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Agenda item: 8 
Wards: All 

Subject:  Continuous Improvement of Adoption and Permanency Services in 
Merton 
Lead officer: Theresa Leavy 
Lead member: Cllr Maxi Martin  
Forward Plan reference number:  
Contact officer: Theresa Leavy 

Recommendations:  
A. Members of the panel note the contents of the report  
B. Members of the panel endorse the Improvement Action Plan  

1 PURPOSE OF REPORT AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
1.1. We welcome the focus on improving outcomes for children in care as 

described within the publication of the government's Action Plan on 
Adoption1 and the publication of the findings of the Expert Working Group2.  

1.2. We are keenly aware of the impact of delay on children and we share the 
government's determination to eliminate unnecessary delay in adoption and 
to make the adoption system in England the best in the world, in order to 
achieve better outcomes for children. Our performance in the recently 
published adoption scorecard describes a trajectory of improvement but over 
the three year period 2008-2011 placed us in a poor position both in London 
and nationally.  

1.3. The Action Plan on Adoption supports our ambition to achieve a permanent 
family arrangement for all Merton children and in all cases in a timely 
manner. A council motion has been passed in 2011, with all party support, 
stating our commitment to speeding up the adoption process whilst ensuring 
we maintain robust assessment practise that secures the best families for 
children.   

1.4. We will achieve this by ensuring our assessment activities for children and 
prospective permanent carers are delivered effectively and efficiently, by 
pursuing a range of permanency pathways, and for individual children, 
pursuing the pathway which best meets their unique needs. 

1.5. We are equally committed to ensuring sustainable futures for your young 
people and are mindful of the significance of ensuring thoughtful and 
considered matching arrangements and in the provision of effective support 
post  placement.  

29



1.6. This paper will outline the extensive change agenda nationally in relation to 
the legislation, policy and systems in relation to children in care and adoption 
specifically. It will explore Merton’s present performance in relation to the 
new adoption scorecard and describe the developments in place in relation 
to continuous service improvement of the Children, Schools and Families 
services in this area. 

2 DETAILS 
2.1. There has been a growing political interest and policy directive at a national 

level both in relation to both improving the processes, and the outcomes for 
children in care, particularly those waiting for a permanent family and the 
prospective carers of such children. 

2.2. In support of this ambition a number of national reviews, policies and 
performance frameworks are converging:  

2.3. November 2010 Ministerial letter to all Director of Children’s Services in 
England regarding adoption statistics, which showed significant variation in 
performance at a local level. The letter called on Directors of Children's 
Services and lead members to do everything possible to increase the 
number of children appropriately placed for adoption and to improve the 
speed with which decisions are made. 

2.4.  A comprehensive set of regulations and national minimum standards came 
into force on April 1st 2011 for adoption and fostering services in England. 
New guidance on fostering and family and friends was also published and 
effective from the same date. These regulations revised the regulations of 
2006 and 2002. They are partnered by the piloting of a new methodology of 
Ofsted inspection.  

2.5. November 2011 - The Family Justice Review published. It will be critical in 
helping to reduce delays. It describes a lamentable position across the 
country:  

2.6. “ We found (sic):  a system that is not a system, characterised by mutual 
distrust and a lack of leadership, by incoherence and without solid evidence 
based knowledge about how it really works. The consequence for children is 
unconscionable delay that has continued to increase since we began our 
work. The average care case in county courts now takes over 60 weeks and 
many take much longer – an age in the life of a child. These delays 
contribute to the 2 years 7 months it takes on average for a child to be 
adopted. With 20,000 children now waiting for a decision, delay is likely to 
rise further”.  The review described the need for  
 Stronger leadership and coordination of the organisations and people 

involved in family cases including structural changes to achieve this.  
 Changes in legislation, regulations and processes in public law aimed at 

putting the needs of children first and with tighter attribution of 
responsibility to the array of people involved in a case.  

