstorm, culminating 
in an immense clap of thunder overhead, which sounded like a lorry 
load of bricks falling on our roof. I had trouble sleeping, aware of the 
responsibility of a new baby, but Jim and Jenny slept through it all. 
Only when it started raining did Jim awake, and say “That’s heavy 
rain!”. I was just so thankful Jenny was a sound sleeper. 

That first summer seemed to be a golden time, with lots of sunshine, 
and Jenny turned a golden brown lying in her pram in the shade of our 
apple tree. The dancing of the leaves kept her amused for hours and I 
loved my time with her. The only downside was the lack of my salary 
and the realisation that babies can be very expensive. Both of our 
families welcomed Jenny into the wider family, and although we had 
never heard of funneling in those days, we were very gradual in 
introducing her to our many family members. Jim’s sister and husband 
lived in Edinburgh with their five children, and Jenny loved spending 
time with her cousins.

When I learn now of the phased introductions for adopted children, 
and hear of continued contact with foster parents, I realise that Jenny’s 
move to our home was harder for her than it needed to be, and only 
her sunny nature seemed to make it so easy. No life story book for her 
– all we got was about ten lines of information and no photos of her 
before she came to us.

In 1968 babies were placed with families, some straight from hospital, 
but the birth mother was unable to give full consent for her child to be 
adopted until three months after giving birth, and she was able to 
reclaim her child at any time during that period. After three months, 
adopters could launch a petition to adopt the child, and if the mother 
changed her mind before the adoption order was granted there had to 
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be a legal hearing to decide the best interests of the child. It was an 
anxious time until we were informed that Jenny’s adoption had been 
finalised.

During that time we had a visit from the local authority social worker, 
who rebuked us for using our chosen name rather than her legal birth 
name. Those were the times when adoptive parents were encouraged 
to choose a name for their adopted baby, just as if it was their 
biological child. We were also told that adoption was like a closed 
door, and a completely new start for the child. No one understood then 
just how important knowledge of a birth family can be for a child, and 
that a stronger sense of identity can be built if their very early life is 
acknowledged. So many of the changes in adoption practice come 
from a greater understanding of the effects of early life on children and 
the need for knowledge of their birth family and their life before their 
adoptive families. The value of programmes like SafeBase in 
equipping parents with the tools to help their adopted children is 
beyond price, and St Andrew’s Children’s Society is at the forefront of 
these developments. 

Finally, when I remember our happy day, fifty years ago, I also 
remember that the love and joy that Jenny brought into our lives led to 
us adopting another four children. Well done Jenny!

With our five children and nine grandchildren, I feel very blessed to have 
contacted St Andrew’s Children’s Society fifty five years ago.

Maureen McEvoy
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Background
Over many centuries the Christian churches of all denominations 
were inspired to help the poor, the needy and the disadvantaged 
in society. They acted in accordance with the words of St John 
– “our love is not to be just words or mere talk, but something real 
and active” (1 John 3:18). Some of the first organisations to help 
were the Catholic religious orders which founded schools, 
hospitals and orphanages. After the Reformation the reformed 
churches through parishes or social societies provided similar 
assistance to the needy, and in the 20th century laypeople in the 
Catholic Church became more involved in providing such 
services.

This is the background to St Andrew’s Children’s Society, which was 
founded in 1922 when Bishop Graham, Auxiliary Bishop of the 
Catholic Diocese of St Andrews and Edinburgh, asked Lady Margaret 
Kerr to form a group of people to help alleviate social problems, 
particularly the care of unmarried pregnant girls. From this first small 
step the journey of St Andrew’s Children’s Society was started, 
travelling under different names, based in different office locations, 
offering a variety of services, but always true to a vision of helping 
children and families.

