REPORT OF

SUFFOLK ADOPTION AGENCY

2008/2009

INTRODUCTION

The Adoption Service provides services to children, adoptive family members and birth family members as required by the Adoption Minimum Standards 2003, the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and the 1989 and 2004 Children Acts.  The Service is part of the overall strategic plan for Children and Young Peoples Services. In partnership with the Corporate Parenting Service and our partner agencies in health and CAMHS it works to provide a holistic service to all those affected by adoption.

Performance is generally good with high numbers of young children in care, who require a permanent placement out side of their birth family, being adopted. There is the need for continuing service improvement to reduce our timescales for placement from the point at which adoption is agreed as the child’s plan. Recent investment of new posts in the service has lead to a significant increase in the number of approved adopters. Adoption support services have also been improved to provide a greater range of therapeutic interventions to families. Inspection of the adoption service in November 2009 gave an overall rating as good and in two areas, adoption support and organisational management, it was found to be outstanding
This report is an overview of adoption activity in Suffolk during 2008/2009.  It provides statistics for this period and highlights areas of achievement and challenges for the past year.
Key Achievements and Challenges for the Year
· Inspection by Ofsted in November 2008. The overall rating was good.  2 out of the 4 areas graded were seen as outstanding.

· The development of a more specialist structure within the Adoption Service has been fully implemented.

· A new Panel Chair has been appointed

· The capacity of Permanence Panel has been increased allowing for more timely decision making.

· Independent support to birthparents/relatives who attend the Permanence Panel has been introduced.

· The introduction of the Public Law Outline and timescales for court has put additional pressure on panels.

· In a number of cases, birthparents have sought leave to appeal or revoke a Care Order or Placement Order as we are about to proceed with a placement in an adoptive family.  This has caused delay.

· 3 black and minority ethnic families have been considered as applicants. One is in the process of being assessed. No new black and minority ethnic families have been approved by Suffolk.

· A review of preparation of children for permanence has been completed and the recommendations are being implemented.

· The number of disruptions of children looked after has been reduced from 4 in 07/08 to  1 in 08/09

· The Adoption Support Team has successfully piloted a new therapeutic assessment and intensive intervention tool.

Government Requirements

Adoption Standards Guidance

Comprehensive Adoption Standards were introduced in August 2001 and revised by the Adoption Guidance under the Adoption and Child Act 2002 when it came into force in December 2005.  These affect every aspect of adoption work.  They include qualitative requirements and timescales to be met in individual case.  Some of these are referred to in Adoption Agency statistics that follow.  The Agency monitors its work against these standards.
Performance Indicators
The Government measures adoption performance through the following Performance Indicators:

· NI63  The percentage of children aged under 16 at 31st March who had been looked after continuously for 2.5 years, who were living in the same placement for at least 2 years or are placed for adoption

· PAF CF 79 Of children aged at least 10 and under 16 looked after at 31st March, the percentage that were in foster care or placed for adoption

· NI61 The percentage of looked after children adopted during the year who were placed for adoption within 12 months of the agency deciding they should be placed for adoption

· 2059SC The number of looked after children adopted during the year as a percentage of the number of looked after at 31st March who have been looked after for 6 months or more on that day

National Minimum Standards for Adoption

These are provided by the Care Standards Act 2000 and prescribe in fine detail the way in which the Adoption Agency must carry out each aspect of its work.  We are inspected against these by OFSTED every 3 years.  The last inspection took take place in November 2008.

CHILDREN WITH AN AGREED PLAN FOR ADOPTION 

Where Children’s Services wish to agree a plan of adoption for a child this needs to be considered by the Permanence Panel and the Agency Decision Maker. This has previously been known as a   ‘best interests’ decision.

	CHILDREN WITH A PLAN FOR ADOPTION
	APR 2008-MAR 2009

	TOTAL NUMBER OF CHILDREN
	58

	AGE GROUP:



0-23 MONTHS



24-60 MONTHS



61-83 MONTHS



84+ MONTHS
	42

11

2

3

	GENDER:



MALE



FEMALE
	32

26

	BLACK AND MINORITY ETHNIC GROUPS
	7

	SIBLING GROUPS OF 2

SIBLING GROUPS OF 3

SIBLING GROUPS OF 5
	6

1

1

	RELINQUISHED CHILDREN
	1
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There has been a decrease in number of plans agreed for adoption this year

61 children were presented to panel but in 3 cases the plan for adoption was not agreed. 

The overall reduction in numbers coming through for adoption reflects the changes brought about by the introduction of the Public Law Outline where more assessments are completed before care proceedings are initiated.  In some areas Assessment and Family Support teams have become involved in the early stages of the adoption process, an area of work which was less familiar to them and has caused some delays in permanence plans being progressed.

