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APPENDIX 1

PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE POLICIES OF THE SUFFOLK ADOPTION AGENCY

The following changes are proposed to the Policies of the Suffolk Adoption Agency which were endorsed by the Executive Committee in April 2002. 

Text to be deleted is struck through. 

New text is in bold italics. 

The Policies are in the left hand column. The reasons for changes are in the right hand column.

Existing text with proposed changes
Reasons for changes



1.
GENERAL




1.1
We will place the child and their needs at the centre of our activity.  In making decisions, children’s welfare and safety shall be paramount.




1.2
Suffolk Adoption Agency will provide a comprehensive range of adoption services to meet the needs of children, birth families, adopters, adult adoptees and the courts.  The service will include Agency, 
inter-country and relative (including step-parent) adoption.


Improves the accuracy of the description of the scope of services.

1.3
The Agency will maintain a an Permanence adoption Panel or Panels sufficient to meet its obligations to children and adopters and will ensure that these panels operate within the Adoption Agency Regulations.


To improve outcomes for all  children looked after needing 

a family placement, all proposed long term fostering placements  will be considered by the Panels. They will not just be adoption panels therefore but permanence panels.

1.4
The Agency is committed to applying similar values and quality standards across all types of adoption:  domestic, inter-country, and 
step-parent.




1.5
In the planning and delivery of adoption services, the Agency will actively seek to work in collaboration with other relevant agencies including Health and Education, other adoption agencies and voluntary agencies, especially those within the region, and with national agencies and central government.




1.6
We will provide services which conform to the National Adoption Standards and meet the required timescales laid down for children looked after by Suffolk Social Care, namely:




1.6.1
A plan for permanence must be endorsed for all looked after children at the four month statutory review.




1.6.2
Where adoption is the plan, the Permanence Adoption Panel will make its recommendation within two months of the four month statutory review.


See note for 1.3 above.

1.6.3
A match with suitable adoptive parents will be identified and approved by Panel within six months of the agency agreeing that adoption is in the child’s best interest




1.6.4
In care proceedings, where the plan is adoption, a match with suitable adoptive parents will be identified and approved by Panel within six months of the Court’s decision.




1.6.5
Where a parent has requested that 
a child aged under 6 months be placed for adoption, a match with suitable adoptive parents will be identified and approved within three months of the Agency agreeing that adoption is in the child’s best interests.




1.6.6
Initial enquiries from prospective applicants will receive a written response within five working days.




1.6.7
Prospective applicants will be invited to an information-giving meeting within two months.




1.6.8
In the case of applicants whom the Agency accepts for assessment, 
a decision on the outcome will be made by the Agency within six months of the acceptance of the formal application.




1.6.9
If the two preceding processes follow each other without a gap, it will be the intention to complete the whole process from enquiry to decision regarding suitability in no more than eight months.




1.6.10
Foster carers applying to adopt children in their care will be assessed within four months of their application.




1.6.11
Applicants will receive a copy of their assessment report at least 28 days before the Adoption Panel and have the chance to comment on the report.




1.6.12
The Panel will receive all necessary information regarding an application to adopt within four weeks of the completion of the assessment report.




1.6.13
Panel recommendations will be conveyed orally to applicants, children and birth parents within 24 hours of the Panel.




1.6.14
Decisions will be made by the Agency Decision Maker within seven days of the Panel recommendation.




1.6.15
Decisions will be conveyed orally to the applicants, the child and the birth parents within 24 hours.




1.6.16
Decisions will be confirmed in writing within seven days.




1.7
The Agency will track the progress of each individual child looked after for whom a plan for permanence away from their birth family is necessary from the four month statutory review until the child is adopted or secured in some other form of permanent care.




1.8
The Agency will maintain management information systems to allow its permanency planning processes and performance at all stages to be monitored and compared with the requirements of the National Standards.




1.9
The Agency will regularly inform the Council’s elected members councillors as corporate parents of the management and outcomes of the service every six months.


This correction uses the preferred terminology.

The new Adoption National Minimum Standards now require six monthly reports.

1.10
The Agency will ensure that all decisions on adoption matters are based upon accurate and objective information which is sensitively written, accurate, complete and kept safely.




1.11
The Agency is committed to equipping and supporting its staff to develop the skills, experience and knowledge to work with children, birth parents and adopters to produce good placement outcomes for children.  Similarly, the Agency will arrange training in adoption and permanence matters for councillors, panel members and managers that are related to their roles and responsibilities.




1.12 
Suffolk Social Care Services will maintain its Permanence Panels in accordance with the Adoption Agency Regulations 1983 (as amended) and the Fostering Services Regulations 2002 enabling the Panels to be competent to make
recommendations on adoption and long-term fostering placements.


See note for 1.3 above.

In order to consider fostering as well as adoption placements, the panels need to comply with both sets of Regulations. The current panels have been set up already to comply with the Fostering Services Regulations in preparation for this change.

1.13
Because placement disruptions can be such destructive experiences for children and adopters, we will strive to reduce the risk of disruption by careful assessment, matching and good post placement support.  Where there is the potential for disruption or disruption occurs, we will provide speedy and sensitive support to children and adopters.  Unless they have made a declaration under section 18(6) or 9(4) of the adoption Act 1976, bBirth parents will be informed when a disruption has taken place up to the point at which an adoption order is made.


Improves the legal accuracy of this section.

1.14
On all occasions that disruption occurs a disruption meeting will be arranged and the Permanence adoption Panel will receive a report to consider the circumstances and note learning points for future placements.  The main issues will be disseminated to other social workers all relevant practitioners and managers.


See note for 1.3 above.

This correction stresses the need to work in partnership with all involved agencies.

1.15
Where there is concern about the care received by a child placed for adoption or adopted, the Agency will follow the relevant child protection procedures of the Suffolk Area Child Protection Committee.  In the case of children placed for adoption (who remain looked after) the Agency will follow the notification requirements of Regulation 44(1) of the Fostering Services Regulations 20021.


This corrects a mistake in the last edition of the Policies.