The beginning: Catholic Enquiry Office
The group became known as the Archdiocesan Social Services 
Committee and much of their work concerned accommodation for 
unmarried pregnant girls and finding homes for their babies, in 
addition to helping the needy. Within a few short years the 
Archdiocesan Social Services Committee had founded the Catholic 
Enquiry Office, based in 6 India Buildings, Victoria Street, Edinburgh. 
Lord Lovat was one of the founders and was the first Patron of the 
Catholic Enquiry Office. In addition to the services offered to 
unmarried mothers and their babies, the office also acted as a bureau 
of information regarding social services whether under government or 
municipal control or service offered by other charitable organisations. 
Over the years the work of the Catholic Enquiry Office expanded and 
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covered the following areas: 
orphanages, fostering and 
adoption; a nursery school; 
probation work; working boys 
home; holidays for children in 
institutions; child guidance clinic; 
and marriage guidance.

Information was also given to 
enquiries about: Catholic 
education; some involvement in 
child emigration to Australia, 
Canada, and South Africa; pre-
delinquent support and residential 
schools; youth federation; welfare 
of older people.

The office was at the service of all 
the dioceses in the Catholic 

Church in Scotland, as can be seen by the list of Patrons in the Annual 
Report for 1933. 

The Adoption of Children (Scotland) 
Act 1930, introduced legal adoption 
into Scotland from that year. 
Adoptions since then have been 
arranged by charitable bodies or by 
local authority social work 
departments and then ratified by 
the civil courts. In 1930 there were 
only three legal adoptions.

As the Annual Report of 1933 
shows the passing of the Act had 
impacted on the work of the 
Catholic Enquiry Office in relation to 
finding homes for those babies 
whose mothers could not keep 
them. It is hard today to imagine 
how hard it was for an unmarried 

Annual Report, 1933

6 India Buildings, Victoria Street, Edinburgh
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girl to keep her baby without any benefits to provide financial security 
and a lack of nurseries to care for children during a working day, in 
addition to an unforgiving attitude in society for women assumed to 
have loose morals by having a baby outside marriage.

The work of the Catholic Enquiry Office had expanded and in 1934 it 
employed three social work employees. In addition to the Catholic Child 
Guidance Clinic, the boys club and Occupation Centre for unemployed 
men mentioned in the Annual Report, the Catholic Enquiry Office 
employed three Probation Officers who worked with Catholics who 
attended the courts. There is interesting information on annual salaries 
from Catholic Enquiry Office minutes, one male Probation Officer £150, 
one male Assistant £25 and one Woman Probation Officer £70. In 1934, 
the Catholic Enquiry Office was recognised as a charity for tax purposes, 
which gave some financial benefits. 

In the first 20 to 30 years many of the babies and children who could 
not be looked after by their birth parents were placed in orphanages 
or foster homes, but there were also some placed with families who 
wished to adopt them. Before the 1930 Adoption Act adoptions were 
arranged on a private basis, either by individuals or by one of a 
number of charitable adoption agencies¸ including the Catholic 
Enquiry Office. The Church of Scotland and the Episcopal Church of 
Scotland had also founded adoption societies.

The National Records of Scotland do not hold records for adoptions 
prior to 1930. There were only three adoptions recorded in Scotland in 
1930, but that number increased over the years reaching the largest 
number of 2,292, in 1946, after which the numbers dropped and rose 
again to 2,268 in 1969. Since then numbers have fallen to a low of 385 
in 2002, and risen slightly to 472 children adopted in Scotland in 2019. 
While almost all children were legally adopted by non-family members 
in the early days, now many adoptions are by family members 
including step-parents.

After the Adoption of Children (Scotland) Act 1930, as the number of 
adoptions increased over the years, the work of the Catholic Enquiry 
Office reflected the trends. In 1942 Fr McIlhargie, Chairman of the 
Children’s Branch of the Catholic Enquiry Office reported, in language 
reflecting the attitudes of the times:
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The Catholic Enquiry Office has been active in rescuing a great number 
of children from broken homes, irresponsible parents and evil 
surroundings, and placing them where their religious interests will be 
safeguarded.

Another report drawn up on 1942, under the heading of Report on 
Youth Problems states:

How can our young people be encouraged to employ their leisure 
hours in healthful recreation? Huge numbers of our boys and girl 
spend their free time in picture houses and dancehalls, when they have 
the money, and on the streets when they have not. Are the streets and 
dancehalls desirable haunts for adolescents? The results of a three 
months’ survey of conditions prevalent in one of our cities would seem 
to give no uncertain answer to this question.

