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Adoption and Special Guardianship Leadership Board
8th October 2018, 11:00-13:00, 5.02 Sanctuary Buildings, Great Smith Street 
	Attendees
Board members:
	

	Andrew Christie
	ASGLB Chair

	Cathy Ashley
	Kinship Care Alliance

	Sue Armstrong-Brown
	Adoption UK

	Anthony Douglas
	Cafcass

	Stuart Gallimore
	ADCS, President

	The Hon. Mr Justice MacDonald
	Judicial observer

	Gaby Mcwhinnie
	Adopter Reference Group

	Carolyn Oliver
	CVAA Board

	Mark Owers
	Independent Advisor to the DfE

	Lucy Peake
	Kinship Care Alliance

	John Simmonds
	Expert Advisor

	Kathy Smethurst

	Department of Health

	Other attendees:
	

	Ben Connah
	DfE, Children in care and permanence

	Kathryn Lewis
	DfE, statistician 

	Christina Bankes
	DfE, Children in care and permanence 

	Sarah Caton
	ADCS

	Jenny Preece
	DfE, Children’s social care

	Annie Mason
	ASGLB management service

	Sam Mercadante
	ASGLB management service

	Louise Jelks
	ASGLB management service

	Grace Toller
	ASGLB management service 

	Ian Dean

	LGA

	Apologies:
	

	Steve Kay
	RAB chair (Yorkshire and Humber)