1.16
If the Agency is notified of the death of an adopted child who was placed by the Agency or whose adoptive parents were assessed and approved by the Agency (or recommended to the Department of Health in the case of  inter-country adopters), the Head of the Agency shall consider whether or not there is a need to commission a report about the circumstances of the child’s death with a view to reflecting upon adoption practice in the Agency and improvements which could be made in the future.




1.17
If such a report is prepared, it will be shared with the Permanence Adoption Panel who should be invited to comment and presented to elected members councillors with any proposals for change by the Head of the Agency.  Learning points from the report should be disseminated widely within the Agency and partner agencies.


See note for 1.3 above.

This correction uses the preferred terminology.

1.18
The Head of the Agency will strive to ensure that this policy, the associated procedures and development plans aimed to give effect to them, are complied with, regularly audited, reviewed and progressed in the light of legislative, practice and research developments and the comments of service users.




1.19
Proposed changes in the Suffolk Adoption Agency Policies must be endorsed by the appropriate committee(s) of councillors elected members.


This correction uses the preferred terminology.

1.20
Children, birth parents, adopters and adult adoptees will be informed of their right to make complaints or representations if they feel that the service they receive has not conformed to National Standards or those laid out in this policy and associated procedures.  Those wishing to complain will be informed about the complaints procedure and given the opportunity to make their complaints to the complaints manager.


When complaints are investigated the service received is compared with the service that should have been offered as set out in both policies and procedures.

2.
BIRTH FAMILIES




2.1
Suffolk Social Care will consider the wishes and views of birth families and will explore all alternatives to adoption with them provided that this is consistent with the duty to safeguard and promote the child’s welfare.




2.2
Parents will be informed verbally and in writing before their child becomes looked after (or as soon as possible thereafter) that Suffolk Social Care Services are committed to active permanency planning for children and will pursue the policies described in this document in relation to their child’s future.  The primary focus for permanency planning will be to secure the child within his or her own family provided this is consistent with safeguarding and promoting the child’s welfare.


Improves the section’s accuracy.

2.3
Birth parents must be informed and consulted at the earliest stage when the Agency has decided to pursue parallel plans for restoration or alternative permanence including adoption.  They should be informed that the plans are being made to meet the child’s needs and prevent unnecessary delay.  The parents’ views, wishes and feelings will be recorded and fully considered.  The primacy of the restoration plan should be stressed.




2.4
Other than in exceptional circumstances, and having first taken legal advice, Cchildren’s social workers should make all reasonable attempts to identify and consult absent birth parents even where they do not have parental responsibility.


Improves the legal accuracy of this section.

2.5
Birth parents will have the opportunity to give their account of events, comment on what is written about them in reports, make representations to the Permanence Adoption Panel and comment on information passed to the adopters.


See note for 1.3 above.

2.6
Appreciating that the key issues for many birth parents of children placed for adoption are understanding the process of adoption, addressing grief and loss and maintaining links with their child, the Agency affirms the importance of independent support for birth parents before and after adoption.  The Agency will offer independent support to every birth parent from the time at which adoption is proposed as a plan for their child.




2.7
Whenever consistent with the interests of the child, we will seek to maximise the involvement of birth parents and other family members in planning for adoption and to promote an inclusive approach to placement in which birth parents continue to be seen as a resource to their children.




2.8
This will include:


See note for 1.3 above.

2.8.1
Parents having the opportunity to attend the Permanence Adoption Panel to express their views when the Panel is considering whether adoption is in their child’s best interests.




2.8.2
Involving birth family members in the choice of or discussions about, the adoptive family placement.




2.8.3
Encouraging birth family members to provide information that the adopted child will need.  This will include information and material about the adopted child’s birth and early life, family history, the birth family’s views about adoption and contact and up to date information about themselves and their situation.


Improves the section’s correspondence with good practice.

2.8.4
Taking into account the parent’s wishes with regard to placement with respect to the child’s religion, ethnicity, culture, education, interests, position in the family, placement with siblings, characteristics of adopters, etc.




2.8.5
Sharing non-identifying information about the adoptive family to allow the birth family members to develop 
a sense of the family’s lifestyle and interests.




2.8.6
Inviting birth parents to attend the Permanence Adoption Panel to comment on a proposed match for their child when it is unnecessary to preserve the anonymity of the proposed adopters.


See note for 1.3 above.

2.8.7
Encouraging an exchange of information between birth family members and prospective carers prior to placement.




2.8.8
Encouraging adopters and birth parents and other relatives to meet on a “one off” basis, irrespective of whether there may be a plan for contact after the placement.




2.8.9
Affirming that for many children continued contact with birth family members after placement whether direct or indirect, face-to-face, written or by telephone plays an important part in enhancing the child’s sense of identity and the success of their adoptive placement.  Where there is to be continuing contact of any kind, the involved birth family members should be consulted about any contact plans drawn up, invited to sign their agreement to them and assisted, where necessary, to fulfil agreed plans.




2.8.10
The Agency’s acknowledgement that the child has two sets of relatives.




2.8.11
Keeping birth parents fully informed up to the point of adoption about significant developments affecting their children by providing 
non-identifying information unless they record their wish not to be or 
a clear Agency decision has been made that it would be unsafe to do so.




2.8.12
Recording a clear decision about how, following adoption, the birth parent should be kept informed if they wish and if agreed by the adopters and the adopted child.




2.8.13
Arranging the noting of updating information from one or more parties to an adoption placement on agency files.  Considering brokering agreements prior to the adoption to pass on significant information (for example, relating to death or serious illness) when it is received or to be shared later if requested.




2.8.14
Parents will be given written details of available support services once a plan for adoption is made an adoption order is made.


This satisfies the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003 which require that birth parents’ needs in relation to future contact with their child are a assessed and independent counselling offered earlier in the process.

3.
CHILDREN




3.1
The Agency will ensure that all children looked after are enabled to be a permanent member of a family to which they are securely attached and which meets their developmental needs.