No reasonable person could maintain that out streets and 
thoroughfares form a suitable playground for youth. Yet thousands of 
our young people of twelve years and upwards parade these streets 
night after night – at dusk, in moonlight, even in pitch darkness – thus 
exposing themselves to inimical influences.

(…)This problem is accentuated by war conditions. Service men of all 
nationalities throng our thoroughfares and public places and young 
girls derive added excitement from the prospect of ‘getting off’ with a 
‘foreigner’.

Some of the solutions were seen to be more rest rooms for servicemen 
and servicewomen, a curfew of 10.30 pm, and encouraging young 
people to follow more hobbies at home, with education provided to 
parents to encourage them to allow their children to ‘make a mess’! The 
need for better housing was also recognised, along with the realisation 
that in a time of war new houses were not a government priority.

As is always the case, funding of voluntary agencies is crucial to the 
ability to fulfil the aims of the charity. In 1940 the annual income of the 
Catholic Enquiry Office was £592 5s. 1d., and in 1941 the annual 
income was £574 15s. 2d. Over the years the St Vincent de Paul 
Society contributed generously to the work of the Catholic Enquiry 
Office, including adoption. By 1955 the St Vincent de Paul Society was 
hoping to give over £500 per annum, being the main contributor along 
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with finance from the Homeless Children’s Fund which was collected 
at the Christmas Cribs in the parishes of the Archdiocese.

A recognition of the Catholic Enquiry Office’s contribution to adoption 
in Scotland came when in 1945 Lady Margaret Kerr was invited to join 
the Scottish Committee by the Secretary of State for Scotland “to 
enquire into existing methods of providing for children who from loss of 
parents or other cause, are deprived of normal life with their own parents 
or relatives; to consider what further measures should be taken to ensure 
these children are brought up under conditions best suited to 
compensate them for the lack of parental care”. 

Between January 1946 and October 1949 a total of 517 children were 
placed by the Catholic Enquiry Office. The majority were placed in 
children’s homes, but 67 were adopted and others were fostered.

An adoption campaign was mounted in Catholic churches in 1947 to 
recruit adopters, and by June of that year twenty two offers of adoption 
had been received. Some prospective adopters were worried about 
adopting a child, whose background differed from their own. In our 
archives we found this letter from Fr Quille, the Chairman of the 
Catholic Enquiry Office, replying to a lady making enquiries about 
adopting a baby:

I fully appreciate your hesitation and fear. At the same time there is the 
possibility of getting a child from a good background. This would be no 
guarantee, but it would undoubtedly remove several of the risks which 
otherwise would exist. The procedure regarding adoption is not very 
difficult. A period of probation is provided for watching the child’s 
development etc. The legal machinery is not intricate either. A good 
solicitor can get an adoption through in a very short time.

In 1952 the Chairman, Fr Glancey, summarised work of the Catholic 
Enquiry Office as firstly finding places of safety for children who were 
orphaned or suffering parental neglect, with the greatest difficulty in 
finding placements for children under two, as there were no Catholic 
residential homes for this age group in Scotland. There was also a great 
deal of work done in helping unmarried pregnant girls, which in turn led 
to adoption work. Changes in recent government policy had advised that 
children should not be placed in residential homes, but boarded out or 
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adopted. This government advice meant that adoption work needed to 
be developed. General advice and help would continue to be provided 
through the Catholic Enquiry Office. It was estimated that the staff 
needed to provide the services would be two social workers, one or both 
fully qualified, plus Mr Wilson would continue his probation work, all to be 
supported by secretarial back up.

An advertisement for a social worker was placed in May 1952 and 
Miss Maureen Crawley was appointed in August with a salary of £400 
per annum, rising with annual increments to £500. She was to be in 
sole charge of the Catholic Enquiry Office after a two-month handover 
by Lady Margaret Kerr, who continued on the Advisory Committee.

The Catholic Enquiry Office continued with a wide range of social 
services, including in 1955 organising Catholic representatives on the 
Edinburgh and Leith Old People’s Welfare Centre, The After-Care 
Council (for boys and girls brought up in orphanages), The Scottish 
Central Probation Council and the Scottish Association for Mental Health. 