	Lucy Nethsingha 
	LGA

	Julie Selwyn
	Expert advisor

	Charlotte Ramsden
	ADCS, HCAN Chair

	Katy Willison
	DfE, Director of Practice and Workforce, Children’s Social Care






1. Welcome and introductions
Some of Andrew’s and Cafcass’ actions have been complete since circulation of the minutes of July’s meeting.
It was noted that this meeting was Ben Connah’s last. From November, he will be replaced by Christina Bankes (attending) and Julie Laughton. Ben was thanked for the great contribution he has made to the work of the Board
John Simmonds has been discussing with the Family Justice Observatory the issues raised in his paper written following the Re P-S judgment.  The judgment identifies that the FJC should undertake a review of current guidance and protocols in respect of Special Guardianship.  In the paper, a recommendation is made that the FJO should offer to undertake the evidence review with the FJC making recommendations in respect of the guidance and protocols based on this evidence.  
Anthony Douglas reported that Cafcass is working with the Family Justice Council to co-draft guidance, which may take up to a year.
2. SGO task and finish group
John Simmonds summarised the work of the SGO task and finish group so far and stated that the response to integrating special guardianship into the Board’s remit has been very positive. The task and finish group has already begun to address issues such as: 
· Having independent legal advice available for special guardians; 
· Difficulties and confusion around accessing SG support;
· The large group of kinship carers that have no formal legal order;
· And complexities around contact arrangements for children under with an SGO, which may involve both the paternal and maternal sides.
There has been some discussion among the Board regarding expanding the remit to include children and families subject to special guardianship where the child was formally looked after, and the balance with other groups of special guardians, particularly when accessing support.
The task and finish group has discussed many issues, including the plan for the Modernising Permanence project and the positive impact that Adopter Voice has had on the Board. This has led to the group’s recommendation that it establishes a parallel approach to getting input from special guardians into the work of the Board.
While there is a consensus that a Special Guardian Reference Group will be helpful in shaping the Board’s agenda, there will be challenges in bringing it together. The primary question at hand is how to establish this group in a meaningful way, so that it can provide the insight that the ARG has for some time now. There have been many conversations about how to set up SGRG with the right influence, and how to identify the special guardians who will best contribute to strategic discussions.
After its next meeting the task and finish group will produce recommendations for the Board to consider.
Board members made the following comments:
· Cathy Ashley and Lucy Peake asked that the Board makes a clear statement about its position on special guardianship, and its view of all special guardians, rather than just those where the children were previously looked after. Andrew Christie clarified the remit of the ASGLB as it stands currently and agreed to discuss the remit with the DfE before the Board meets in January.
· There is an increasing appetite from LAs for sharing of good practice around support to special guardians, and for assistance on how to interpret the current guidelines. This could be an opportunity to have influence quickly.
· The papers outlined a specific set of proposals around the SGRG, and proposed beginning with three sessions in different regions where special guardians will be invited through the Board’s contacts.
· Some regional boards have started to put together reference groups of special guardians.
· The Board signed off on the proposal for engagement with special guardians.
· The link between the SGRG and the ARG was raised, and there was a question as to how the views of the SGRG will be comparable with discussions of the ARG. For example, the ARG does not discuss issues around housing and finance that may be raised by the SGRG.
· Mark Owers reminded ASGLB members that the inaugural meeting of the National Stability Forum is on 15th October, and how this conversation will fit into the Forum’s objective to seek equality in routes to permanence. This will mean discussing the governance and how this Board fits into other systems.
ACTION 1: Andrew to discuss the ASGLB’s remit with the DfE before the Board meets again in January.
3. System performance update:
The data pack reported primarily on the adoption system, rather than special guardianship. The SGO task and finish group is exploring how the Board can collect meaningful data on special guardianship.
· The headline measures for Q1 2018-19 show that the number of children placed for adoption and with a plan for adoption has continued to drop.
· The ASGLB has been focussed on mapping the inflow of adopters against the inflow of children. The data pack suggests that recruitment is still dropping; however, due to the decrease in adoption orders, the sufficiency gap perhaps is not opening up as much as predicted. The most recent ASGLB data suggests that the number of children waiting more than 18 months for a placement is decreasing.
· We cannot yet tell if more children have been made subject to SGOs from care, so we don’t have a sense of whether SGOs are taking the place of adoption orders in terms of permanency arrangements.
· It is important to understand the trends behind data and the context in which the data sits. 
· The care population continues to rise nationally (though with huge local variations), although it is still unclear as to whether there are more children under five coming into care.
Board members had the following comments:
· It is difficult to get a proper sense of the adoption numbers without seeing the special guardian numbers. DfE will publish these figures in November and they will be discussed at January’s Board meeting.
· There are concerns that this data pack only focusses on intelligence up to the point of placement. It was suggested many adopters decline to adopt again in part due to worries about lack of support, there should better data on support post-placement. 
· When considering adding fields to the ASGLB data return, it is important to remember that we rely on voluntary contributions and that the burden on colleagues who complete the data returns must be kept at a minimum. 
· The Board members will continue to track adopter sufficiency. The data service will very shortly be able to share analysis of the LA, RAA and VAA approval projections against the number of approvals attained in Q1. The current headline is that some of the projections have not translated to actual approvals. Care applications appear to be remaining stable, but a growing number of children are returning home following care proceedings. There are also more children living at home under supervision orders, as well as a growing number of children who remain at home because the courts are becoming more reluctant to pursue care and placement orders simultaneously. Overall, the ASGLB should keep an eye on the number of outstanding cases that linger in the justice system.
· It was noted that we do not have a good idea of the number of children entering into foster-for-adoption placements through voluntary accommodation versus care orders. It would be useful to break this down further by age range – children under 6 weeks old, and children under 1 year who are entering FFA placements.
· Mr Justice MacDonald reported his observations of the impact of Brexit on the family justice system. He has been asked by the President to take a lead on this area of work.  There is potential for family justice cases to become more complex where they involve EU nationals, and therefore take longer. This may become a performance issue in due course. The ASGLB should monitor this going forward, as children may wait longer due to delays in other legal proceedings. 
· DfE estimated that around 4% of LAC population has an EU national element (parents or children). 
Andrew Christie has written to DfE about this, advising we look ahead to pre-empt this problem and do not lose sight of the most vulnerable children during Brexit negotiations.
ACTION 2: ASGLB management service to look into the number of young children entering FFA placements under voluntary arrangements and circulate this to Board members.
ACTION 3: ASGLB management service to circulate DfE’s response to Andrew Christie about the impact on family proceedings of the UK exiting the EU.

