Small Miracles Adoption Agency

(07.21.04) — THE OWNER OF A SMALL ADOPTION AGENCY IS ACCUSED TONIGHT OF PUTTING PERSONAL PROFIT AHEAD OF PARENTS BEST INTERESTS... 

THE OWNER OF "SMALL MIRACLES" IS AN ATTORNEY --ONCE DISBARRED FOR STEALING MONEY-- AND FOX 31'S TROUBLESHOOTER TOM MARTINO HAS HEARD FROM MORE THAN A DOZEN FORMER EMPLOYEES WHO SAY NEITHER BIRTH PARENTS -- NOR ADOPTIVE PARENTS ARE BEING SERVED BY THIS COMPANY...

"hi jeff - i'm kristal with fox31 news - can we talk with you?" "i'm on the phone"

MEET JEFF LAVENHAR - THE FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT OF SMALL MIRACLES FOUNDATION OF THE ROCKIES. 

I SENT FOX UNDERCOVER REPORTER KRISTAL GRIFFITH TO THE ADOPTION AGENCY TO ASK ABOUT SOME QUESTIONABLE PRACTICES AND LAVENHAR DID NOT WANT TO TALK ON CAMERA.

THE PICTURES ON THE WALLS PAINT THE ADOPTION AGENCY AS A HAPPY PLACE - WHERE AROUND 30 CHILDREN A YEAR FIND NEW HOMES.

BUT FORMER EMPLOYEES AND CLIENTS SAY THOSE PLACEMENTS ARE NOT ALL "PICTURE PERFECT."

KATE GRAHAM USED TO WORK AT SMALL MIRACLES. 

Kate Graham/Former Employee "He's so rotten inside - and to do such bad things to people - especially to disadvantaged people." 

KATE -- AND A DOZEN OTHER FORMER EMPLOYEES WE SPOKE WITH -- ALL SAY THE SAME THING: JEFF LAVENHAR DOESN'T HAVE THE BEST INTERESTS OF THE ADOPTIVE PARENTS OR BIRTH PARENTS AT HEART. 

"He's not there for the girls at all - it's all money driven." 

KATE SAYS HIS DRIVE FOR MONEY IS SO STRONG, HE'LL EVEN COERCE BIRTH MOTHERS INTO GIVING UP THEIR BABIES.

"If they are not sure about placing their baby - they would offer them more money."

COMPETITORS SAY THAT'S NOT THE WAY REPUTABLE ADOPTION AGENCIES SHOULD WORK. 

Dixie Davis/Adoption Exchange "There is an environment to allow the birth parent to change their minds 100 times - because they do." AND GET THIS: KATE TOLD FOX UNDERCOVER THAT RACE *WAS* AN ISSUE.

SINCE LAVENHAR WOULDN'T MAKE AS MUCH ON A MINORITY ADOPTION - HE'D PAY MINORITY MOTHERS LESS THAN WHITE MOMS.

"White moms would get $2,000 - the highest I would ever see a minority get was $800."

KATE ADDS... EVEN WHEN THE AGENCY OFFERED BIRTH MOTHERS MORE MONEY - IT DIDN'T SOLIDIFY THEIR DECISION GIVE UP HER BABY - OFTEN TIMES... MOTHERS WOULD STILL BACK OUT.... CAUSING AGONY FOR THE ADOPTIVE PARENTS WHO THOUGHT THEY FINALLY HAD A CHILD.

THE DIVISION OF LICENSING HAS NO PROOF THAT LAVENHAR COERSES BIRTH MOMS INTO GIVING UP THEIR CHILDREN - BUT HE WAS ACCUSED OF THAT IN THIS LAWSUIT.

AND, THE SAME ACCUSATION IS MADE IN THIS COMPLAINT TO THE STATE... WHERE ANOTHER BIRTH MOTHER CHANGED HER MIND... THE ADOPTIVE FAMILY SAYS, THAT THE MOTHER "DID NOT SEEM TO BE TOTALLY 'ON BOARD' WITH MAKING AN ADOPTION PLAN FOR HER CHILD."

WHILE THE STATE INVESTIGATED THE COMPLAINT - NO LICENSING ACTION WAS TAKEN.

FORMER EMPLOYEES SAY JEFF IS TAKING ADVANTAGE OF ADOPTIVE PARENTS. SEE - FOR LAVENHAR - IT'S A WIN WIN SITUATION.