3.2
The Agency recognises that delay is generally damaging to children, especially babies and young children who need to develop secure attachments from their earliest months.  From the moment the child becomes looked after, the Agency’s policy is to pursue a positive permanent outcome for the child without delay.  The Agency is therefore committed to developing monitoring systems, practice and procedures to combat delay and drift at every stage of the child’s period of being looked after.




3.3
Where because of the child’s identified needs (for example, requiring more individual work before being ready to be placed for adoption) it is not appropriate to meet any one of the timescales laid down in the national adoption standards the reasons for this decision must be recorded at the child’s review and made known to the Permanence Adoption Panel.


See note for 1.3 above.

3.4
Where a parent clearly can be assisted to look after the child, this will be the favoured option.  Where there is any doubt at all about the feasibility of this plan, steps will be taken in parallel within the first month of the child becoming looked after and as part of the initial and core assessments to identify and assess other members of the wider family and to develop adoption (or other means to secure the child’s future) as an alternative permanency strategy for the child.




3.5
The Agency will use the child’s first statutory review (within one month of becoming looked after) to ensure that this process is being actively pursued and that the parent has been fully informed of the progress of the assessment and the Agency’s intentions.




3.6
A written permanence plan will be presented no later than at the child’s four month statutory review. The plan for each child looked after shall be based upon fully completed initial and core assessments including all the factors referred to in the Department of Health’s “Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and Their Families”.  If it is clear that the child can no longer live with his family and the authority has sufficient evidence to suggest that further attempts at rehabilitation are unlikely to succeed, and no wider family member is able to look after him, adoption will be actively considered as the next alternative.




3.7
However, Suffolk Social Care acknowledges that adoption is not the appropriate route to a permanent family life for all children looked after who cannot return to their birth families.  In particular, older children with strong links to their birth families may not want or need the formality of adoption.  Among other options, long term fostering continues to be 
a viable way of providing a family for some children as long as the level of permanency planning is of equal quality to that undertaken for adoption.




3.8
The permanence plan endorsed at the four month review must:




3.8.1
Be well evidenced;




3.8.2
Be based upon the child or young person’s recorded needs;




3.8.3
Fully take into account the wishes and feelings of parents, children and young people;




3.8.4
Fully explore the possibility of restoration to the care of a parent and where that is not possible, kinship alternatives;




3.8.5
Identify an appropriate route or routes to achieving permanency.




3.9
Whether the plan is for adoption or some other option this plan must set out clearly in writing in a way everybody affected can understand:




3.9.1
the objectives of the plan and key tasks;




3.9.2
the timescales for achieving the plan;




3.9.3
those responsible for implementing the plan and the respective roles of others;




3.9.4
the criteria that will be used to evaluate the success of the plan.




3.10
All staff acting as reviewing officers for children who have been looked after for four months or longer must satisfy themselves that achieving 
a permanent placement for the child has either been achieved, is imminent or that a viable permanence plan meeting the above requirements is in place.  If this is not the case, and the social worker or social care manager does not produce 
a satisfactory plan within two weeks of the review, then the reviewing officer must write without delay to the responsible locality county manager drawing the lack of a viable permanence plan to their attention.  The locality county manager must then take action to redress the situation.


This reflects the current structure of children’s services.

3.11
Suffolk Social Care acknowledges that it will not always be possible or desirable to have excluded all but one route to permanency by the child’s four month review.  However, the Agency is committed to rigorous target setting, casework activity and monitoring to ensure that permanency is achieved for each child as soon as is appropriate for that child.




3.12
Where the plan (or a parallel plan) is for permanent placement with an unrelated family including adoption and long term fostering a separate permanency planning meeting will be called to develop the alternative in detail within two weeks.




3. 13  
Suffolk Social Care will strive to ensure that looked after children requiring a permanent alternative family but for whom adoption is not the appropriate route, will receive 
a comparable quality of service by way of:




3.13.1
permanency planning;




3.13.2
attention to their health, education and other needs;




3.13.3
Agency decision making;




3.13.4
resourcing; and




3.13.5
monitoring by management and elected members councillors in their role as corporate parents.


This correction uses the preferred terminology.

3.14
We will ensure that:




3.14.1
children are carefully listened to;




3.14.2
children’s views about their situation, in particular, who they live with in future and who they continue to have contact with are recorded and actively taken into account at each stage;




3.14.3
children receive continuing high quality social work support during the whole placement process; that the agency should help children to understand who is responsible for supporting them, and what they can do if they are unhappy with support or services they are receiving at any time;




3.14.4
children receive support services that meet their assessed needs.  These include advice and counselling, health, education, leisure and cultural services and practical and financial help when needed;




3.14.5
children receive proper preparation for placement and support after placement.  This will include clear appropriate information on their birth family and life before adoption and information about the adopters and their family;




3.14.6
reasons are given when children’s views are not acted upon;




3.14.7
children of sufficient age and understanding who wish to present their own views in person may be invited to attend panel meetings considering best interests;




3.14.8
reasons for actions are carefully recorded in children’s records for their benefit in later life;




3.14.9
strenuous efforts are made to gather and preserve material and information provided by members of their birth family and others to contribute to the child’s sense of heritage and identity in their future lives.  The Agency and adopters must ensure that this information will be provided to adopted children at a time and in a manner that reflects their age and understanding, as well as the nature of the information concerned;




3.14.10  information from agency records will be made available for the child when they are of an age and level of understanding to comprehend it




3.15  
We will aim to meet children’s needs in placement by careful attention to understanding the needs of the child and identifying the key matching issues.  However, children will not be left waiting indefinitely for a “perfect” family.




3.16
The family of choice for a child needing adoption is one that reflects his or her birth heritage.  Suffolk Social Care will make strenuous efforts to identify such a placement for each child looked after if this can be found without so much delay as to cause the child significant harm.




3.17
In the case of a looked after child requiring adoption and born to foreign nationals we will inform parents that we will initially seek to explore the possibility of the child being placed within the parents’ home country.




