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1. Introductions and welcome

· Andrew Christie new members to the Board; Katy Willison and Alison Michalska, and welcomed Janice Spencer from the East Midlands RAB. 
· noted action on data from Cafcass that is not on the log. some data from Cafcass is in the data narrative. andrew is visiting Cafcass and NHS.
· It was agreed that discussions of PIF would move to October and that this will be reflected on the Forward Look.


2.  System performance update
Quarter 3 data headlines
Kathryn Lewis went through the summary of the Quarter 3 data pack using the old format, followed by a presentation of the proposed new-style data pack from Alex Wylde. The new-style data pack presents the new format and headline measures that were agreed at the last ALB meeting. It is made up of data from sources such as Cafcass, the Register and Adoption Link as well as the ALB data return.

The following points were made:
· Adoption link shows the preferences of adopters, while the Register shows the characteristics and needs of the children waiting in the system.
· It was decided that next quarter’s data pack would include information on the stock and flow of children in the system. This will help identify how many children are stuck in the system and convey the range of experience for individual children.
· It was requested that next quarter includes data on care applications, split between children under and over five years-old. 
· The time children wait before being put on the Register should become a key headline measure.
· There may be other ways to break up the data than by region. In the future, the data may be cut into RAAs but not during this time of transition, there is only one RAA live now and some will not be live for two years. 
· There was interest in trends of special guardianship orders compared to trends in adoption.
· It was noted that trends seen around the country simply do not ring true in the London region. This may be because London will have a higher proportion of their care population being unaccompanied asylum seeking children.
· When looking at the characteristics of children waiting the Board asked what the profile would look like at the start of the process?  Is the profile of children who are waiting longest very different to the profile of all children who are placed for adoption?

Adopter sufficiency
Forecasting adopter sufficiency was discussed at January’s ALB following some anecdotal reports. looked at by first for adoption and DFE analysts. Alex Wylde presented a paper which concluded the current rate of recruitment will not leave the system with enough adopters in proportion to children. This is not due to a lack of enquires, but rather a low conversion rate. 
There are several caveats to this All these variables must be considered when looking at this information:
· Trends could change, adoption orders may increase of decline
· That these figures do not take into account sibling groups and that many of the children waiting at the moment are in the process of being matched,
· This data does not tell us about the capacity of the adopters to meet the needs of the children waiting, or where they are.
The following comments were made:
· This is a systemic insufficiency that could grow during the transition to RAAs when recruitment isn't the priority.
· An insufficiency will test RAA development. There is not much flexibility to drive recruitment while RAAs are establishing themselves. 
· Presently there is a good stock of adopters already in the system which cushions immediate impact. 
· An insufficiency of adopters could slow down positive steps in timeliness in the system.
· There are practice issues such as single children being placed with families who could take sibling groups, and the unconscious bias of social workers.
· When tackling these issues, it is important not to fall into the trap of over correction.
· Recruitment in the VAA sector is stable compared to recent years of expansion grants and contractions. That said, VAAs are not currently able to expand or to carry the weight of sufficiency concerns.
· There is no evidence to suggest that the 'wrong' adopters were recruited, rather that they are not being matched efficiently.
· This analysis will be made available to the sector.