Volunteers from the Catholic community were involved as well as paid 
staff. For instance some St Vincent de Paul Society members and their 
wives acted as unofficial aunts and uncles for boys living in the 
Nazareth House orphanage. This sometimes continued after a boy left 
the orphanage, and was regarded as meeting some of the after-care 
requirements for boys. My nephew remembers that his parents, who 
had seven birth children, had two boys from Nazareth House to visit 
them at weekends for several years. 

In 1953 the Catholic Enquiry Office was invited to submit evidence to 
the Home Office “to consider the present law relating to the adoption of 
children and to report whether any, and if so what, change of policy or 
procedures are desirable in the interests of the welfare of children”. This 
information gathered from a variety of adoption societies helped inform 
legislation. The Adoption Act 1958, which came into effect in 1959, 
updated earlier legislation and brought in a number of regulations. A 
minimum age of 25, or 21 if the spouse is 25 or over, was required of 
adopters, reduced to 21 for both if the child was a relative of the 
adopters. Medical reports also needed to be completed for adopters, 
and for the child who was being adopted. The Act also allowed 
adoption agencies to place children not under their control, such as 
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children in local authority care. Local authorities became subject to the 
same regulations as adoption agencies. Until this Act, the Catholic 
Enquiry Office had only placed children whose parents had asked the 
society to find a home for their child. 

In 1955 the Archdiocese of Glasgow opened a separate adoption 
society, St Margaret’s Adoption Society, for the dioceses of Glasgow, 
Motherwell and Paisley. It was agreed that each society would only 
place children in adoptive homes in their own province, but babies 
were accepted from all parts of Scotland.

On several occasions over the years the Bishops of Scotland 
discussed having a national adoption agency, based in Glasgow but 
with a separate office in Edinburgh. No merger ever came from these 
discussions or from the request from St Margaret’s in 2013 for 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society to take over all their adoption work.

In 1958 the Archdiocesan Social Services Committee, which oversaw 
the work of the Catholic Enquiry Office, was renamed the Advisory 
Committee for Social Services. This Committee decided that the 
Catholic Enquiry Office would continue to provide the enquiry service 
and general social work. The adoption and fostering work was be 
undertaken by the newly formed 
Catholic Social Services Centre. 
The decision was taken in light of 
the new regulations in the Adoption 
Act 1958, and the increased 
professionalism in adoption work. 

The Catholic Church provided 
office accommodation and the 
St Vincent De Paul Society 
contributed generously to the 
finances required for this adoption 
work. Shortly afterwards the 
Catholic Social Services Centre 
opened new offices in 5 Brandon 
Street, Edinburgh, in property 
donated by the Archdiocese of St 
Andrews and Edinburgh. When the Brandon Street, Edinburgh 
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Catholic Enquiry Office closed some years later, some support to 
needy families was provided by the Catholic Social Services Centre 
until the 1960s under the leadership of Dr Jean Watt.

On 1st November 1960 Martin House was opened in 30 Albany Street, 
Edinburgh. It provided accommodation for homeless women, some of 
them pregnant. Miss Vivien Ethridge was the moving spirit in the 
house, strongly supported by Fr Jock Dalrymple and a team of 
volunteers who helped in the house. One of these was Mrs Jo 
Landgrebe, a social worker with the Catholic Social Services Centre. 
Fr Dalrymple wrote in 1975:

On November 1st 1960, Vivien spent her first night in Martin House. 
She thought she would be alone that night but before the evening was 
over she had received her first girl – number one of a list that now 
extends to nearly four thousand.

Many of the babies born to unmarried mothers living at Martin House 
were adopted through our adoption agency, and Mrs Langrebe’s 
knowledge of the birth mothers helped many adoptees wanting 
information about their birth mother. When the Martin House Trust was 
wound up, St Andrew’s Children’s Society was one of the charities 
which received some of the funds, which were used in 2009 to 
renovate the building in John’s Place to provide accommodation for 
training and for therapeutic help for adoptive families.

