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Abstract

Since 2007, donor conception in Belgium is anonymous by law. Known donation is tolerated
under certain conditions but rarely occurs. Identity-release donation is illicit. Since 2012, donor
conceived adults are increasingly raising their voices, demanding legal acknowledgement of
their right to know their origins. Although different political parties are since then trying to
include donor offspring needs, no political consensus has been reached until today, so donor
anonymity remains the norm.

Born in 1984, | was donor conceived in an era without legal regulations. However, donor
anonymity was the de facto procedure and fertility doctors advised recipient parents to keep
the method of conception secret. At 21, | learnt | was conceived through anonymous sperm
donation because of my father’s infertility. This revelation came as a huge shock, hard to
recover from. The next years | spent fighting for my right to know my biological father. My
desperate search was met with hurtful criticism, denial, and degradation. At 31, | finally found
my biological father. We met several times. He is kind, and willing to answer all my questions,
which | am grateful for. However, finding him has not resolved all the grief. New challenges
surfaced, and | learnt that being donor conceived will never cease to be complicated and

troubling.
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Presentation

Good morning, everyone. It's morning here in Belgium. Thank you for inviting me today.

| live in Belgium, so | will talk a little about the Belgian situation, but also, we'll go into my personal
experiences as being a donor-conceived person. | often compare donor conception to an iceberg,
because it might seem simple on the surface, but underneath it is a giant hidden rock of
complexities which a lot of people don't know about, so | would like to talk a little more about these

complexities.

I'll first introduce myself. | was born in 1984, means 37 years old today. As the middle child of three,
| work as a clinical psychologist myself. | live in Belgium in Hoboken, which is the city where the
famous story of The Dog of Flanders is set. I've been told it's a famous story in Japan. | live together

with my boyfriend and our dog, and I'm conceived through anonymous sperm donation.

I will first introduce you in short to the Belgian history and the legal context of donor conception
before | go on to talk about my personal experiences. It is estimated that in Belgium, the first
medically assisted sperm donations occurred in the late forties, early fifties. The first sperm bank
offering frozen sperm was established in 1970. In the beginning, donor conception was only used
for heterosexual couples wanting to have a child, but since the early 80s also lesbian couples and

single women could have treatments with donor sperm.

It is estimated that today about 80% of the people getting donor conception treatments are leshian
couples and single women, so it's the large majority. By the late eighties, also egg donations were
carried out. During the 1990s, import of Danish sperm increased a lot and it is estimated that today

even two-thirds of the donor sperm used in Belgium is of Danish origin.

Until 2007, there was no legal framework regulating donor conception in Belgium. Clinics defined
their own rules. In actual practice, donor anonymity prevailed, so clinics kept the identity of the
donor secret and they also advised the parents to keep the method of conception secret to their
environment and the children. This has changed a little bit since the eighties and nineties, mostly
under the influence of lesbians and single women being treated more and more, because it's more

difficult for them to hide that a donor has been used.

The method of conception as such became more visible in our society, and that helped somewhat
to lift the taboo and secrecy, but it is probable that most of the heterosexual couples are still

preferring secrecy. Today it still often occurs that children are not told they are donor-conceived.

In 2007, the law on assisted reproduction was issued and this law is still enforced today. The law

prescribes donor anonymity as the first choice procedure, known donation is allowed in the sense
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that recipient parents can bring their own donor, a personal acquaintance. This option was actually
only included to compensate somewhat for the difficulty in finding voluntary anonymous egg donors.
It is actually rarely used for sperm donation. It's also advised against by the clinics. |dentity release
donation, as it is common in for example Australia or New Zealand or the UK or the Netherlands is

prohibited in Belgium.

Although one donor can supply to six families at maximum, there is no central register that keeps
track of the total number of donations across hospitals. Limits might be exceeded and it happens.
Eugenics is prohibited, but physical matching to the recipient parents is allowed. Commercialization
is prohibited, but flat trade compensations for expenses are allowed which means that especially
for sperm donors, when they don't have a lot of expenses to cover, they actually can make a good

amount of money by donating, so this is commercial.

Offering counseling prior to and during treatment is mandatory by law. But disclosure is not to be
explicitly advised. Today clinics advise parents to be open to their children, but there is a lot of

freedom and autonomy given to the parents so they can decide for themselves.

In Belgium, the activism by adult donor offspring kind of started in 2012 only, so not long time ago,
only 10 years. Our focus has been on political lobby, banning donor anonymity, also raising public
awareness about the rights and the needs of a donor offspring and establishing a donor offspring

community.