3.18
Where this is not possible, or where inter-country adoption implying transracial or transcultural placement is the plan, Suffolk Social Care will attempt by preparation and attention to matching considerations to do all possible to ensure that the child, once placed, is enabled to affirm and value their own ethnicity and is helped and equipped to deal with any racism they may experience.




3.19
We will make strenuous attempts to place each child with their sibling group unless this is clearly contraindicated by the needs of the child.  Where this is not possible, the child will be given a clear explanation, which will be recorded.  Where brothers and sisters are not living together, the Agency will seek to promote contact between them unless this is clearly inappropriate.




3.20
Where the permanency plan is for adoption, it will include details of the arrangements for maintaining links (including contact) with birth parents, wider birth family members and other people who are significant to the child and how and when these arrangements will be reviewed.  The child’s needs, wishes and feelings, and their welfare and safety will be the most important concerns when considering such links or contacts.




3.21
We will seek to place children within Suffolk whenever possible to safeguard the child’s sense of identity, maximise post placement support and facilitate ongoing contact.  However, where there is little likelihood of recruiting suitable adopters in Suffolk or the child’s needs so indicate, we will actively seek placement possibilities initially within neighbouring counties and subsequently nationwide.  In doing so, we will co-operate fully with the National Adoption Register and refer children awaiting placement to the Register as required in the relevant Government circulars and guidance.




3.22.1
Because names are so important to each person’s identity, 
a proposal to change the forename{s) or surname of any child  looked after must be 
a matter for careful consideration by Suffolk Social Care.


A new policy is proposed in relation to changing children’s names in the light of a recent case heard by the President of the Family Division (Re B (Children: Changes to Forenames). In the course of her judgment, the President emphasised that prospective adoptive parents and foster carers must be made aware that they cannot allow or cause a child to be known by any other name, forename or surname (prior to adoption in the case of prospective adopters), without the consent of the court or those with parental responsibility. This policy change emphasises the importance of name changes; makes clear that foster carers and prospective adoptive parents may not act unilaterally and are to be made fully aware of the limitations regarding this issue; and provides a forum in which to consider whether name changes may be appropriate in particular cases. 

3.22.2
No prospective adoptive carer or foster carer may unilaterally decide to change the forename(s) or surname of a child looked after who is placed with them. 


See above note

3.22.3
Only in exceptional circumstances will Suffolk Social Care support 
a proposal to change the forename(s) or surname of a child placed for adoption. Examples of such circumstances include where it is likely that a child’s security in their adoptive home will be put at risk or where their name would expose the child to ridicule or social rejection and, if the child is of sufficient age and understanding, the child wishes to change their name.


See above note

3.22.4 Suffolk Social Care will always support a change of surname of the child at the point at which an adoption order is made. In some circumstances, for example, to protect the child from the disruption of their placement which could be caused by their being identified in their previous name, Suffolk Social Care may support the proposal for their name to be changed on placement or after placement but before adoption.


See above note

3.22.5 Unless the child is freed for adoption or a court has otherwise given permission, Suffolk Social Care will require the written permission of each parent with parental responsibility to any proposed name change.


See above note

3.22.6 Where it is proposed that a child’s forename or surname should be changed before the child is adopted, the reasoned recommendation of the Permanence Panel should be sought and the decision agreed by the Agency decision maker.


See above note

3.23 
All applications by social workers to a Permanence Panel seeking 
a recommendation that adoption is in the child’s best interests must be made in writing, following the Agency’s procedures and guidance regarding timing and content. Applications must include an assessment of the child’s need for adoption support services.
This is to satisfy the requirements of the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003 that a child’s need for support in an adoptive placement is assessed before the permanence (adoption) panel considers whether adoption is in the child’s best interests.



3.24
Where a decision has been made that adoption is in a child’s best interests, that child’s consent to having information about them put on the National Adoption Register should be obtained if they are of sufficient age and understanding.  The Agency will ensure that in making such 
a decision to consent, the child is fully informed of the possible consequences of deciding either way.




4. 
ADOPTIVE APPLICANTS




4.1.
Enquiries




4.1.1
We will actively seek to attract adoptive applicants from all sections of community:  married people; couples living together (only one can adopt); single people; same sex partnerships and members of diverse ethnic, cultural and religious groups in order to meet the diverse needs of Suffolk children.




4.1.2
Enquirers will be treated with care and respect.  Within five working days they will be sent a comprehensive information pack about becoming an adoptive parent.  This will include information about domestic and 
inter-country adoption.




4.1.3
Enquirers will be invited to an information-giving meeting within two months.




4.1.4
The Agency will assist enquirers who are employees of Suffolk Social Care or those closely associated with the Agency to apply to other neighbouring adoption agencies.  This acknowledges the difficulty in ensuring an objective assessment and maintaining proper boundaries between an applicant’s professional role and their personal life given the size of the organisation.




4.2 
Applications to Adopt




4.2.1
Those enquirers who subsequently indicate that they wish to apply to be assessed as adoptive parents will be given an application pack including:




4.2.1.1 a detailed application form;




4.2.1.2 authorisations by the applicants for the Agency to take up essential police, health and other references and;




4.2.1.3 further detailed information on the assessment process.




4.2.2.
The enquirers will be regarded as formal applicants to be assessed as adoptive parents on the day upon which the Agency receives all the information from them specified in 
(a) and (b) 4.2.3.  The Agency will then determine whether or not to accept the application based upon:


4.2.3.1 the minimum Agency criteria and; above.




4.2.3.2 the Agency’s priority areas for recruitment.  The latter may vary depending upon the nature of the children the Agency needs to place at the time.




4.2.4
In difficult or marginal circumstances, the Agency should seek the view of the Permanence Adoption Panel before reaching this decision.


See note for 1.3 above.

4.2.5
Applicants do not have the right to be assessed as adopters or to attend 
a preparation course.  Applicants who are not accepted for assessment should receive a letter thanking them for putting themselves forward, recognising any strengths in the application and clearly stating the criteria which the applicants have not met.  They should be advised of the complaints procedure and where appropriate, invited to re-apply if their circumstances change.