2.7. December 2011 - Children in Care and Adoption Performance Tables 
published. 
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2.8. December 2011 the Expert Working Group on Adoption, was established 
and commissioned by the Coalition Government to urgently review the 
operation of adoption in England.  

2.9. December 2011 Ofsted framework for inspection 
 Local Authorities should achieve 12-month time limit from care plan 

decision to adoption placement for services to be rated ‘outstanding’. 
2.10. March 2012 publication of Expert Working Group on Adoption report 

“Redesigning Adoption” and the ministerial report An Action Plan for 
Adoption - Tackling Delay. Recommendations 
 New legal duties on local authorities to reduce delays for children and for 

prospective adopters 
 A focus on concurrent planning -proposed changes to legislation will 

make it easier for children to be fostered by approved prospective 
adopters while the courts consider the case for adoption.  

 Introducing the Adoption Gateway as a new national “front door” for 
prospective adopters to supplement but not replace local agency access 
points  

 Re-designing the adoption application process into two distinct but fluent 
stages  

 Streamlining assessment forms and guidance to allow for more focussed 
and confident assessment reports without compromising on quality  

 Establishing a tougher target that in most cases the application process 
would take no more than six months to complete  

 Allowing that for some applicants, such as second time adopters or foster 
carers, these processes can be further “fast-tracked”  

 Ensuring that all children with a plan for adoption and all approved 
adopters are referred to and go live on the national adoption register after 
three months to maximise their chances of a match  

 Introducing charging for step-parent adopters  
 Substantially improving post-adoption support through the introduction of 

stronger minimum standards and the concept of an “Adoption Passport”  
2.11. It is clear that improving the lives of children in care is a national priority. If 

more children are to be provided with (much more quickly) stable, loving and 
permanent homes, and for this to be through adoption where this is in their 
best interests, there is an increasing understanding that the adoption system 
needs to work much more effectively and efficiently, and in all likelihood 
requires systemic overhaul.  

2.12. Nationally the average time between a child entering care and moving in 
with their adoptive family is one year and nine months. For some groups, 
especially black children, this can be as much as twice this timeline. But at 
the local level there has been very variable performance. For example, in 
2009-10 the percentage of children in care being adopted ranged from 2% to 
16% with a 12% mean average. The figures for Merton expressed as a three 
year average are 5%.  
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2.13. There is currently a mismatch nationally and locally between the supply of 
prospective adopters and the demand of children requiring adoption. For 
example, there are numerous sibling groups that agencies are unable to 
place, children with disabilities and other long-term conditions also struggle 
to find adoptive families. 

2.14. Nationally there are currently 372 sibling groups of 2 on the Adoption 
Register but only 78 adoptive families active on the Register and approved 
for 2 children. At the same time, there are 75 sibling groups of 3 or more 
children active on the Register but only 3 adoptive families approved for 3 
children.  

2.15. Evidence in the study of children not found an adoptive family Selwyn’s(‘10) 
clearly described that for non-infant adoptions 20% of those with adoption 
recommendations were never placed. There was further significant evidence 
that the likely outcome for children not to be placed were white children 17%, 
30% of mixed ethnicity, 58% of black children and 64% of Asian children.  

2.16. Given the current mismatch, there is a demonstrable need to maintain and 
enhance the number of enquirers coming forwards interested in Adoption. 
The principal task is the generation of more and relevant and informed 
enquiries. 

2.17. The Adoption Score Card and Performance report  
2.18. The activity rate for adoption and Special Guardianship Orders (SGO’s) in 

Merton for the past three years:  

    Adoptions SGO's Total 
2008/09 5 5 10 
2009/10 2 6 8 
2010/11 5 5 10 
2011/12   9 3 12 