In 2015, parliamentary hearings were held where donor offspring were invited and heard our
opinions. Also different recipient parents were invited to speak, as well as academicians, like
ethicists and fertility doctors. This led to the submission of some new law proposals in the following
months, ranging from completely banning donor anonymity to establishing a double track system
where parents can choose between identifiable and anonymous donors, which I'm of course,
opposed to. But until today, no consensus has been reached. We're now six years later and donor

anonymity is still the prevailing norm.

At the end of 2015, the first Belgian donor conceived person was able to find her biological father
through a donor registry in Netherlands. This person was me by the way; | will talk about it later.
From 2017 on, more and more donor conceived people are using commercial DNA databases to
search for their biological relatives combining commercial DNA testing with genealogical research,
| think such as Damian did. It is becoming more and more popular and also leads to a lot of

successes in the past years.

Actually, this is the de facto end of donor anonymity. In 2021, so this year, the Flemish government
organized or established a so-called ancestry center, following parliamentary hearings as well to

give attention to the victims of forced adoptions that happened in the past. They have decided to

41



)= INRFF7t> Leen Bastiaansen
RILF—TAD TEFIDBENSZE

Being Donor Conceived in Belgium

establish this ancestry center as a means to repair broken family ties. Because of the similarities
with the questions of donor offspring, they also welcome donor offspring and donors to register and
have their DNA tested in this center, but the center just opened this year so I'm not sure how many

people are already registered.

But this means, we now actually live in this typically Belgian situation, this absurdity which is a
result of our very complex political situation where the federal law on the one hand still deprives
children of their rights to know their genetic roots, but at the same time, these children can apply
for DNA tests under Flemish law in the hope to find their lost genetic relatives. | expect this situation
not to last very long anymore and that donor anonymity will be legally prohibited by federal law as

well soon. These are some references to back up my story, the facts and data of the Belgian context.

| will now move on to speak about my personal story. | was conceived in the fall of 1983 through
anonymous sperm donation because of fertility issues on the part of my dad. My parents were told
to keep it a secret for me as well as for my siblings and for their environment, so they complied.
During my childhood, | actually felt quite disconnected from the rest of my family, especially my

paternal family. | felt like an outsider.

Maybe | should mention my parents divorced when | was eight and my dad moved out of our home.
We visited him every Sunday, but we grew more and more distant. And when | was a teenager, |
was really struggling with this distance. | felt estranged from my dad. | was often wondering how
on earth it was possible that | descend from this man. There was no recognition, no connection, no
involvement from his side, but | felt very ashamed and very guilty about this distance | experienced.

| figured | must be a bad daughter for having these feelings and thoughts about my own dad.

When | was 21, | just had another nightmare about my dad and | was venting my feelings about it
to my mom over breakfast, which wasn't the first time, by the way. And suddenly she became
nervous and she said, well, | need to tell you something that | should have told you a long time
before. Your dad is not your biological father. And | remember bursting into tears asking questions,

what, how, and she explained.

| felt really shocked and upset, but at the same time, it was also like this giant ‘aha-experience’.
Finally my confusing feelings that | had for a long time made sense, but anyway, that moment was
extremely disturbing. | stayed in bed for two days. | couldn't eat. | was crying the whole time. | felt
sick. | felt revulsion towards my own body. My own skin, my appearance; looking in the mirror was
awful. | felt estranged from my own reflection. | went through this massive identity crisis and also
existential crisis, you could say. Because the world as | knew it had fundamentally changed, the
order of things had collapsed. Everything | thought | knew could just as well be a lie. | was a lie. |

lost this very basic form of trust that no one should ever be losing. As a human being, you need this
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form of basic trust to survive in this world.

When | look back at how | was lied to for 21 years, by my own parents about such a fundamental
thing, it's a bit weird that | wasn't angrier with them. | guess, seeing my mother cry while she was
telling me the truth, hearing about her own struggle with the secrecy made me empathize with her.
| realized that the secrecy was to be understood within a certain ‘zeitgeist’ and that they had acted
with good intentions. And this became a massive recurrent theme in my experience of being donor
conceived: if | don't want to upset my parents, or donor conception parents in general, | need to hide
or downplay my own anger and my own grief. From that day on, day after day after day, | have been
learning that my feelings of loss and betrayal are an inconvenient truth for others. Please remember

that this is a crucial issue for many donor-conceived people. It really shouldn't be that way.

Back then, my mom had asked not to talk about it with other people. It made me feel very lonely. |
was a 20-year-old girl studying at university, hanging out with my friends, discovering the world.
And at the same time, | was losing myself and | was not allowed to speak about it with anyone. |
felt like | was carrying a shameful secret - | was the shameful secret. It took me several months
before | gave myself permission to talk about it with my closest friends. For years, this was

impossible without bursting into tears. | kind of kept hiding my struggle most of the time.

