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Purpose of the Report

1.

This is a report outlining activity of the Regional Adoption Agency, Adoption East Midlands,
hosted by Nottinghamshire County Council, covering activity for the first six months of the
financial year 2020-21.

Information

2.

Adoption East Midlands (AEM) is now in its second year of operation, providing adoption
services as a Regional Adoption Agency (RAA) on behalf of Derby City, Derbyshire,
Nottingham City and Nottinghamshire County Councils.

Nottinghamshire is the host authority, with all staff being employees of Nottinghamshire,
whilst keeping office bases in all four local authorities. The service delivers all adopter
recruitment and approval activity, all adoption panel functions, homefinding services and
adoption support.

Prospective adopters are recruited, and prepared for adoption, following the Adoption
regulations and Statutory Guidance. Adoption panels recommend approval, and
recommend matches of children and families; these recommendations are considered by
the Local Authority decision maker, and AEM supports families as required after adoption
order.

The aims of the Regional Adoption Agency, as recorded in the business case, are regional
adoption services which:
e provide all children with an adoptive family that meets their needs

e ensure that those affected by adoption receive the information, support and advice that
they need to understand their adoption journey

e ensure that RAA families are well prepared, enabled and supported to care for the
children with plans for adoption

e deliver improved outcomes for children for whom adoption is the preferred plan for
permanence



10.

11.

12.

13.

e deliver the new service at no additional cost to the partner local authorities.

AEM has been homefinding (identifying adoptive families for children) for 187 children at its
busiest and has matched 134 children in the first year of operation. A further 146 children
became subject to Placement Orders (court order, which gives permission to place a child
with an adoptive family) in the year, the total in homefinding fell as low as 95 in September
2020. To September 2020 54 Placement Orders have been granted, there have been
delays due to the Covid pandemic.

The number of adopters approved in the first year was 82, and to September 2020 is 44.
These figures denote sufficiency to place the children who have been waiting and children
newly subject to a Placement Order.

Due to not always having enough placements of the right match available, interagency
placements are used. The business plan target was 20% of all placements, and the first
year of operation has shown a net of approximately 23% when offset with those AEM placed
from other local authorities, outside the partnership; this year has been similar to date.

Children are matched with families who can meet their needs, there are a few children
whose plan will be changed from adoption, as the right family is not found or circumstances
change.

AEM has a dedicated area of website which all adopters can access for current information
and support. The aim of the preparation of adopters is to make strong links, such that
adopters will always re-visit AEM as the first point of contact for ongoing support. There is
a developing comprehensive support offer, and a growing cohesion in service delivery, such
that all social workers are able to deliver support and are knowledgeable regarding potential
future need. In addition, services are available for all adopters in the geography, and for
those living in the geography affected by adoption.

The preparation of adopters is thorough and is always evolving. There is much information
online, and preparation includes the opportunity to discuss with experienced adopters, and
to make links with others who will be mutually supportive. The preparation falls in stage one
of the process, with the aim of enabling prospective adopters to make informed decisions
about next steps; AEM is refining the support offer in early placement, to embed thinking
that support is seamless and expected. At any one time AEM has approximately 400
households at any stage of the journey pre order.

AEM operates five adoption panels per month considering adoptive families, and matches
with children, as well as plans for children who are not subject to the Court process.

AEM has close working relationships with placing authorities, and thereby works closely to
deliver the placements needed, refining the recruitment strategy accordingly. Additional
thought is given to preparing adopters to take siblings, and to offer early permanence
placements. These placements can be made before there is a Placement Order, and mean
the child is placed with the family who may adopt them at a much earlier time in their life. It
may also avoid placement moves for children. In the first year there were 22 matches of
siblings, and 22 early permanence placements; to September there were a further 12 early
permanence placements and another 9 sibling groups matched. Children are now having
life story books for use in their preparation for adoption, and adopters are accessing
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15.

16.

17.

additional tools such as virtual reality experiences, to truly understand children’s lived
experience.

In the first year, some children were matched rapidly - the shortest wait was 13 days from
Placement Order - others have waited longer but are being placed, the outcome of
permanency is achieved. Those that wait longer are older children, siblings, and mixed
heritage children. Families are more likely to express a preference for girls than boys, and
the national recruitment campaign will focus on boys as part of the forward plan for
recruitment activity.