In addition, some staff vacancies in Care Management have had an impact on the transfer of cases from Assessment and Family Support Service adding to delays in the usual timescales.

There has been a decrease in the number of sibling groups approved in comparison to the 2007-2008 statistics where 25% of approved plans were for sibling groups as opposed to 13% in 2008-2009.

Gender of Children with an agreed plan for adoption
Of the 58 children approved for adoption 32 were male and 26 female.
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Ages of Children with an agreed plan for adoption 2005/06 - 2008-09

	
	Under 2
	Under 5
	Under 7
	Over 7

	2005/6
	43
	29
	5
	4

	2006/7
	45
	19
	7
	2

	2007/8
	51
	17
	4
	2

	2008/9
	42
	11
	2
	3
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Ethnicity of children – black and minority ethnic children with a plan for adoption agreed 2005/06 - 2008/09
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Following a significant statistical increase in the numbers of Black and Minority Ethnic Children in 2006 with a plan for adoption, the numbers of children have remained stable for a period of three years.
Children with older siblings who have also been adopted

Of the children presented with a plan for adoption, 13 had a sibling/siblings previously placed for adoption and a sibling group of two have a half sibling being placed for adoption in another county.  One child is the third child to be placed for adoption and the birth mother’s two sisters have also had their children removed from their care and adopted.

The recurring themes within the birth families’ circumstances which led to adoption being the plan for these children are as follows;-

· History of continued substance abuse-particularly drug abuse

· Birth parents had poor parenting role models

· Birth parents were’ looked after’ children themselves

· Chaotic lifestyles

· Violent relationships/numerous partners

· Partner Schedule I offender

· Birth parent abused previous child

· Mental health problems/non medication/alcohol

· Parental learning disabilities

Most birth parents experience a combination of these factors.  In a number of cases the child’s history closely replicates the birth parents own experience of being parented.

CHILDREN MATCHED FOR ADOPTION

Where a child has a plan for adoption agreed and a potential adoptive family is identified this is also considered by the Permanence Panel.

This process is called ‘matching’.

	CHILDREN MATCHED FOR ADOPTION
	APR 2008 – MAR 2009

	TOTAL NUMBER OF CHILDREN

Matched with Suffolk Adopters

Matched with Out of County Adopters
	69

40

29

	AGE GROUP:



0-23 MONTHS



24-60 MONTHS



61-83 MONTHS



84 + MONTHS
	42

19

3

5

	GENDER:



MALE



FEMALE
	34

35

	BLACK AND MINORITY ETHNIC GROUPS
	10

	SIBLING GROUPS OF 2

SIBLING GROUPS OF 3
	6

1

	RELINQUISHED CHILDREN
	3
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Children Matched
Compared to 2007-2008 there has been an increase in the number of children matched. This higher number may demonstrate the benefits of a dedicated Family Finding team.

The 40 children matched with approved Suffolk adopters were matched with 38 families:

· 36 single children

· Two sibling groups of 2.

The 29 children matched “Out of County” were matched with 23 families:

· 18 single children

· 1 sibling group of 3

· 4 sibling groups of 2

One sibling group of 3 matched with’ out of county ‘adopters did not progress to placement.
One child was matched twice in this period.  Initially matched with “Out of County” adopters where the placement disrupted, she was later matched with Suffolk adopters.

Those matched “Out of County” were generally children with more complex needs, including children from black and minority ethnic backgrounds, children with learning disabilities, sibling groups and children with emotional difficulties.

Several of the younger children matched “Out of County” were those where, in the early stages of infancy, they presented with difficulties related either to their prenatal history, difficulties at birth related to drugs or where the birth family’s medical history needed to be clarified.

Two children were matched “Out of County” simply because at that time the demand for baby placements was greater than the available families in-house.  In addition there was a mismatch between Suffolk adopters’ gender preference and the increase in boys available for adoption.

Nine of the single children matched and one sibling group of two were part of larger sibling groups where the decision was made to place them separately or in small groups because of their particular individual needs or where for the younger children in the group further delay would reduce their chance to be adopted or adversely affect their ability to attach securely.

Age Group

The high number of babies (0-23months) requiring adoptive placements was at variance with neighbouring authorities during this period and had some relevance to the need to look “Out of County” to avoid delay.

Gender

Although the final breakdown of gender would indicate no particular pressure for one rather than the other, in fact at a certain stage of planning the demand for placements for boys was greater than that for girls.

Action was taken to address this issue within the recruitment of potential adopters by giving preference to applicants who were flexible in terms of the age and gender. 