In the months and the years that followed, a lot changed. My life had changed as | was slightly
getting used to the notion of being donor conceived, | started to wonder what kind of person my
biological father would be, who was this man that delivered half of my genetic makeup. My
awareness grew that there was one specific man out there, which | had a unique and significant

relation with, but | had no idea who he was.

| could run into him just like that on the street without realizing it. | became this person that was
extremely perceptive of middle-aged men with blonde hair and blue eyes on the streets, in the
supermarket, on the train. Everywhere | went, | started scanning every man for recognizable features
and decided whether or not they could be my father. | can assure you, it's not a fun thing to do. It's

disturbing, but | couldn't prevent it from happening.

When | was searching for information on the Internet, | learned that | had no rights whatsoever in
this story. It seemed, | just had to accept that | would never know where | came from. That was
really hard for me to take in. I've always been quite sensitive to matters of injustice. After a few
years of fantasizing about breaking and entering and stealing my file, | decided to write a polite and

sincere email to the head of the fertility clinic, where | was made.

| explained that | struggled a lot. | struggled a lot not knowing anything about my biological father
and | asked for help. He never replied. When | called the clinic — the office, the desk, they gave me

an appointment with a psychologist who basically just dismissed me. She didn't even want to tell
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whether my files even existed or not. Later, | would see the same fertility doctor declaring on
national television that they never had donor conceived people come forward asking questions. I'm

100% sure, | wasn't the only one.

As | learned more about the history and the current practice of donor conception, it became more
and more clear that | was fighting against the powerful fertility industry that took no responsibility
at all for the wellbeing of the products, the human beings, that they are still conceiving every day.
Being donor conceived wasn't just an issue anymore between me and my parents. From then on, it

became a thing between me and society. But | felt very powerless and very alone.

In 2011, | met my first fellow donor-conceived person. She kind of traveled the same journey as me
and she was also very eager to take action and fight for her rights. It felt so good to finally talk to
someone who deeply understood my struggle. It gave me strength. | was not alone anymore.
Together we connected with several other donor conceived people. And throughout the years, |
might have met dozens of them all over the world online and offline. Meeting fellow donor conceived
people, struggling with the exact same issues as | did, has been vital for me. It really is the best

antidote for the overwhelming guilt and shame that comes with being donor conceived.

On the other side, meeting all these people also deepened my understanding of how huge the
problem is. It amplified my frustration about a massive systematic injustice. It's heartbreaking to
know that everyday children all over the world are still born into lies, deception and irreparable loss

of their biological family.

In 2012, | entered a new stage in my life where | would be a donor offspring rights activist. | did a
lot of interviews, talked to politicians, spoke to a lot of recipient parents or intending parents. I'm
really happy | did all this because it truly helped a little bit in raising public awareness, setting
something in motion on the political level. | also met wonderful people along my journey, people all
over the world who are supportive, like for example, Ken Daniels and Yukari, which I'm very grateful
for. But there's a very, very big however here. It's hard to explain in just a few minutes how extreme

the emotional toll is of this activism.

Again, this not only pertains to me, | share this experience with many donor-conceived people
around the world who stick their necks out. A long time ago when | was still very naive, | thought
that if | just explained what's wrong with donor anonymity and certain aspects of donor conception,
people will understand and will of course not repeat the mistakes of the past because they want
the best for their children, | figured. Well, was | wrong! Apparently, it's very hard for many people to
just listen and empathize with donor conceived people and to take their need seriously. Many people

react defensively. They just don't want to hear it.

As | told you before, our feelings are an inconvenient truth for many. While | was sticking my neck
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out, not for my own pleasure, but in an attempt to make a change for future generations, | have
endured years of constant criticism, denialism, being ridiculed, dismissed, patronized, intimidated,
gaslighted, overpowered by recipient parents - and of course, | can empathize with their feelings as
well, and their resistance - but also by politicians, by academics, by fertility doctors and random

people on the Internet - especially the latter can get really nasty.

I'm not going to go into detail about all the nonsense on this slide and why they are nonsense, but
just remember that all these comments, they induce shame and guilt, and they constantly make us
guestion the validity of our own grief. That's not healthy. It shouldn't be this way. What happens is
that | actually crashed in 2015. | crashed at work. | completely shut down. My doctor sent me on
sick leave for three months. Before | was even able to process what had happened, why | had

crashed, | was surprised by a phone call.