Dundee
As a response to the number of Catholic babies in Dundee needing 
adoptive families, a social worker, Mrs Gibson, was appointed in 
September 1965. She originally operated from her home in Dundee, then 
in January 1966, Mrs Gibson started operating from a room at the 
Dundee Council for Social Services. Although Mrs Gibson left her post in 
May 1966, the adoption service continued from the Edinburgh office and 
in March 1968 a £50 grant was paid to the Catholic Social Services 
Centre from Dundee Corporation for babies placed from Dundee in 1967.

September 1968 committee minutes noted that there was a big 
increase in work in Dundee and consideration was given to employing 
an extra worker to cope with the demand. An appeal was made to the 
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Bishop of Dunkeld to increase the contribution from his diocese to the 
work from £150 to £1,000. Consideration was given to forming a new 
agency based in Dundee but managed from Edinburgh. However, by 
February 1970 there was a drop in the number of babies being 
referred and so the idea of a Dundee office was shelved. 

In 1974 Fr Bell, the Chairman of the Catholic Social Services Centre 
wrote to Cardinal Gray stating the need to expand social services in 
the Archdiocese, but acknowledging it would cost £18,000 per annum. 
If no more funds were available the Catholic Social Services Centre 
would confine its work to adoption, which was running smoothly. While 
the Cardinal had hoped to provide more social care in the 
Archdiocese, lack of finance prevented any expansion of this work.

However in the same year, in recognition of the adoption work the 
Archdiocese of St Andrews and Edinburgh provided a flat at Abbeyhill, 
Edinburgh, managed by the adoption society, to provide 
accommodation for unmarried pregnant girls, many of whom came to 
Edinburgh from Ireland, where the stigma of illegitimacy was stronger 
than Scotland. Social workers from the Catholic Social Services Centre 
supported the girls during their pregnancy and in making decisions 
about their babies. After a decade or so, it became clear that fewer 
girls felt the need to leave home to conceal a pregnancy, and the flat 
was returned to the Archdiocese in the late 1980s. 

For the first fifty years of our existence the overwhelming majority of the 
children we placed were very young babies who had been relinquished 
by their birth mothers. It was the prevailing wisdom of the time that 
children born outside marriage would be better cared for by a married 
couple who would have the time, energy and financial and social stability 
required for the task. Part of our work over the last sixty years has been 
to offer counselling to people affected by adoptions arranged through 
our Society. We have counselled birth mothers who have had their 
babies adopted, and found that many of them have emotional and 
psychological scars from their loss. Some of the adopted people who 
were placed as babies or very young children come back to us with a 
great need to understand why they were adopted and what their birth 
parents were like. We regularly assist these people to trace their birth 
family and support them through any reunion and help them deal with 
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the joys and disappoints that can occur as a result. This work can also 
inform us of the needs of adopted children and their families and has 
contributed greatly to our ongoing support of adoptive families.

Under the terms of the Adoption (Scotland) Act 1978 approval by the 
Secretary of State was needed to continue acting as an adoption society. 
An adoption society could get approval lasting for three years if it could 
demonstrate it was making an effective contribution to the Scottish 
adoption service, had the necessary number of qualified staff, had 
financial resources and organisation and control of its operation. This 
legislation led to Jo Landgrebe, a long-standing member of staff, being 
paid to take a year out to obtain her formal social work qualifications.

A change of name
In 1978 the agency changed its name to St Andrew’s Children’s 
Society. Not only was there a change of name, it was decided that in 
order to help vulnerable children and their families in society, we 
needed to widen the range of children that could be helped. Society 
had changed greatly since 1922, when adoption work had started. 
There was no longer such a stigma attached to unmarried 
motherhood, contraception had become more widely available and as 
a result of the legalisation of abortion, there were no longer the 
numbers of babies needing new families through adoption. 

A recruitment drive began to look for adoptive families who were 
prepared to look at parenting older children, many of whom would have 
lived some of their lives with their birth family, and as a result were likely 
to have much more complex needs and be potentially more challenging 
to parent. It was also decided to find alternative homes for all children, 
not only those of the Roman Catholic faith. The Church of Scotland 
Adoption Society and the Episcopal Church of Scotland Adoption 
Society had both closed down in view of the small number of babies 
being placed, so we were one of the few voluntary adoption societies still 
existing in Scotland. 