Black and Minority Ethnic groups

All black and minority ethnic children were placed “Out of County” due to lack of suitable matches in Suffolk. This is a priority area for recruitment and requires ongoing work with the Suffolk BME community.

Sibling groups

In all 7 sibling groups were matched during this period.

2 groups of 2 were matched with Suffolk adopters.  One of the groups was part of a large sibling group of 5 children where the decision was made to separate the siblings.

5 groups were matched “Out of County” .1 group of three children did not progress to placement. In this case a decision was made subsequently to place all 3 separately.

The complexities of decision making concerning whether the children can be placed together or should be separated is considerable.  There is now more research and greater recognition of the risks of placing siblings with significant needs together. The Permanence Panels now require an assessment of the children’s individual needs and their sibling relationships to inform the advice they give.

Relinquished children

Of the three matched one has been matched with a half sibling previously placed for adoption

Children placed  out of County within the Consortium  2008-2009

Suffolk placements made with Consortium adopters:

10 children placed with 10 Essex Adopters

3 children placed with 2 Coram Adopt Anglia Adopters

2 children placed with 1 Barnardo's Adopters.

Consortium Placements made with Suffolk adopters:

1 child placed with Suffolk adopters.

This shows a considerable increase in the number of Consortium links made this year which reflects the activity generated from the regular Consortium Exchange meetings attended by adoption staff.  In addition we have been involved in organising two Regional Matching Events where adopters are invited to hear about children and to speak directly with the child’s social worker and foster carer.

The lack of young children available in Essex contributed to interest from Essex adopters in young Suffolk children at a time when our supply of in house adopters struggled to match demand.

Timescales

Children matched within 6 months (from an agreed plan for adoption to match
Adoption Act guidance sets out a timescale of 6 months from the agency decision to place for adoption to a match being achieved.  Active family finding does not commence however, until a placement order has been obtained.

	 
	2007/2008
	2008/2009

	
	Achieved
	Not Achieved
	Achieved
	Not Achieved

	Under 2
	20
	12
	22
	20

	Over 2
	6
	26
	7
	20

	TOTAL
	26
	38
	29
	40


These figures indicate a small increase overall in the number of children where a match was agreed within 6 months of a plan for adoption being approved but also an increase in the number under 2 not matched within the same period.  It is interesting to note that where the target was not achieved this relates almost equally to children below and over 2. 

Of the children under 2 not matched within 6 months 10 were of black and minority ethnic heritage. Most of these children were placed outside of the Consortium. A birthmother contesting the final court outcome added several months delay in 1 case. There were also delays due to the need for further assessment concerning health and developmental issues. 

Timescales For Relinquished Children 
1 was matched within 4 months of being accommodated under section 20.

2 were matched 9 months from date of being accommodated.

Case 1: Date Accommodated to Best interests – 6 months.  Matched 3 months later with relatives who had to be approved as adopters.

Case 2: Date Accommodated to Best interests – 4 months.  Match followed quickly.  This child was placed with his half sibling whose adopters had to be reassessed and approved.

Case 3: Date accommodated to Best interests – 7 months.  Matched 2 months later.

Cases 1 and 3 remained with Assessment and Family Support Teams which contributed to the delay in these children being placed more quickly.

A proposal is now being made to reduce the time taken to place relinquished children through this work now being taken on by the Recruitment, Assessment and Placement Adoption Team.

Disruptions

There was one disruption during this period of a Looked After Child placed for adoption.  In addition a child who had been placed for adoption from Guatemala was received into care following the breakdown of her placement.  She has subsequently been placed with a new family in Suffolk.

	2006/7
	1

	2007/8
	4

	2008/9
	1


ADOPTION ORDERS GRANTED

	ADOPTION ORDER GRANTED
	APR 2008-MAR 2009

	TOTAL NUMBER OF CHILDREN
	72

	AGE GROUP:



0-23 MONTHS



24-60 MONTHS



61-83 MONTHS



84 + MONTHS
	27

33

9

3

	GENDER:



MALE



FEMALE
	39

33

	BLACK AND MINORITY ETHNIC GROUPS
	11

	SIBLING GROUPS
	5


Adoption Order Granted 2005/06 - 2008/09
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Adopted Children

One child in this group was not an agency placement as Foster Carers made a private application to adopt.

Time Taken From Placement to Adoption Order

· Under 12 months

59 children

· 12months -17months
9 children

· 18months - 24months
4 children

Some of the reasons for longer timescales include delay in court hearings (Greater London area in particular), children presenting difficulties which required further therapeutic work or support, changes in family circumstances (adopters separating).  The longest period relates to a small group of children where significant issues arose in placement which required a delay before any application was made.

