Sister Act
In this interview, singer and actor
Holly Valance explains why she is
an avid supporter of Disability
Rights International.

Y

our journey towards championing disability
rights began in 2008, after watching an Ann
Curry investigation on NBC’s Dateline that
shook you to the core. Why did that story resonate so
deeply with you and how did it change your life?
I came across the Dateline investigation purely by chance.
I just happened to be watching the television when the
program came on. In that episode, Ann had traveled to
Serbia (formerly a part of Yugoslavia) to visit institutions
for mentally disabled children. The conditions were
horrific. Gaunt, half-starved children languished in crib
after crib. Some children were so starved for attention they
had literally stopped growing. Their parents had been told
that their disabled children would be better taken care
of in specialized institutions. However, the reality was
that the institutions were neglecting these children and
holding them in dank cells behind crumbling walls.
The story terrified me. My father is Serbian. My sister
is disabled. This could have been our story. Rather, in
Australia — where I was born — such horrors do not
exist as healthcare is free and people are looked after
very well. Medicine and physio support are supplied as
are caregivers, specialists, therapists, and surgeries. You
name it, they provide it. This level of support is truly
game changing.
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Disability Rights International (DRI) was the
organization that led Ann Curry to these institutions.
The investigation prompted me to think of the
absolute worst thing I could imagine (which is child
abuse), and then go even further because these children
are also disabled, so life is already pretty confusing
and a struggle. I don’t think I could think of a more
vulnerable human on earth — a disabled child.
After watching the program, I immediately flew to
Washington D.C. to visit the DRI office. I wanted to
meet the team face to face and asked to be educated
on their mission and the challenges they face. I also
requested to join them on a reconnaissance trip, which
I have done several times now.
Through these experiences, I deduced that working
at an advocacy level with governments and legislators
can have a far more powerful effect than, say,
volunteering my time at an orphanage or institution
to care for these kids because they shouldn’t be in
there in the first place. Children need to be with
a family, with love and care. Not shoved en masse
into dark buildings miles away from anyone.
You have been a supporter of DRI ever since, and
became their ambassador. What is the organization’s
mission and how do they accomplish it?
To put their work in the simplest terms, DRI
physically walks into institutions and orphanages
they suspect are abusing human rights, and observes
and investigates the children’s living conditions,
behaviors, treatments, therapies, medical treatment,
and general life. They create extensive reports on their
findings and release the reports worldwide. Because
the reports often capture shocking mistreatment,
they generally get governments’ attention and shine
a huge light onto the forgotten people living in these
places. This starts a ripple of change.

Usually, DRI’s next steps include helping to place
the children back with their families. This is possible
because more than 90% of children living in institutions
or “orphanages” are not orphans. They are placed there,
most often, because they have disabilities or special
needs and their parents are ill-equipped or unable to
care for them. DRI understands this and works with
governments to identify the different kinds of support
that can be offered to these families to help them care for
their own children. DRI also works in society at large to
destigmatize children with disabilities.

very worst are buildings of terror, rape, organ harvesting,
and abuse. Even at their best, orphanages are often
buildings of neglect, boredom, and squalor. We should be
wary of businesses and charities offering the opportunity
to work in, visit, or help support orphanages. Being
informed is important and the responsible thing to do.
Why has DRI taken a systems-change approach to
promoting the rights and full participation in society
of people with disabilities rather than providing direct
services to individual people with disabilities?
By working at the very pinnacle of change, on legislation
and destigmatization, DRI can, despite its modest size, have
a mind-blowing impact. That’s what more than 30 years of
experience has taught it.

Few people understand that of the eight million children
around the world who live in orphanages, the vast majority
have parents and many are children with disabilities. Are
orphanages part of the problem, and what is the solution?
Sadly, orphanages are rarely a good alternative for raising
children. No child can get the care it needs when it is one
of so many, being cared for “in bulk.” It’s not how human
beings’ brains and bodies thrive. We need family, one-onone time, and care with one another. Orphanages at their

They can achieve a monumental shift in conditions for
disabled children/people across the world by working
country by country. They close down institutions and place
children back with their families and provide support.
They save lives. Daily.