4.3 
Criteria for Taking up Applications to be Assessed as Adopters




4.3.1
Suffolk Adoption Agency is committed to considering each application to be assessed as an adopter on its merits.  In deciding whether or not to proceed with the assessment of applicants the following criteria will be applied:





MINIMUM AGENCY CRITERIA.  All applicants accepted for assessment must:

4.3.1.1 be prepared to attend a preparation course and actively co-operate with 
a full process of assessment.  This process includes a detailed home study completed with a social worker.

In keeping with Section 1.1  of these Policies and the need to give first consideration to the safeguarding of children to be placed for adoption the Agency will require a cCriminal rRecords Bureau check, and the taking up of personal references and various additional checks (as set out in the Agency procedures) to verify that the applicants are safe carers who are likely to be able to meet children’s needs.  Social workers should share the detailed procedures for checks and references with potential adopters during the initial enquiry stage.

New more searching procedures for checks and references for adoptive applicants have been introduced in Suffolk following a “Part 8” Child Protection Report from Brighton and Hove describing how a child placed for adoption was killed by prospective adopters. The report found that the prospective adopters had seriously misrepresented themselves and that the adoption workers relied too much on the adopters’ account of themselves without sufficient confirming evidence. The changes in this section make explicit at the policy level our commitment to safeguard children placed for adoption and to be transparent with adopters about the reasons for the consequent intrusions into their privacy.

4.3.1.2 not be currently suffering from any serious physical or mental condition (including drug or alcohol dependence) that will obviously compromise the applicant’s ability to parent or engage with the assessment process.




4.3.1.3 be prepared to provide evidence of 
a recent medical examination which will be organised during the assessment.  This will include access to the applicant’s previous medical records.  Applicants are normally responsible for the cost of the medical examination.  This examination is aimed to demonstrate that the applicant is in sufficiently good health to be able to parent 
a child during the years of their childhood and through to adult life.  In this context smoking, alcohol consumption and weight problems will be taken into consideration.  Because of the significant health risks to children (especially those under two years) from passive smoking, preference will be given to applicants who do not smoke.




4.3.1.4 have a reasonable expectation of parenting a child into adult life which is why the age, health and lifestyle of applicants are all taken into consideration as part of the assessment.




4.3.1.5 be able to work within the policies of the Suffolk Adoption Agency, which reflect the philosophy expressed in the National Adoption Standards.




4.3.1.6 not have been cautioned for, or convicted of, some “specified offence” under Schedule 1 of the Children and Young Persons Act 1933, including rape and indecent conduct towards children or be subject to significant concerns about previous violent or abusive behaviour.  Neither should this apply to any member of the applicant’s household.




4.3.1.7 be at a time in their family’s life when it will be possible for the applicant to focus fully upon the adoption process and children’s needs in adoption.  This would not be possible for applicants, for example, who are currently undergoing fertility investigations or treatment, or concluded such investigations/
treatment less than six months before the application or who have had 
a miscarriage or a child who died within the previous 12 months.




4.3.1.8 when considering all their circumstances have a reasonable expectation of being approved following a preparation course and detailed home study.




4.3.2. 
If applicants are in a partnership
(heterosexual or same sex, married or living together) the usual expectation is that:


Legal advice is that the County’s Policies must allow for the exercise of discretion in exceptional circumstances.

4.3.2.1 both applicants would be assessed together and that they should have lived together in a stable relationship for at least three years.  Only in the case of married applicants does the law allow joint adoption by both partners.  If they are not married, only one applicant would be able to adopt a child.  In the such cases, it will would be expected that the other both applicants would will also seek a joint residence orders which will would confer parental responsibility in respect of the child.


Corrects inaccurate drafting in the first edition.

4.3.3
It would will also be expected that suitable legal arrangements should be made to secure the child’s future inheritance and possible benefits through insurance or other means.


Corrects inaccurate drafting in the first edition.

4.3.4
Applicants will normally be resident in Suffolk and, in general, should expect to remain in Suffolk for three years following the commencement of the assessment.




4.4. 
Priority Areas for Recruitment




4.4.1
In addition to the above criteria, applicants accepted for assessment will be those who are seeking to provide a family for the kinds of children requiring adoptive placements in Suffolk or other local authorities.  Whilst some babies do require adoption, most children requiring placement tend to be older children, sibling groups and children with some level of disability, emotional or behavioural difficulties.




4.4.2
This means that the Agency will often prioritise the assessments of families offering adoptive homes to children in these groups.




4.5 
Adoption Assessments




4.5.1
Following attendance at a preparation course and the completion of the home study, successful applicants must be able to demonstrate the ability or potential to meet the needs of a child or children of the kind for which they are applying to be approved as adopters and that they meet the minimum Agency criteria.




4.5.2
In order to do this, applicants will require a range of skills and experience.  Although some infants are placed who have no obvious health, emotional or developmental difficulties, many children requiring adoption may have significant health issues, emotional problems arising from abuse or neglect, or need to be placed as part of a sibling group.  In all cases, successful applicants must be able to demonstrate an appreciation of the implications for adopted children of their distinct status and history.  The purpose of the assessment is to enable applicants to demonstrate that they can meet these needs.




4.5.3
If we cannot, for any reason complete an adoption assessment within the timescales indicated in the Adoption National Standards, we will inform applicants of the reasons in writing regularly keeping them abreast of our revised expectations for completing the assessment.




4.5.4
In particular, there will be occasions when we will need to give clear priority to pursuing applications which appear to correspond with the most pressing needs of particular groups of children awaiting adoption.  If there is delay in taking up applications for that reason we will be clear with applicants as to how our child-led priorities relate to their application.




4.5.5 
We seek to involve prospective adopters as much as possible in the assessment and approval process by:


See note for 1.3 above.

4.5.5.1 Encouraging them to contribute written material about themselves to the assessment reports, which will go to the Permanence Adoption Panel.




4.5.5.2 Encouraging prospective adopters to reflect and develop in their parenting capacity and their understanding of adoption issues during the course of the preparation and assessment.