EVEN IF A BIRTH MOM BACKS OUT, HE AGENCY STILL MAKES MONEY.

THEY CHARGE ADOPTIVE PARENTS - WHAT THEY CALL - A REJECTION FEE... RUNNING AS MUCH AS 4-THOUSAND DOLLARS.

"You'd never think that a person you're doing an adoption with - would screw you over."

THE HEAD OF STATE'S LICENSING DIVISION ADMITS... ADOPTIVE PARENTS ARE VULNERABLE.

WHILE THE STATE REGULATES WHAT AN AGENCY CAN PAY BIRTH MOMS - THERE ARE NO REGULATIONS OR LIMITS ON WHAT AGENCIES CHARGE ADOPTIVE PARENTS TO GET BABIES.

Dana Andrews/Dept. of Human Services "Some of them go to first agency they talk to - and never shop around... and don't pay attention to the small print, because they have their eyes on the baby, getting that baby as quickly as they can. And, I think they are very susceptible to be taken advantage of... if an agency wants to do that."

THERE ARE 6 COMPLAINTS AGAINST SMALL MIRACLES SINCE 2000. STATE INSPECTORS WERE UNABLE TO CONFIRM ANY OF THE ALLEGATION.

AND WHILE THE STATE CAN'T FIND ANY WRONGDOING IN JEFF'S ADOPTION AGENCY - FORMER EMPLOYEES POINT TO HIS PAST AS AN ATTORNEY.

JEFF WAS DISBARRED FOR TAKING 28-THOUSAND DOLLARS THAT WASN'T MEANT FOR HIS LAWFIRM.

Jay Ledbetter/Attorney and Former Law Partner "You just don't take stuff that's not yours.. and if you accidentally find something - give it back - but Mr. Lavenhar chose NOT to."

THE THEFT WAS IN 1988... IN 1991 JEFF OPENED SMALL MIRACLES - WITHOUT THE STATE'S PERMISSION.

"They started operation prior to receiving license - they started out on a probationary license because of the time they operated without a license."

THE MOST RECENT ALLEGATIONS AGAINST JEFF DESCRIBE A SIMILAR LACK OF ETHICS.

IN THIS LAWSUIT FILED IN MARCH, A FORMER EMPLOYEE ACCUSES JEFF OF FORGING HER NAME TO A LEASE AGREEMENT. SHE SAYS THE MOTIVE WAS MONEY.

JEFF NEEDED NINA CROWE TO APPEAR AS THE VICE PRESIDENT OF SMALL MIRACLES, SO *HE* COULD ACT AS THE AGENCY'S REAL ESTATE BROKER... COLLECTING THE 4 THOUSAND DOLLAR COMMISSION.

FOX UNDERCOVER FOUND HE'S NEVER BEEN LICENSED TO BE A BROKER IN COLORADO.

BUT - EVEN IF MS. CROWE WINS HER CASE, LICENSING SAYS LAVENHAR IS FREE TO OPERATE.

THEIR REGULATIONS REQUIRE CRIMINAL CONVICTIONS IN ORDER TO REVOKE A LICENSE. NINA CROWE'S LAWSUIT IS CIVIL.

FORMER EMPLOYEES SAY THAT'S A SHAME... BECAUSE THE ADOPTIVE PARENTS AND BIRTH MOMS WHO USE HIS AGENCY WILL CONTINUE TO BE TAKEN ADVANTAGE OF.

"To be so money driven that you'd do that to people... is that's a real sorry way to live. A 2 million dollar home, you still have to wake up and look at yourself in the mirror - i don't know how he does it."

I'M TROUBLESHOOTER TOM MARTINO, FOX 31 NEWS.

WHILE JEFF LAVENHAR WOULD NOT GO ON CAMERA - HE DID FAX THIS STATEMENT SAYING HE WOULDN'T GRANT AN INTERVIEW BECAUSE HE'S "..UNABLE TO DISCUSS PENDING LITIGATION MATTERS."

HE ALSO SAYS THE STATE PROHIBITS "*DISCLOSURE OR DISCUSSION*" OF "..ANY PAST OR PRESENT AGENCY CASE OR CLIENT."

MANY FORMER EMPLOYEES WHO FOX31 SPOKE WITH FEEL THE STATE SHOULD BE ABLE TO REVOKE "SMALL MIRACLES'" LICENSE. 

HEAR THE STATE'S RESPONSE - TOMORROW NIGHT AT NINE. 