Our relationship with Lothian Region became stronger, and we entered 
into a service level agreement (SLA) with them. We guaranteed to place 
a number of children of five years or over, and also any babies of 
Catholic heritage who needed adoptive families. We also later agreed 
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that a member of Lothian Social Team would be seconded to 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society for six months periods to develop their 
expertise in adoption, while St Andrew’s Children’s Society had an extra 
member of staff, without the expense of advertising. After this first 
agreement with Lothian Region we also entered SLAs with East and West 
Lothian to place a number of children each year. One great result of our 
close collaboration with Lothian Region was the secondment of Stephen 
Small, who was appointed as Senior Social Worker in 1992 when Shona 
Easton had to retire from her post due to illness. Stephen is now our CEO 
of a much expanded agency.

Adoption Agencies (Scotland) Regulations 1982 made provision with 
respect to approval of adoption societies by the Secretary of State, 
including prohibition of unincorporated bodies applying for such 
approval. As a result St Andrew’s Children’s Society Ltd was 
incorporated as a limited company. 

On the move
The work of recruiting, assessing and supporting families was more 
expensive than when most adoptees were very young babies. Local 
authorities pay a placement fee 
when one of their children in care is 
placed with an adoptive family, but 
the fee did not then, and still does 
not, cover all of the costs. The 
Archdiocese decided to sell 5 
Brandon Street and give the 
proceeds of the sale as a one off 
payment to St Andrew’s Children’s 
Society to secure its financial 
stability. In 1983 the Society moved 
to Bonnington Bank House, Ferry 
Road, Edinburgh in accommodation 
provided by the Archdiocese.

In 1986 Drygrange Seminary in the 
Borders was closed, and a new 
seminary, Gillis College was opened Bonnington Bank House, Edinburgh 
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in 113 Whitehouse Loan, Edinburgh, formerly St Margaret’s Convent 
School. Many of the Archdiocesan offices were then moved to the 
Diocesan Centre at 106 Whitehouse Loan, and as part of the 
rationalisation of church properties, Bonnington Bank House was sold 
and St Andrew’s Children’s Society moved into the Diocesan Centre. 
When the seminary at Gillis College merged with Chesters College in 
Glasgow to form a national seminary, Scotus College in 1993, the 
Diocesan Centre moved from 106 Whitehouse Loan, which was sold, and 
all the offices, including St Andrew’s Children’s Society moved into the 
newly named Gillis Centre.

In the late 1990s and into the new century it was not unusual for us to 
place more children from England and Wales in a year than from 
Scotland. It was an established practice south of the border for local 
authorities to pay placement fees but we recognised that we needed to 
do more to develop relationships with local authority councils across 
Scotland to meet the needs of children in our own country. Today the vast 
majority of the children we place are Scottish, but we still place children 
from across the UK because we will always strive to see beyond local 
geographical boundaries to meet the needs of children who cannot live 

with their birth families. St Andrew’s 
Children’s Society experienced 
financial difficulties in 1996 during 
the reorganisation of local 
authorities, when very few children 
were available for adoption. Our 
small staff group led by Stephen 
Small, our CEO, were marvellous 
and continued to work hard, so that 
when children were available for 
adoption later in the year, we had 
many families ready to provide 
homes. This strong basis 
continued, and more staff members 
were needed to place the growing 
number of children identified by 
local authorities as needing 
adoptive families.Gillis Centre, Edinburgh
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John’s Place
In 2003 the number of staff in the 
Society was too large to be 
accommodated in Gillis Centre, and, 
as the Archdiocese could not offer 
alternative accommodation, 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society 
bought our present property at 6 
John’s Place, Edinburgh. This 
building has an interesting history. It 
was built as a town house in 1802 on 
the site of the former plague pits of 
Leith and many of the buildings in the 
area were occupied by wealthy ship 
owners and ship builders as 
residences. The Scotch whisky 
distillers, blenders and merchants, D & J McCallum were early occupants 
of number seven. The firm was founded by two brothers, Duncan and 
John McCallum, in 1807. Their small inn, known as the Tattie Pit, was a 
favourite rendezvous for worthies of Edinburgh and Leith. Their excellent 
blend, Perfection, has from small beginnings become known throughout 
the world. On Leith Links, opposite the building, the first official rules of 
golf were laid down in 1744.