There have been a high number of foster carer adoptions, which means continuity for these
children. From April to September 74 children have been matched and all of those have
moved into placements. Introductions have been creative, building virtual contact, and using
technology during introductions. In our experience, foster carers have been committed to
moving children on, and teams have overcome any obstacles, due to vulnerability.
Technology has been welcomed and used for keeping in touch.

At the end of the first year of operation AEM had an underspend which was transferred to
the AEM ring-fenced reserve in accordance with the Inter-Authority agreement. During
2020-21 a proportion of this was returned to each partner.

In this period world events have also highlighted the need for learning and reflection about
diversity. AEM fully supports the calls for greater understanding and plans to participate in
learning and development to ensure continual development of its anti-racist stance. AEM
has begun a working group, representative of all areas of the service, to meet to improve
services for adoptive families, from first contact throughout the adoption journey. AEM has
an action plan of priority areas to focus on, including recruiting and supporting a diverse
range of adopters to meet the needs of children who statistically wait the longest for adoptive
families, and services to support transracial placements.

Nottinghamshire

18.

19.

20.
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22.

Of the 134 children matched in 2019-20 36 were Nottinghamshire children with the number
in homefinding ranging from 19 to 42, and 31 children becoming subject to a Placement
Order this year.

16 of the 36 children matched became subject to a Placement Order in 2018, indicating
some delay; the longest time from Placement Order to match was 495 days, the shortest
18 days.

Nine sibling groups were matched.

In this year there has been a reduction in Best Interest decisions (that a plan of adoption
should be pursued) for children from 53 to 42, and a reduction in Placement Orders from
50 to 31; the number of children placed has risen slightly from 38 to 40. Adoption orders
have risen from 19 to 32.

This means the total number of children needing adoption placements has fallen. Children
placed have been from less than one year old, up to eight years old.
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24,

25.

For the children placed the time from becoming looked after to adoption plan has risen by
2% months, the days between plan and Placement Order has fallen by 10 days, from
Placement Order to match has risen by 5% months and placed to adoption order fallen by
1% months, an overall increase of six months on the total journey. From April to September
2020 13 Nottinghamshire children were placed, including siblings, and the time from
placement order to match ranges from 76 to 368 days, so this indicates improvement.

The number of families supported by the service after adoption order for Nottinghamshire
is approximately 200.

AEM has supported approximately 600 families after adoption order across the region. This
includes a mixture of facilitating adoption support fund applications and therapies, direct
work with families, attendance at support groups, children’s events, link workers for children,
and attachment groups, plus services for adults requesting birth information.

The Adoption Support Fund and COVID-19

26.

27.

On 10" April 2020, the Department for Education (DfE) issued a press release advising that
there would be emergency COVID funds (up to £8 million) made available from the Adoption
Support Fund (ASF) to meet the needs of adoptive and Special Guardianship Order (SGO)
families arising from the Coronavirus outbreak. On 16™ April, local authorities and RAAs
were allocated a share of the fund to be used to pay for activities not ordinarily accessible
by the fund, such as virtual peer to peer support, memberships and subscriptions, on-line
therapy, given the social distancing measures that had been introduced and acknowledging
the impact on already vulnerable families.

On 16™ April, AEM received notification of allocated funds of £324,232 and by 215t April had
made the first successful applications ensuring that support could be provided as soon as
possible to vulnerable families across the region.

Support commissioned

28.

Total Spend by AEM is £234,419 which represents 72% of available budget. Packages of
support were commissioned with the intention of reaching as many families as possible to
meet the identified needs of families during these challenging times:

¢ Annual membership for all Special Guardians (across four regional local authorities) to
Grandparents Plus peer support package. In addition, a number (20) of bespoke 1:1
packages for the most vulnerable were also commissioned at a total cost of £44,000

« Annual membership for adopters (pre and post order) to the National Association of
Therapeutic Parents. Package includes corporate membership for AEM and
professional memberships. 500 memberships purchased at a total cost of £16,875

e Adoption UK — specialist support groups for prospective adopters and post order
adopters at a total cost of £18,480

o Adoption UK — Peer to peer mentoring scheme packages (pre and post order) — 50
packages including six sessions per package at a total cost of £23,839



29.