4. The health of children/young people subject to adoption and special guardianship orders 
Kathy Smethurst updated the Board on the points discussed at the previous ASGLB meeting in July, namely the green paper entitled ‘Transforming children and young people’s mental health provision’.  Consultation reviews have since been published.
· The green paper is the central piece of policy around what DHSC is doing for children and young people’s health.
· A headline proposal in the green paper is for schools to identify a designated senior lead for pupils’ mental health. There is also a plan to put in place mental health support teams for clusters of schools, which will be supervised by existing CAMHS teams. These teams will be staffed by people who are able to deliver services for children with mild to moderate mental health needs.
· Adverts for the first cohort of trainees to be trained to staff the new mental health support teams will go live later this month and DHSC will be announcing the first trailblazer areas where the mental health support teams will be established. DHSC will look particularly at how trailblazing areas respond to vulnerable groups including looked after children.
· The vision is that this package exists at the centre of a holistic approach to children’s mental health.
· So far, this will only be implemented in state funded schools. 
· This work should not be seen as replacing already existing services, but rather as adding an extra layer of support for mild to moderate needs. 
Board members made the following comments:
· It is critical that those in mental health roles take a trauma-informed approach. This is an opportunity to really provide support to children who have experienced trauma, but it is important this this is a multi-disciplinary service. 
· Will the school staff taking on the mental health role be informed about adoption and special guardianship? 
· The issue of non-mental-health needs was raised – in particular Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) which is often misdiagnosed and mistakenly included with mental health needs.
· The Minister announced last week that there will be new funding for behaviour management in schools. Board members agreed that it would be disappointing to see this behaviour management fund spent in a way which is not connected to this initiative. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Some Board members expressed disappointment that this money did not come through the public health route rather than the Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCG) route; there was a concern that the money might not filter down to where it is needed as it is not to be ringfenced. However, there was recognition that this is, in part, a pragmatic decision to enable the programme to progress as quickly as possible. Furthermore, there will be a very clear expectation that CCGs who are trailblazers must spend the money for the intended purpose.
· While schools do have a part to play, many of the children who will need this support will be children who are struggling to be in school in the first place. Therefore, there is a risk that support coming via schools will not reach all the children who require support.
· Many Board members had questions about how CAMHS and ECHPs will figure in this plan.
· These are complex issues that need to be adequately thought through, and that if the complexities are not addressed then this would be a missed opportunity to improve outcomes for vulnerable children.
· Mr Justice MacDonald sees a number of placements (including adoptions) breaking down due to children’s mental health needs. Judges sometimes have to take drastic measures because the right services are not in place to provide the type of treatment and support that is needed in these cases. The Judge questioned where this DH plan fits within a much wider context of a wholly inadequate supply of the required specialist treatment facilities. 
· Despite the above stated questions and reservations, the Board welcomed the initiative, and that the DHSC is willing to give specific consideration to how the needs of adopted children and children subject of special guardianship orders might be addressed within the programme. It was agreed that as the programme develops, the Board would have the opportunity to contribute to the development of thinking and practice.

5. RABs and SGO:
The RABs are currently considering how they might extend their remit to include special guardianship, reflecting the changes made to the remit of the Leadership Board. Andrew Christie asked that Board sponsors ensure that these discussions are progressed, and that Regional Boards are kept informed about the work being done by the Leadership Board. 
6. The National Adoption Register
Board members have concerns about the decision to discontinue funding to the Adoption Register. Particularly, concerns centre on the impact that the removal of a statutory register might have on matches for children with more complex needs, and how other options such as Linkmaker will play into this. Furthermore, local authorities want more clarity from DFE about what the statutory requirements will be after 31st March 2019. 
DfE has responded to letters from ADCS and CVAA highlighting that it is still a priority that children can be matched with adopters beyond the boundaries of their local authority. The fostering stocktake recommended that there should be equality of status and opportunity between different types of permanency placement. Ministers took those recommendations seriously, and the procurement of the adoption register was the first opportunity to examine the possibility of combining a digital service for adoption with fostering or other forms of permanence. DfE’s plan to review permanence as a whole led to the decision not to continue the Register’s contract. There is currently work underway to ensure that any risks are mitigated so that children aren’t harmed by this decision. There is potential for this to mean better products to support practice and a system that is more self-sufficient.
ACTION 4: Board members to send any comments to the ASGLB management service once they have had a chance to look at Carol Homden’s notes highlighting potential risks about the decision to discontinue the Adoption Register. 
ACTION 5: DfE to send a note out to sector colleagues highlighting what the duty on LAs will be following the discontinuation of the Adoption Register
7. AOB
Mr Justice MacDonald raised an issue that has come to light as a result of the courts rationalisation programme. A group in the West Midlands is looking into how, if courts close, adoption records can be safeguarded from loss (and hence safeguard the ability of young people and adults to access their personal information in the future). As the programme of court rationalisation is also taking place in other regions, he is concerned that this issue should be addressed nationally and was doing so via the HMCTS.
ACTION 6: Mr Justice MacDonald to provide Andrew Christie with the right contact details for the Chair to make sure that the risk to records getting lost is mitigated.
Sue Armstrong-Brown requested that a discussion is scheduled at the next meeting to discuss post adoption support practice.
Andrew Christie explained that the Modernising Permanence project will be discussed further at an awayday that will include RAB chairs.
Next meeting: 16th January 2019
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