APPROVALS 2008-2009

Adoptive Families Approved 2006/07 - 2008/09
	2006/7
	32

	2007/8
	45

	2008/9
	48


During 2008/09, there were no adopters approved specifically for sibling groups or Black and Minority ethnic children.

The lack of applicants from black and minority ethnic groups and siblings is a shortfall in the service but this remains a priority within the Recruitment strategy.

Of the 48 approvals, 3 were undertaken by Independent sessional workers.

3 sets of applicants lived outside Suffolk, which required further travelling time to complete their assessment.

4 Foster carers were assessed to adopt a child in their care.

There is the need to balance the time given to seeking more flexible applicants offering for a wider age range / sibling groups / children with disabilities etc, while having to also give preference to applicants suitable for the increasing number of younger children coming through care proceedings.

PANEL ACTIVITY 2008-2009

	No of panels held
	39

	No of panels cancelled
	5

	Plans for adoption
	58

	Approvals
	48

	Suffolk Matches
	69

	Change of plan
	3

	Disruption Reports
	3

	Short reports
	2


A busy start to the year with 12 children presented for consideration of a plan for adoption in April 2008. The number of disruption items to be considered was unusually high. 4 panels were cancelled in the year due to insufficient cases. 2 of these were in November 2008 6 months after the Public Law Outline was implemented.  Panels’ workloads increased following this due to the number of new items and pressures from court timescales.

One case was referred to the Independent Review Mechanism this year who upheld the panel’s recommendation.

17 birthparents and grandparents attended panel. The Barnardo’s Link Scheme have provided independent support since December 2008. Since then the majority of birthparents have chosen to use Barnardo’s support at panel.
ENQUIRIES FROM PROSPECTIVE ADOPTERS

	1ST April 2008-31st March 2009
	1st April 2008-31st March 2009

	Initial enquiries/Information packs sent
	160

	Information meeting attended
	61

	Initial visits completed
	37

	Preparation Course attended
	39

	Number of preparation courses provided
	5

	Number of assessments completed
	48


Adoption Support Referrals 2004/05 - 2008/09

	
	Adoption Support
	Schedule 11
	Section 98
	Other
	Total

	2004/5
	33
	71
	34
	44
	182

	2005/6
	10
	84
	37
	57
	188

	2006/7
	35
	91
	31
	21
	178

	2007/8
	51
	87
	38
	14
	190

	2008/9
	34
	85
	28
	2
	149


ADOPTION SUPPORT SERVICES

Whilst these figures indicate a decrease in the number of new referrals for adoption support. the intensity of work with a smaller number of families has increased.  This has an impact on capacity in the team but we are beginning to see a drop in our re referral rate. Waiting times for initial assessments have dropped from 3 months to 4 to 6 weeks. Of the 51 Adoption Support cases held in 2007-2008, 36 were still open during the following year. Similarly, of the 34 referrals in this period, 28 are still active cases. 20 Initial assessments were undertaken usually involving 2 social workers.  Unlike other teams the majority of adoptive families requiring support become long-term cases and remain open with periods of intensive activity.
Section 98 and Schedule 11
While there appears to be a decrease in Section 98 enquiries, Schedule 11 enquiries remain much as last year.  There continues to be a 9-month waiting period for such cases to be allocated.  It is also worth noting that Schedule 11 cases can remain open for a substantial period of time since the nature of the work undertaken allows adoptees to come back at different stages of their “counselling” and subsequent search for birth family.

LETTERBOX ACTIVITY

	April 08
	713

	April 09
	821


Letterbox agreements are set up when children are placed for adoption. This allows for written correspondence usually on a n annual basis as a form of contact between them and birth family members.

108 new letterbox agreements have been drawn up in this period.  This represents individual agreements for each child/sibling group with various members of their birth family on an annual basis. Each is managed via the adoption support team.  Any party can seek advice/ support from our service concerning their arrangements. This work is likely to continue to increase in the number and complexity of referrals it generates.

FACILITATING DIRECT CONTACT/SUPERVISING DIRECT CONTACT

There are 13 supervised direct contact agreements in place. Most are once a year but 2 are twice a year and 1 is 6 times a year.

There are 4 facilitated direct contact agreements in place.

NON AGENCY ADOPTIONS INCLUDING STEP PARENT 

The Agency has a duty to write reports to the court for private adoption applications, which are mainly made by stepparents. Most of the children concerned are not in care with the exception of a small number by foster carers to adopt a child placed with them. Timescales for allocating this work have been reduced this year by 3 months.