In pursuing a systems-change approach, how and
why does DRI partner or engage with governments or
other stakeholders?
Having visited Serbia personally with DRI, the “hell
holes” (there is no other way to describe them) we visited
are no longer operating. There are programs now in the
region to educate people. Health and social care workers
can provide support to parents so that they can keep
their beloved children. This is better for the child, better
for society, and better for government.

the issues, stand where the issues are happening, and
view them for yourself. I can speak passionately about
the subject because I’ve now stood there and seen the
despicable conditions, smelt the hideous filth, listened
to the helpless and frightening, gut-wrenching cries.

Orphanages are more expensive to run than supporting
families and they can’t do what families do extremely well
— raise a human being with love and dignity.
How has becoming a mother in 2013 impacted your
philanthropic interests and activities?
I remember being very teary and tired for the first few
weeks after my daughter Luka was born. As I was learning
how to be a mother and discovering how utterly reliant
and defenseless my baby girl was, it also struck me how
horrid life must be for children without a loving family
member to hold and kiss them and care for them. This
thought still devastates me today.

Holly Valance personally made a site visit to Serbia in 2013.

Holly Valance, international model, singer,
and actor, hails from Australia. She began
modeling at age 12 and began her acting
career shortly thereafter on her favorite
TV series, “Neighbours” as Felicity Scully.
While shooting the series, Holly pursued her
other passion, music. After being signed by
London Records, her first single “Kiss Kiss”
went straight to Number #1 in Australia
and the United Kingdom, followed by hits
“Down Boy” and “Naughty Girl.” She
released her first album “Footprints” later in
2002 and spent the next two years traveling
Europe and Asia promoting it, while also
making her sophomore album “State of
Mind”, released in 2003. In 2005, Holly
starred in the film “DOA: Dead or Alive.”
Additionally, she has played memorable roles
in “CSI: Miami,” “Prison Break,” HBO’s
“Entourage,” and CBS’s “Moonlight.” In
2008, she acted alongside Liam Neeson
in “Taken.” Valance lives in London and
continues to volunteer her time and efforts
with Disability Rights International.

Because of my acting and singing career, I was traveling
the world by the time I was 16. Although I came out
of that time unscathed, in hindsight, I was a very brave
teenager and I would definitely teach my own children
to be way more careful when they get to that vulnerable
age. I often say that the last day that I relaxed was the day
Luka was born because I don’t think I would ever be able
to stop worrying about my children.
However, this also makes me think of just how hopeless
the children in these institutions must feel with no tribe to
defend or look out for them.
I think becoming a mother has only made me even more
committed to the work that DRI does and to supporting
their cause. I hope that through DRI, thousands more baby
girls and boys will get to stay with their families and receive
the love and care that every human deserves.
Finally, what advice do you have for early-stage
philanthropists concerning choosing causes and
identifying high-impact organizations?
I think it’s great to get behind organizations, but you really
need to know what the real problems are, understand

driadvocacy.org

Holly Valance meets with children in Kenya, 2018.
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Theory of

Context

New international
law not understood
or enforced

Change

Transformational Step

Strategic litigation — file reports and cases
to bring international awareness and seek
legal enforcement; give voice to children
and adults segregated from society

DRI’s rights-based model
helps to protect and
empower children and
people with disabilities
in ways a charity-based
model can never achieve.
Here’s why it works.

Context

Some orphanages generate profit for staff,
businesses, traffickers, and pedophiles

Transformational Step
Expose and stop abuses

Context

Segregation caused by stigma, poverty,
discrimination, lack of community-based supports

Context

Context

Donors support orphanages
and promote misguided
reforms

Public wrongly assumes orphanages are safe and
needed; unaware of community-based alternatives

Transformational Step

Document dangers inherent
to institutions and risk
of gender-based violence,
exploitation, trafficking,
gateway to life-long segregation
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Transformational Step

Transformational Step

Project a clear message, need to
end institutionalization of children.
Use DRI reports, op-eds, media
coverage to educate the public
and policy-makers

Promote improved policies
and donor practices informed
by disability rights and best
practices of community
integration for children
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END

INSTITUTIONALIZA
TION
OF CHILDREN