e Adoption Plus — a package of support enabling the delivery of on-line Dyadic
Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP) and sensory therapy to referred families. 90
consultation hours were utilised for 15 families at a total cost of £31,500

e Therapeutic Crisis Intervention (TCI) — immediate access for referred families to a
number of consultations with specialist practitioners which could be accessed out of
hours. In addition, a number of packages of TCI support for families in crisis were also
commissioned (these have been used successfully to reduce the risk of family
breakdown) at a total cost of £34,225

e A number of E-Courses from Adoption Academy for referred families aimed at building
resilience in adoptive parents and reducing stress at a total cost of £750

o 50 xPCAP (Parent & Child Attachment through Play) interventions which are being used
with families who have had children placed either just before lockdown or since (up until
the end of December) given the challenges recognised for families of not having an
available support network around them (personal and professional) and who will feel
overwhelmed and alone during this time. Total cost is £64,750.

Initially COVID funds needed to be spent and all activity completed by the end of June 2020.
The DfE subsequently agreed however to extend this initially until the end of September
and now until the end of December 2020. Whilst there has been a slow up take of the
support for Special Guardians by the individual local authorities, the support packages for
adoptive families have now almost been fully utilised; it is anticipated that by the end of
December there will be minimum funds needing to be returned to the DfE.

Outcomes & Learnings

30.

31.

32.

All packages of support have received excellent feedback to date from families with many
saying that without the immediately accessible support, they fear that resilience would have
been extremely low and there would be the increased risk of adoptions breaking down.

Positive feedback has been received from many families about support being offered
virtually. Common themes are that it is more accessible and that it has encouraged both
parents to attend (particularly male carers who traditionally are not as ready to engage in
therapy and support).

It has allowed AEM to review their support offer and make progress in working towards their
goal of making adoption support more explicit from the start of an adopter’s journey (rather
than the focus being post order), and available to all not just a few.

Social work

33.

Adoption Support requests remain very busy; it is noticeable that for families already
accessing a support service from the team, the level of need that they are facing has
increased in the current climate with many feeling as though they are experiencing a level
of ‘crisis’. This has resulted in a significant amount of increased pressure on the social
workers in the team who are largely providing a virtual support service focused on
containing families during this difficult time.



34.

Whilst some of the group and family services / events traditionally offered by the service
have been temporarily suspended due to the Coronavirus pandemic, the further
development of our universal offer and pathway to provision has continued and will be rolled
out in the New Year; these developments will ensure that going forward there is the option
to deliver a virtual service to the adoptive families within the region.

Other Options Considered

35.

No other options have been considered.

Reason/s for Recommendation/s

36.

It is a regulatory requirement that an annual update is provided to the Committee. This
report is accepted by Ofsted as an annual update

Statutory and Policy Implications

37.

This report has been compiled after consideration of implications in respect of crime and
disorder, data protection and information governance, finance, human resources, human
rights, the NHS Constitution (public health services), the public sector equality duty,
safeguarding of children and adults at risk, service users, smarter working, sustainability
and the environment and where such implications are material they are described below.
Appropriate consultation has been undertaken and advice sought on these issues as
required.

Financial Implications

38.

There are no financial implications arising from this report

RECOMMENDATION/S

That the Committee:

1)

2)

considers whether there is any further information it requires in relation to the update on
activity in the Regional Adoption Agency from April to September 2020

agrees to receive an update report in the next 12 months, and annually thereafter, and that
this be included in the work programme.

Steve Edwards
Service Director, Youth, Families and Social Work

For any enquiries about this report please contact:
Shelagh Mitchell

Group Manager, Adoption East Midlands

E: Shelagh.mitchell@adoptioneastmidlands.nottscc.gov.uk

Constitutional Comments (LW 14/12/20)

39.

Children & Young People’s Committee is the appropriate body to consider the content of
the report.


mailto:Shelagh.mitchell@adoptioneastmidlands.nottscc.gov.uk

Financial Comments (SAS 21/12/20)

40.  There are no financial implications arising directly from this report.

Background Papers and Published Documents

Except for previously published documents, which will be available elsewhere, the documents
listed here will be available for inspection in accordance with Section 100D of the Local
Government Act 1972.

None.

Electoral Division(s) and Member(s) Affected

All.
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