	Year


	Enquiries
	Attended meeting
	Cases

Allocated
	Awaiting allocation
	Work still in progress
	Withdrawn
	Orders Granted

	2008-2009
	53
	11
	34
	3
	10
	7
	14


Agenda for Change/Challenges in 2009/2010
· Implementing and developing a new team structure for family finding and adoption support 
· Reducing timescales for achieving permanence and the number of out of county placements

· Approving sufficient prospective adopters locally  including  black and minority ethnic adopters and adopters for sibling groups and children with complex needs

· Developing more therapeutic services locally and reducing high expenditure on purchasing specialist therapeutic services

· Implementing the recommendations of Preparation of children for Permanence review including the appointment of 2 new children’s workers 

· Improving the quality and timeliness of assessments of children with a plan for Permanence

· Improving early preparation and placement support to prospective adopters

· Implementing and embedding new procedures for planning for permanent fostering
· Fully implementing the new adoption support assessment and intensive intervention programme

· Continuing to ensure sufficient panel capacity
Glossary of Adoption Terms

Adoption and Children Act 2002

The Adoption and Children Act 2002 (England and Wales) was the biggest overhaul of adoption law for 26 years. It was designed to improve and modernise the adoption process, including intercountry adoption, and ensure that the needs of the child are paramount. The Act was fully implemented in December 2005. 

Adoption order

An adoption order grants complete parental responsibility to a child’s adoptive parents and removes it from all others including the child’s birth parents and the local authority. An adoption order cannot be applied for until a child has lived with his or her adoptive parent for 10 weeks.
Approved

To become an adopter families need to be ‘approved’ by an adoption agency. The agency will assess the family, and then the Permanence Panel and Agency Decision Maker will formally agree their suitability to adopt and recommend the type of child or children they would best be able to care for. 

Care order

A child may be subject to a care order if the court considers it unsafe for them to live at home. The child is ‘looked after’ by the local authority, who shares parental responsibility with the child’s birth parents. The local authority is responsible for decisions about the child’s welfare including where they live and who they have contact with. 

Direct (or face-to-face) contact 

This involves a meeting or a visit; it often takes place in a neutral area, such as a family centre, sometimes under the supervision of a social worker. 

Disruption

This is the term given to an unplanned ending to an adoptive placement.
Indirect (letterbox) contact 

This may include progress reports, letters, videos or photographs of the child, usually sent or ex changed through a third party, such as a social worker or an agency

‘Looked after'
A looked after child is ‘in the care of’ or ‘accommodated by’ their local authority, often within a foster family, because their birth parents are unable to care for them. 
Permanence Panel

Although agencies make decisions about whether a family should be approved as an adopter, they are guided in this by recommendations made by a group of people who come together to form an adoption panel. Panels are made up of people with diverse and relevant experience of adoption or fostering – personal and professional. Panels provide considered recommendations about:

· whether a child should be adopted or fostered 

· whether applicant(s) are suitable to adopt or foster 

· whether a child should be adopted or fostered by particular applicants. 

The panel’s recommendations must be taken into account by the agency when making its decision. 

Permanent fostering

The aim of permanent fostering is to sustain a child within a family, and enable them to feel secure, until they reach adulthood. Permanent fostering is more suitable than adoption in some cases, such as for an older child who needs to maintain regular direct contact with birth family, or a disabled child who needs continuing social work input and support. Although the foster placement is a permanent one, legal responsibility remains with children services. 

Placement order

A placement order gives a local authority permission to place a child for adoption with or without the birth parents agreement. Placement orders are often granted when the court decides that adoption is in a child’s best interests but the birth parents are unreasonably withholding their consent. Parental responsibility for the child is shared with the local authority; the birth parents and the adoptive parents until the child is legally adopted. Placement orders replaced freeing orders in December 2005. 

Post-adoption support

The Adoption and Children Act 2002 for England and Wales has produced legislation which requires local authorities to provide post-adoption support, either themselves or by arrangement with specialist services. 

Relinquished Children
Under Section 19 of the Act, a child’s birth parent/s or guardian can consent to the placement of their child for adoption. They must give consent by signing a special form witnessed by a CAFCASS (Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service) officer or a Welsh Family Proceedings Officer. The CAFCASS officer will ensure that the parent/s are able to fully understand their decision.
Schedule II
This involves work with adopted adults seeking information about their history, access to records and counselling.

Section 98
This involves work with adopted adults and their birth relatives considering contacting each other.

Voluntary adoption agency (VAA)

A VAA is a registered and inspected adoption agency run by non-statutory organisations, e.g. by charities like Barnardo’s and NCH. They range in size and often specialise in the type of adoption they offer. They may seek adopters for ‘hard to place’ children such as black children or sibling groups.
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