4.5.5.3 Suggesting practical ways in which applicants might strengthen their applications and prepare themselves for the role of adoptive parents (for example by gaining experience of children of the age group they propose to parent, addressing preventative health issues, learning about a particular culture or language if applicable, etc.).




4.5.5.4 Making them aware of the range of needs of Suffolk children, and informing them of sources of information regarding children requiring placement regionally, nationally and internationally.




4.5.5.5 Encouraging and supporting their attendance at the Permanence Adoption Panel at which their application will be considered, giving them the opportunity to speak about their application and address any concerns of the assessing social worker or the Panel.


See note for 1.3 above.

4.5.6
Assessment reports presented to the Permanence Adoption Panel will give particular attention to:


See note for 1.3 above.

4.5.6.1 The Agency’s criteria stated above;




4.5.6.2  evidence collected in the course of the assessment making clear which information has been provided by the applicants alone and which has been independently verified by the assessing social worker;




4.5.6.3  balancing strengths and vulnerabilities in the application;




4.5.6.4  showing that doubts or uncertainties about the application had been properly explored with the applicants and;




4.5.6.5  analysing the evidence, drawing conclusions and making a clear recommendation.




4.6.
Post Approval




4.6.1
Applicants will be approved initially for three years although in exceptional circumstances they may remain on the Suffolk Adoption Register for a further two years subject to an Permanence Adoption Panel’s recommendation.


See note for 1.3 above.

4.6.2
The Agency will review approved prospective adopters every six months whilst on the register and continue to provide advice, support and counselling.




4.6.3
Every effort will be made to match the applicants with a suitable Suffolk child or children.  Approved adopters will be informed of the National Adoption Register and any current local consortium arrangements whereby details of applicants can be shared with other agencies in order to match them with suitable children from outside of Suffolk.  Details of approved prospective adopters will be released with their agreement and their names placed on the National Adoption Register.


4.6.4
Approved adopters are will be asked to agree to take steps to avoid pregnancy from the time a match is being considered until a child has been placed with them for a period of time sufficient for that child to become an established member of the family.


Improves the section’s accuracy.

4.7 
Pre-Placement, Post Placement and Post Adoption Support
“Adoption Support” is the preferred term used by Government to describe support for all parties to an adoption from the earliest stage of planning onwards. See also the definition in the Glossary at the end of the Policies.



4.7.1
Suffolk Social Care will ensure that approved prospective adopters are provided with full written information about children with whom they are being matched prior to placement.




4.7.2
Suffolk Social Care will ensure that approved prospective adopters are involved in discussions as to how they can best maintain any links, including contact, with birth parents and significant others in relation to children for whom they are being considered prior to placement and encouraged to sign their agreement to the contact plan.




4.7.3
Suffolk Adoption Agency is committed to developing a comprehensive range of services aimed to support adoptees both as children and adults, prospective adopters and adopters in the periods before placement, after placement and post adoption.




4.7.4
We will seek to provide or facilitate from a single point of contact services that are both reactive and proactive, inclusive, accessible and age appropriate.  We will encourage all relevant statutory agencies (health services, education authorities, adult mental health services, housing services and Connexions) to include adoption support as part of their development plans.


This is to emphasise the message contained in the Regulations and Guidance that services should be jointly planned and delivered, not just a Social Care responsibility.

4.7.5
These will include:




4.7.5.1 The payment of legal expenses and court application fees of prospective adopters incurred in the application for an adoption order in respect of a child placed with them by the Agency, subject to specific criteria.


The Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003 and Guidance indicate that this should be standard practice. 

4.7.5.2 Telephone/postal advice/information service to adoptive families.




4.7.5.3 Liaison/short-term counselling/initial assessment and referral to specialist local services which may be available in relation to matters such as:


challenging behaviour;
attachment;


contact issues;


educational/medical/legal issues; 


life story issues, and


implications of events in the birth/adoptive family.




4.7.5.4 Facilitation of arrangements for face to face contacts between the child and members of their birth family or other significant people.


Increasingly, placements are made with the possibility of future face to face contact, the need for which may change over time. The Regulations and Guidance make clear that adoption agencies must see it as their role to assist adoptive and birth families to negotiate such contacts and where necessary, facilitate them.



4.7.5.5 Letterbox contact system as and when appropriate.  This may include administrative support, recording and monitoring, liaison regarding contact, 
e.g. advice on writing letters, help in negotiating the level of contact etc.




4.7.5.6 Respite care where indicated by 
a needs assessment.




4.7.5.7 Access to training courses, workshops and support groups for children placed for adoption  and members of their adoptive families.


This makes it explicit that support groups should be 

a resource for children and young people placed for adoption as well as other family members.



4.7.5.8 Access to information about resources such as videos, books and specialist services.




4.7.5.9 Opportunities for networking with other adoptive families, including social events or adoptive families.




4.7.5.10 Regular agency updates for adoptive families, e.g. newsletters and other written communications.




4.7.5.11 For young people under the age of 18, information and advice about future tracing, intermediary services, and reunion for adoptees in relation to birth parents, siblings and other family members.




4.7.5.12. The payment of adoption allowances for those adopters meeting the criteria. The criteria to qualify for an adoption allowance, other available payments and arrangements to review allowances will be made available to adoptive parents.




4.7.5.13 All eligible adopters will be able to access the above advice, facilitation and assessment services and support groups free of charge. However, those adopters receiving adoption allowances would, unless the circumstances were exceptional, be expected to meet the cost of contact, respite care and therapy not freely available through the health service. 


This addition proposes that one of the purposes of adoption allowances is to meet these foreseeable costs.

Exceptional circumstances might include “one off” specialist help for children and adoptive families at a national centre of excellence to avoid 

a placement disrupting.

4.7.6.
The need for  adoption support must should be assessed  and a written plan provided considered for each child and their birth relatives at the point a “best interest” application is made, for each adoptive family at the approval stage and when  as soon as a match with a particular child or children has been identified and outline proposals made in the matching report, which is considered by the Permanence Adoption Panel.  After placement, a written the adoption support plan should be discussed at negotiated with the parties and presented to each child’s review for agreement before the child is adopted and amended as necessary.  Thereafter, the plan should be reviewed if requested by the child or the adopters.