Intelligence from DfE-led permanency visits: findings and next steps
· The permanency visits focused on the planning processes in local authorities, including local relationships with the judiciary and Cafcass. 
· It was commented that the intelligence from the permanency visits is helpful as it highlights the robustness of the decision process. 
· The findings underline the importance of a judge’s confidence in the adoption decision maker and social worker. 
· Judges have mixed opinions around flexibility of the 26-week rule and its application varies between courts.
· For some judges this is a very difficult position, as they cannot grant a special guardianship order without sufficient proof of relationship between guardian and child, but they must limit delay.
· Local authorities have found Cafcass Plus extremely helpful.
· There are some anecdotal reports of resistance to grant SGOs unless children have been in a placement for 26 weeks. This shift has occurred over the last six months. It is suspected that this change is due to high profile placements.
· Similarly, some judges will not allow social workers to start looking for a match even when they know that child will be hard to place. 
· It is not within the courts’ remit to make these decisions. However, the permanency visits suggest that this is happening in very few areas.
· The Board must find a way to ensure that judges have confidence in ADM decisions, so that they know they are acting in children’s’ best interest.  
· [bookmark: _GoBack]There is a PIF project designed to facilitate and assist colleagues in putting into place the ingredients for success and confidence for judges.
· RABs are the best place to raise the issues on links with local judiciary and local senior links with Cafcass. Furthermore, RABs will be able to report back on good practice and highlight judiciary variations in practice. 
· These local relationships with the judiciary are important, however are more difficult to form than at a national level.
· Fundamentally, this will involve in systems changing. It is not enough to highlight variation between courts, improvements in practice must be made. 
·  How RAAs work in this area will be critical. There must be systems in place so they can positively challenge the robustness of systems within a local authority.
· A policy alliance would be extremely appropriate; perhaps between CVAA, MOJ, DFE, ADCS, Cafcass. 
· This could be linked with work from the Family Justice Board.

3. Public and professional discourse

· The paper supplied conveys that while there are some concerns about professional discourse, the public opinion is in support of adoption. 
· That said, many people still underestimate the difficulties that adopted children face. 
· It was pointed out that inflammatory terms like 'forced adoption' are used more freely now by colleagues and the media.
·  To tackle this, the Board would have to engage in this debate in a way that is simple and changes the language of the debate. This would require a combination of consistent key messages, social media presence and academic research.
· DfE may not be the best people to front this. The Board would have to seek advice from colleagues with the right communications expertise.
· What do our own colleagues think about this? And how do we communicate with them about these issues?
· the ALB as a group has previously agreed that there needs to be a broader agenda on permanence.
· Social workers are very invested in the children they work with. 
· It is important to highlight that outcomes for children come first, whereas 'forced adoption' arguments come from a parents' rights.
· The Board is to highlight the work that is done in the sector for birth families that address the issues families face before a child enters care. 
· Any other comments and discussion of strategy taking this forward should be part of the awayday. 

4. Education of adopted children
Kevin Woods gave a policy update on the education of adopted children. The key points were the new regulations for virtual school heads in the Children and Social Work bill, and that ‘attachment’ is now part of teacher training and will be considered by Ofsted.
· Consequently, the system now has the right tools in place but the challenge is the scale of it.
· The Board agreed that the key aspect of virtual school heads’ role is to direct adopters to the most appropriate schools for their child; within schools, the designated teacher network should be utilised as much as possible. 
· All colleagues were comfortable with the principles these changes and ways of working, the concerns are around funding and resource for implementation.
· Furthermore, access to schools depends on how a virtual school head relates to their local schools which may be variable across the country.
· It is vital that Ofsted ensure that Pupil Premium money is used specifically for previously looked after children and is not being absorbed into school budgets. 

5. RAA Programme update

· There is some turbulence within the demo projects. Some local authorities are struggling with the ‘winners and losers’ problem. 
· The general election might slow down development of the RAA programme in the near future.
· It is difficult to ask local authorities to take greater responsibility to look after children in an increasingly strained environment.

6. User Voice:
At the last ALB meeting the Board was divided on mechanisms for using voice. There are number of ways that user voice could be represented within the ALB infrastructure. First, the Board must identify what it wants to achieve by engaging with user voice; is it about channels and information being disseminated to beneficiaries? Is it about getting their input? Is it about conscience and real-life views?
· RABs vary enormously in their engagement with user voice. 
· The ALB is trying to have a systemic impact on large scale groups in England, rather than individuals. Therefore, the Board would need to hear from a large group of adopters. 
· It would be helpful to hear from young people and their parents what in the system works well, as the Board often focuses on what is not working.
· The primary concern is that the agenda does not contain the issues that are most important to adopters and adopted young people.

7. AOB
Andrew noted that this was Hugh Thornberry’s final meeting and thanked him for his membership of the ALB as well as his contribution to the sector.
Next Meeting: 10th July 2017
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