In 2012, when | was participating in a TV documentary as a donor-conceived person, we visited the
Netherlands, the organization, FIOM that runs the donor registry for Dutch donor conceived people.
We decided to let them take my blood sample and have my DNA analyzed just to be able to film the
whole process. Because of course it didn't really make sense to go searching for my biological father

in the Netherlands, in another country.

Anyway, my biological father happened to have watched the show and felt very moved by my story.
He decided he wanted to be findable for his donor offspring, not realizing he had been listening to
his own biological daughter. He waited for a Belgian donor registry to be established, but as this
wasn't happening, he finally decided to go to the Netherlands and have himself registered there. A

few months later, a DNA test confirmed our relatedness.

When the social worker told me the news on the phone, | was completely over the moon. | had this
most spiritual experience of my whole life that day. It felt like | was suddenly the middle of the
universe and everything made sense. | also felt so powerful and victorious because | realized that |
had achieved this myself in spite of all the obstructions. By telling my story on TV, my message had
reached him. It felt like | had won the battle against a law, against a fertility lobby and everyone
who had been telling me for 10 years that | had no right to know him and that he didn't care about

me. | proved them wrong.

We met for the first time on the 30th of November, 2015. We spoke for six hours straight. In this
one meeting, | exchanged more words with him than | ever did with my own dad during my whole
life. It's not exaggerated. | recognized myself in facial traits, in his character, his habits, interests,
values, humor. It felt so good, as if my roots had finally found fertile earth and were sucking up all

the water. He brought pictures of himself at various ages, pictures of himself, of his relatives.

| could finally see the whole picture, my whole picture. When | look at myself now in the mirror, |
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don't see a stranger anymore. It totally makes sense that | am the child of my mom and of my
biological father. | was finally liberated from scanning random men in the streets. It was very
restorative for me to meet my biological father. | felt really validated. He understood that | needed

to find him. And that was the most important thing: | mattered to him.

Now you might think that this is the happy end to my story, while actually, it's not. | had found so
many answers, which I'm still very grateful for, but new questions emerged. Now there was this
man, this very, very kind person who was so happy that he found me. And of course, | shared that

sentiment, but when my initial euphoria faded, | also felt so many other things.

It's like, | also entered this new -- this next mindfuck, of being donor conceived. Who was this man?
What does he mean for me? What kind of relationship should | have with him? | was confronted
with new layers of loss, actually. | was 31 and | just met the man who is actually my original father.
But at the same time, this man is a complete stranger to me. He was looking at me with the gaze of
aloving father watching his daughter and it just, it didn't feel right for me. It felt really uncomfortable.

It was like | just couldn't pick up where he left me 32 years ago in a jar in the hospital.

But again, | felt really guilty for being ungrateful again. It was really hard for me to realize that so
soon after this euphorious and victorious experience as a donor conceived person, | was back in the

position of the child trying to comfort the parent.

After | found him, | needed to concentrate on different things. | was so tired of being absorbed all
the time by the whole donor situation. But unfortunately, this year | experienced another health
crisis. | was exhausted again. | had pain all over my body. | needed to quit work again. | have been
diagnosed now with rheumatoid arthritis. But while | was recovering, staying at home, | was again
overwhelmed by this great sadness. And it's only now that I'm realizing and learning a lot again
about how | have been dealing with being donor conceived all this time. I'm realizing that | have
suppressed a lot of anger, that I've been censoring my voice, downplaying my feelings,
intellectualizing my grief, my anger always because of guilt, shame, feeling responsible for other

people's comfort and also to protect myself, | guess.

It's during this realization that Yukari contacted me a few months ago and asked me to speak
at this forum. It's been several years since |'ve spoken publicly about the topic. | agreed and |
promised myself to speak today without censoring my voice, not only for the sake of my own
healing, but also for every donor-conceived person who has a hard time speaking up for
themselves. | know this is a daily struggle for many of us. I'm done. | think | still censored myself

a lot, but I'm growing. | thank you very much for listening.
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= 2007: Law on Assisted Reproduction
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donation is prohibited
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Finding my biological
father through Dutch
DNA donor registry

Whenl had all the answers,

the questions changed.

Paulo Coclho

Who is this man to me?
What does he feel for me?
What do | feel for him?
What does he want from me?
What do | want from him?

Entering the next mindfuck.
Discovering new layers of grief.
Feeling guilty towards him (what’s new?) 13

2016

A

d) another health crisis ...

surprised by the immensity of unresolved grief,
realizing | have been storing away my feelings,
censoring my voice,

intellectualizing and downplaying my pain,
keeping a lot of anger inside,

because of

working hard,
playing hard,
living life

v

guilt,

shame,

feeling responsible for other peoples’
comfort.

wanting to protect myself.

still growing ... g%
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