The requirement for the assessment of the adoption support needs of the various parties to adoption is a central feature of the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003.

4.7.7
We will accept referrals: for post adoption support from inter-country adopters, relative adopters (including step parent adopters) and for initial assessment from families with children placed within the County by other agencies though we will seek to involve placing agencies in providing assistance to meet assessed needs.


The Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003 now require us to assess the adoption support needs of families where step parent adoption has taken place if requested.

5. 
PERMANENCE PANELS


See note for 1.2 above.

5.1 
In considering its
recommendations the Panels shall have regard to the duties of the Agency:


to safeguard and promote the welfare of the child throughout his/her childhood;


so far as its practicable, to ascertain the wishes and feelings of the child and to give them due consideration, having regard to his/her age and understanding;


in placing a child to have regard, so far as it is practicable, to the wishes of his/her parents and guardians as to his/her religious upbringing.


This section fills a gap in the previous Policies. It sets out for public view for the first time the principles underpinning the Council’s Permanence (including adoption) Panels. Two new panels have been in operation for nearly a year under an independent chair. These clauses include: 

The Panels’ basic duties under Government regulations;

The changes necessary for the Panels to approve long term fostering as well as adoption placements; 

Other principles which anchor the procedures and practice which have evolved in the recent past to improve the service the Panels give to children, adopters and birth families. 



5.2 
The Permanence Panels of the Suffolk Adoption Agency shall carry out the duties of adoption panels as set out in the Adoption Agencies Regulations 1983 (as amended).


See above note.

5.3 
In addition the Panels shall make recommendations to the Agency as to:


whether long term fostering is in the best interests of a child and,


whether a particular applicant is suitable as a long term foster carer and,


whether a particular foster carer would be a suitable for a particular child.


See above note.

5.4 
The Permanence Panels shall consider plans for adoption support as set out in the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) Regulations 2003.


This is a requirement of the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003.

5.5 
Where a Permanence Panel considers it has insufficient information, the making of 
a recommendation shall be deferred until that information can be presented to Panel.


Panels are often under pressure to make recommendations because of court timetables and other considerations. Whilst the Panels should act in a timely way for the sake of children, this clause is proposed to make explicit that the Panels must be satisfied that the information before them is sufficient to allow them to make far reaching recommendations about children’s futures.



5.6 
The Suffolk Permanence Panels are established by the Suffolk Adoption Agency to whom they are accountable. The Panels shall carry out their duties in accordance with the policies of the Suffolk Adoption Agency. No person will be appointed to serve as a member of a Permanence Panel who is not in agreement with these Policies.


See note to 5.1 above.

5.7 
To ensure a level of independent scrutiny, the Agency will seek to appoint an independent person to be the chair of its Panels.


See note to 5.1 above.

5.8
Members will be appointed because of their particular expertise and life experience from which they can draw in their contribution to the Panel and its duties. 


This reflects the philosophy of the Adoption Agency Regulations and Guidance 1983 and 1997.

5.9 
The membership of the Panels will reflect the widest possible representation of the Suffolk communities and of stakeholders in the adoption process as well as relevant professional expertise.


This reflects the philosophy of the Adoption Agency Regulations and Guidance 1983 and 1997.

5.10
The Agency will set out procedures for appropriate CRB checks and personal references to be taken up and for the appointment of new Panel members. 


These procedures have been written and are ready to be implemented.

5.11
 The Agency will keep 
a confidential record of all such appointments, CRB checks and personal references.


This is now required by the National Adoption Minimum Standards.

5.12 
No person will be appointed to Panel membership unless they have satisfied the procedures for appointment, checks and reference as set out above.


See note to 5.1 above.

5.13 
The Agency shall set out in procedures the roles of the chair, legal adviser, medical adviser and professional adviser


These procedures have been written and are ready to be implemented

5.14 
Panel members are entitled to received induction and support as set out in the Agency’s Protocol for Panel Members.


See note to 5.1 above.

6. 
SERVICES FOR ADOPTED ADULTS




6.1
Suffolk Social Care will offer counselling and act as an intermediary with the birth family where adoptees over the age of 
18 years contact the Adoption Service seeking information or seeking contact with their birth family.  This includes those seeking access to their adoption records, referred to the Adoption Agency by the General Register Office.




6.2
This service is available both to those adults adopted through this Agency and those living in the area whose adoptions were arranged through other Adoption agencies.




6.3.
Adoptees will not be able to read information from the file from or about other people whose permission would be required before it can be shared.  The Agency should be able to indicate to the adoptee the nature of this kind of withheld information.  If the adoptee and the Agency agree that a particular piece of information is of great significance for the adoptee then the Agency will write to the person whose permission is required to ask their permission to share it.




6.4
Suffolk Adoption Agency will advise adopted adults and their birth families separated by adoption to register with the National Adoption Register so that all parties can record their willingness to be approached.  An intermediary service will be available when a link has been made on the Register.




6.5
In exceptional circumstances where the Agency believes that an identified person would be at risk of harm as 
a result of information from adoption records being shared then these records will not be shared with the adoptee.  This is to ensure that we do not breach our duty of care.


6.6
Suffolk Adoption Agency will advise adopted adults and their birth families separated by adoption to register with the National Adoption Register so that all parties can record their willingness to be approached.  An intermediary service will be available when a link has been made on the Register.




6.7
Requests from adult birth family members for help seeking information or making contact with adult adoptees placed by the Agency will be facilitated by the Agency approaching the adult adoptee, if their whereabouts are known.




6.8
Recognising the potential impact that this work may have upon the adopted person, their separated sibling and other involved people, the work will be guided by the following general principles:




6.8.1
The welfare, safety, needs, current circumstances and wishes of the adopted adult and others concerned with the adoption will inform any work undertaken.