Other changes were happening in St Andrew’s Children’s Society, 
besides changes in our accommodation. The aim of the society is to help 
children who need new families, and to provide support to the new 
families who can struggle to help children who have experienced trauma 
in early life.

Historically we had always had a handful of foster carers who would 
foster small babies prior to them being adopted but with very few 
babies being adopted after 1970, this type of fostering had almost 
ceased. In 1990 we pioneered a respite care service for children 
whose adoptive families were struggling to maintain the placement. 
Each child was matched with a specified respite carer who kept close 
contact with the child’s family to ensure that the same parenting values 
were maintained in both homes. The respite care ensured that the 

7 John’s Place, Edinburgh 
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adoptive families got a regular break, usually once a month, and the 
child had a fun weekend with another adult. Over time we were asked 
to provide this respite care to local authorities’ foster carers, and it 
proved very beneficial to all families involved. Unfortunately due to 
budgetary restrictions, local authorities could no longer find the funds 
to use this respite service, so it continues on a much reduced scale. In 
the mid 1990’s the agency began to recruit foster carers who would 
take children on an emergency basis or for short term placements. At 
present all of our foster carers are committed to looking after children 
for long term or permanent placements. 

In 2006 we met with a Minister of the Scottish Government to inform him 
about the Post Adoption Support project that St Andrew’s Children’s 
Society was planning, providing a range of services to adoptive families, 
including play, art, music and drama therapy for children who need 
intensive support. We also stated that many families have great difficulties 
in the education system, where teachers struggle to meet the needs of 
emotionally disturbed adopted and fostered children. 

This meeting fed into the proposals of the Adoption and Children (Scotland) 
Act 2007, which was intended to modernise, improve and extend the 
existing legislation. The key provisions were that unmarried couples were 
able to adopt jointly, and Permanence Orders were introduced for 
children who cannot live with parents, but who need new families either 
by adoption or foster care, giving flexible stability for the child. A further 
important clause said that all people affected by adoption – child, birth 
parents and adoptive parents – have a right to adoption support services, 
provision of which must be a clearly stated part of adoption process. This 
final clause was very important for all voluntary adoption agencies, which 
had provided much post adoption support to families, at a great financial 
cost to the individual agencies. The new legislation strengthened the case 
that voluntary agencies were able to make when applying for funds to 
provide the therapeutic help that traumatised children and their adoptive 
families needed. While local authorities are also struggling financially to 
provide all the services they are required by law to provide, they are now 
making a larger contribution to the cost of post placement support.

Society has changed in many ways, including our attitude to how people 
choose partners and how they live together. For many years only married 
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couples were accepted as adopters. It was felt that if single women were 
giving up their babies because life was too difficult for them, it was better 
for the baby to go to a two parent family. In the last 30 years or so some 
single people, mostly women, were accepted as adoptive parents, and in 
2007 the law was changed to allow unmarried couples to adopt. With the 
acceptance of same sex couples in society, the Sexual Orientation 
Regulations 2009 ruled that same sex couples were entitled to the same 
opportunities as heterosexual couples. This ruling was something the 
Committee of Management of St Andrew’s Children’s Society had 
prepared for over several years, looking at the research from those 
countries which already allowed same sex couples to adopt. It was also 
understood by all adoption agencies in Britain with strong links with the 
Catholic Church, that complying with the regulations would necessitate a 
change in their relationship with the Catholic Church. Since our 
beginnings in 1922 the Catholic Church had supported the adoption 
society with finance, accommodation and appeals for Catholics to 
become adopters, and we are very grateful for all the help and support 
given. We decided that our adoption work was so important to the many 
vulnerable children who needed adoptive homes that we had to continue 
placing children. Regretfully, this meant that our formal links with the 
Catholic Church ceased in 2009, when we decided to follow the new 
regulations, and Cardinal O’Brien resigned as President. We do continue 
to find Catholic families for children who have a Catholic heritage. 