 
2.19. Nationally the three year average for SGO’s was 6%, Merton shows a three 

year average of 7%. 
2.20. The Adoption Score Card is broadly designed to describe, across a three 

year period, the timeliness for children for whom adoption was the outcome 
and the timeliness of prospective adopters approval processes. The 
timeliness for Prospective adopters will not be published until 2014. However 
the target for timeliness is now shortened from eight month to six months 
from initial enquiry to approval. The action plan will target improvements in 
this area where presently the average timescale is outside of the 8 months 
performance target.      
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A1 INDICATOR - Average time between a child becoming looked after care and 
moving in with its adoptive family, for children who have been adopted.  
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2.21. In summary Merton’s position improved from 1330 days to 681 between 
2008 and 2011.  Our 2011/12 figure shows an increase to 807 days with the 
national average standing at 625 days. The figure published is the three year 
average figure of 957 days this is against an England average of 625. 
Already in this year there have been placements of children with highly 
complex needs that have seen a timeline outside of the target. It is 
anticipated that other children placed across the year will have shorter 
timelines 

2.22. A2 INDICATOR Average Time between a local authority receiving court 
authority to place a child and local authority deciding on a match to an 
adoptive family.  
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2.23. This indicator is particularly designed to distinguish between the reasons for 
delay performance is more variable due to our low numbers. The average 
Length of Care proceedings Indicator shows the Merton average was 61 
weeks, compared with a national average of 52 weeks 
Number of Children Awaiting - At March 31st 2011, Merton had 13 
Children with a plan for adoption. 
Summary  

2.24. The Action Plan for Adoption outlines a redesigned adoption system that 
could, subject to effective implementation, lead to a more efficient, 
transparent system which matches the supply of potential adopters more 
effectively with the needs of children in need of adoption.  

2.25. Merton’s low numbers of children in care can pose a challenge when looking 
at small percentage activity, today’s Looked after Children population 
numbers 127, with many of these children being well settled and stable in 
long term foster care placements for whom adoption would not be the best 
plan. 

2.26. It is our intention that all children who cannot conceivably be seen to be 
safely returned to their birth families will be living in a permanent placement 
within 18 months of becoming looked after. This will not always suitably be 
an adoptive placement but may be through the means of a special 
Guardianship Order or permanent foster care. Neither of these mechanisms 
feature within the adoption scorecard but clearly do provide secure and 
loving permanent families for our children.   

2.27. In acknowledgment of the need to improve timeliness both for adopters and 
for our children and mindful of, the Governments consultation on changes to 
the legislation later this year and in light of the implementation of the Family 
Justice Review recommendations, we are making a range of improvements 
and changes to our internal systems and processes to assist us in 
minimising delay and maximizing the best matches, these changes are laid 
out in the accompanying Adoption Improvement Action plan. Our plan has 
been reviewed by BAAF who are experts in the field and who are advising 
nationally on the implementation of the national improvements required. 
 

3 ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS 
3.1. None for the purposes of this report 
4 CONSULTATION UNDERTAKEN OR PROPOSED 
4.1. Wide-scale consultation has been undertaken with staff across all services 

to develop the improvement action plan.   
5 TIMETABLE 
5.1. (See Action Plan) 
6 FINANCIAL, RESOURCE AND PROPERTY IMPLICATIONS 
6.1. The new regulations in September will contain new requirements, the 

financial implications of those  will need to be met within the service.  
7 LEGAL AND STATUTORY IMPLICATIONS 
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7.1. See body of report  
8 HUMAN RIGHTS, EQUALITIES AND COMMUNITY COHESION 

IMPLICATIONS 
8.1. These services potentially affect all aspects of our communities  
9 CRIME AND DISORDER IMPLICATIONS 
9.1. None for the purposes of this report 
10 RISK MANAGEMENT AND HEALTH AND SAFETY IMPLICATIONS 
10.1. None for the purposes of this report 
11 APPENDICES – THE FOLLOWING DOCUMENTS ARE TO BE 

PUBLISHED WITH THIS REPORT AND FORM PART OF THE REPORT 
• Adoption Improvement Action Plan  

12 BACKGROUND PAPERS 
12.1. Action Plan on Adoption Dfe  
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