6.8.2
The role of Suffolk Social Care staff shall be to assist the client to understand and accept the situation they are in and the choices open to them, not to advocate on their behalf.  Communication will only be facilitated when all parties to the possible communication are adults.




6.9
The Agency will keep all adoption records securely in accordance with the Regulations.




7. 
STEP PARENT ADOPTIONS




7.1
The Agency will assist applicants to consider all alternatives to adoption.




7.2
The Agency will arrange for a detailed report to be made to the Court meeting legal requirements.  Where the Agency is unable to meet these requirements within the Court’s or the applicants’ required timescale the Agency will advise these parties in writing as to when this will be possible.


7.3
The Agency will only recommend adoption where it is in the child’s best interest for such an order to be made.




8.
APPLICATIONS FOR APPROVAL AS INTER-COUNTRY ADOPTERS




8.1
Within current legal requirements, the Agency will apply the following general guidelines to individual cases.




8.2
Inter-country adoption may only be considered as a means of providing 
a family for a child who cannot be cared for in a suitable manner in his or her own country.  The Agency will seek advice, including that from the Department of Health as to whether this criterion is met at the time of an application.




8.3
Inter-country adoptions should take place in the best interests of the child and with respect to his or her fundamental rights as recognised in international law.




8.4
Safeguards and standards equivalent to those which apply in domestic adoption should be applied in 
inter-country adoption to protect the welfare of the child.




8.5
The following policies for domestic adoption stated above under the heading ADOPTIVE APPLICANTS shall be applied to applications for 
inter-country adoption:




8.5.1
ENQUIRIES:  Points 4.1.2., 4.1.3. and 4.1.4.




8.5.2
APPLICATIONS TO ADOPT:  Points 4.2.1., 4.2.2., 4.2.3.1., 4.2.4. and 4.2.5.




8.5.3
MINIMUM AGENCY CRITERIA:  Points 4.3.1., 4.3.2., 4.3.3. and 4.3.4.




8.5.4
ADOPTION ASSESSMENTS:  The whole section.




8.6
The Agency will make no charge for the enquiry process.  The Agency shall charge those who make an application to be assessed as 
inter-country adopters for the administration of the application process.  If accepted for assessment as adopters, the Agency shall make 
a further charge for the completion of the assessment process including 
a preparation course and for subsequent post placement support.  The charges made should reflect the Agency’s real costs and should not include any profit element.




8.7.
Although the Adoption National Standards timeframes do not specifically apply to inter-country adoption assessments, the Agency will make every effort to complete assessments in a timely manner.  The Agency may need, however, to give priority to the completion and presentation to the Permanence Adoption Panel of the assessment of applicants who will be applying to adopt Suffolk children looked after.  Where there is delay, the reason for that delay should be explained to applicants.


See note for 1.3 above.

8.8
Otherwise, the Agency will endeavour to meet the following timescales laid down in the National Adoption Standards referred to above under the heading GENERAL 1.6.6., 1.6.7., 1.6.8., 1.6.9., 1.6.11., 1.6.12., 1.6.13., 1.6.14., 1.6.15. and 1.6.16.




8.9
Given that in inter-country adoption, the responsibility to match approved adopters with children rests with the child’s country of origin, the Permanence Adoption Panel and Agency Decision Maker will give particular attention to recommending matching criteria for successful applicants.


See note for 1.3 above.

GLOSSARY




Adoption is the legal process by which parental responsibility for a child or young person is vested in a new parent or parents.  An adoption order takes away the parental responsibility of anyone previously exercising it including the child’s birth parents.  Single people may adopt but only married couples can jointly adopt.  

No-one can be adopted after reaching the age of 18.




Parallel planning is the process by which local authorities pursue two or more simultaneous and quite distinct plans for 

a child’s permanent placement with the aim of avoiding delay for the child.  Local authorities are required to do this for children in care proceedings.  The alternative plans are developed in parallel until the viability of the primary plan (usually the option of the child returning to the care of their parent) has been assessed.  If the primary plan proves not to be viable then the next preferred alternative is ready to be endorsed by the Court with minimal delay.  The principles of parallel planning can also be applied to children looked after who are not subject to care proceedings.




Permanence.  This concept refers to the belief that in order to establish a sense of security, the ability to relate well to other people and otherwise develop to their potential, children need to be looked after continuously and predictably by one or more people who are able to parent that child until he or she achieves adulthood.  The most permanent placements are, therefore, those that are least likely to be open to continuing dispute, change and legal challenge.




Letterbox contact.  This is the facility to pass letters, cards, etc. between the child’s adoptive home and birth family members and other significant people from the child’s past without divulging identifying information about the child’s placement.  The communication may be one way or two way; it may be direct to the child or indirectly to the adoptive parent.  In the case of each child where an arrangement is made for letterbox contact a written agreement is drawn up.  The Agency operates 

a centralised confidential letterbox scheme to maintain existing arrangements and review agreements where the child’s needs have changed over time.




A Permanence Planning Meeting is called to elaborate a permanence plan for a child or young person where a review has decided that they cannot return home or be looked after by a member of their wider family and need to be found an adoptive or long term foster home.




A Review or Statutory Review is a meeting which has to be called at legally defined intervals for every child or young person looked after by a council.  The purpose of the meeting, having considered all aspects of the child’s welfare (health, education, etc.) and the views of the child, parents and significant others, is to agree the best way of pursuing that child’s safety and welfare.  The review is the place where any care plan for 

a child or young person looked after has to be endorsed.




A Specified Offence is one listed in Schedule 1 of the Children and Young Persons Act 1933.  This is a list of serious offences against children including infanticide, murder or manslaughter of 

a child or young person, common assault, cruelty, various sexual offences and other miscellaneous offences against children.  Schedule 1 offences are never “spent” for child protection and adoption purposes.




Adoption Support Services are those provided by adoption agencies and their partner agencies to enable a child to be placed and sustained in adoptive placements. Local Authorities have specific legal responsibilities to provide comprehensive adoption support services under the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and the Adoption Support Services (Local Authorities) (England) Regulations 2003. 


Defines what “adoption support services” are.

