
 

 

Historic adoption practices
18 June 2026

To all Clergy, Lay Ministers, Parish Safeguarding Officers, Churchwardens, PCC Secretaries and Parish 

Administrators 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

I am writing to inform you about an apology issued today for the Church of England’s role in historical 

adoption practices. As you may be aware, a number of mother and baby homes, or similar, were 

overseen by diocesan moral welfare councils as part of a wider network of provision for unmarried 

mothers  and babies,  particularly  in  the  years  between 1949  and 1976.  There  has  been growing 

awareness in recent years of practices within these homes and their outcomes for mothers and their 

babies.  

Further information on the research and apology, and support, is available here:

www.churchofengland.org/adoption  

The Church of England played a significant role as part of a wider system shaped by social attitudes 

and legislation which often stigmatised unmarried mothers. The apology reflects the deep sorrow felt 

by senior church leaders for the pain, trauma and stigma experienced - and still carried – by many 

people affected. Whilst the policy of the Church of England’s Moral Welfare Council was to encourage 

mothers and babies to be kept together where possible, we recognise that this guidance was not 

always upheld in practice within individual homes. Some mothers have described harsh and unkind 

treatment whilst  resident  in  Church of  England-affiliated homes,  while  others  were not  given a 

meaningful choice about whether to keep their baby.

I recognise the impact this may have on people living in your community, now and in the future.  It’s 
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likely that the number of mothers and babies connected to Church of England-affiliated homes is in 

the tens of thousands during the period covered by the research (1949 to 1976). However, because of 

the  nature  of  the  records  that  still  exist,  it  is  difficult  to  verify  information from that  period.  

Southwark Diocese has been able to identify up to 20 mother and baby homes that may have been 

connected  in  some  way  to  the  diocese.  These  are  listed  on a  dedicated  page  on  our  diocesan 

website, which also highlights further sources of information and support for those affected.

While the number of those affected is unknown, some people in our congregations and parishes may 

have been affected in some way - as mothers, adoptees, or perhaps as those who were employed in  

the homes. For some, this may be a wish to tell their stories and be heard by their clergy or church 

family. For others, there may be a need for more specialist support. We encourage you to signpost  

people to the support services listed on our website, or, where appropriate, to diocesan safeguarding 

colleagues.

I recognise that this is a complex and wide-ranging history that may affect you also - and that people 

have had very different experiences of this system. The apology does not seek to make a blanket 

judgement on everyone involved, nor the motivations of those who worked and cared for others at 

the time, including those who worked in the homes and adoptive families.

I am very grateful that Mother Joyce Forbes has offered to be available as a listening ear for those 

who are affected. She worked as a social worker for many years and was also a magistrate on the 

family bench – and so is very familiar with the issues involved. She can be contacted via

historicadoption@southwark.anglican.org.

Please be assured of my prayers and together let us pray:

Loving God,

you hear the cry of the afflicted and gather the outcast.

Look with mercy on all whose lives  

have suffered rejection, loss, or neglect.  

Bind up the wounds of the broken-hearted,

assure them of your love,

and grant us grace to walk in the way of your Son,

Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.
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The Bishop of Southwark, The Rt Revd Christopher Chessun
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