St Andrew’s Children’s Society has always regarded the best interests 
of children as being paramount and we have achieved this over the 
last 100 years by striving to provide stable, loving and secure family 
homes for children in Scotland. This is what we continued to do, 
operating within the law and to the highest possible standards. In the 
ten years prior to 2009 St Andrew’s Children’s Society placed over 230 
children for adoption and around 60 children in foster care. It is a long 
and rigorous process for all applicants, from initially enquiring about 
adoption with St Andrew’s Children’s Society to being approved as an 
adopter. That process is about trying to understand what qualities 
people have, and how they can be put to the best use in helping 
children who have had major loss and trauma in their early years. 
From our experience since 2009, we have seen that many same sex 
couples are able to give children the love and stability they need.
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St Andrew’s Children’s Society has continued to develop support for 
adoptive families. As mentioned earlier, due to the generosity of the Martin 
House Trust, in 2009 we developed a suite of rooms that would allow us 
and other professionals to work directly with children and to provide a 
venue to help promote good contact arrangements for some of these 
children. The St Andrew’s Children’s Society now also has an excellent, 
well-equipped conference room to allow it to continue to provide good 
quality training opportunities for the families it works with and to host 
training for professional colleagues involved in work with troubled 
children, those who are still living in their birth families, those who are 
looked after, or those who have been adopted, by new families.

Many adoptive families have reported that their children struggled at 
school, and after commissioning research from Archie MacLullich, a retired 
social work manager and educational psychologist, into their educational 
experiences we produced  valuable learning and teaching tools for use 
with parents, social workers, teachers and other professionals.

In 2010 we entered into a partnership with After Adoption in England and 
Wales to be their exclusive providers in Scotland of their ground breaking 
parenting programme, SafeBase. We were generously supported by the 
Scottish Government to get this initiative off the ground and we have present-
ed courses in many locations throughout Scotland. We also offer courses on 
Theraplay® to all our adopters, to help them reduce the development gaps 
that many adopted children have experienced in their early life.

St Andrew’s Children’s Society developed a relationship with Children and 
Families International Foundation, a UK based charity, and in 2011, two 
members of staff travelled to Malawi and did some direct work with 
orphaned children and their communities, helping them to build 
meaningful attachment relationships. St Andrew’s Children’s Society was 
also involved in a steering group to help establish a new social work 
training programme at the University of Malawi.

Since the 1950s, St Andrew’s Children’s Society had recruited adopters 
from all of Scotland, except from Glasgow, Motherwell and Paisley 
dioceses, when most adopted children were babies. When adoption 
became predominantly a service for older children from the care system 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society limited its operational radius to up to 60 
miles from its Edinburgh base. For quite a few years we had been aware 
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that prospective adopters north of the 
Central Belt of Scotland had no choice 
of adoption agency, but were limited to 
their own local authority. Knowing that 
there had been a satellite worker in 
Dundee in the 1960s, we originally 
thought of opening an office there. 
However, after much research and 
planning, and with financial support 
from the Scottish Government, in 2013 
we opened an office in Aberdeen. We 
now provide adoption services from 
Aberdeen south to Dundee, north to the 
North East coast, and west to Inverness. 
After renting offices for some years, in 
2022, we were successful in buying our 
own property in Dee Street in central Aberdeen. We have one Service 
Manager, four Social Workers and an Office Manager who work well 
together and who have placed 76 children in the last nine years.  

St Andrew’s Children’s Society continues to flourish, because it has 
always responded to the needs of children. Nowadays there is so much 
research into child development, and the effects of stress and trauma, 
even in the womb. As a result there are ways of helping children through 
therapeutic parenting, and that has been embraced by the staff of 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society. We try to ensure that our families are 
well prepared, realistic in their expectations and warmly supported 
when a child joins their family. Our commitment is for a child’s life and 
our door is always open to all members of our families. 

In the 100 years of St Andrew’s Children’s Society’s existence we have 
always tried to meet the needs of those children who cannot remain 
with their birth families, and while our practice has changed to reflect 
changing needs and society’s norms, our commitment to children 
remains unchanged.

We look forward to our next 100 years!
Maureen McEvoy retired chair

62 Dee Street, Aberdeen 
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