
REPORT TITLE: Adoption West: Progress Update.

Dates between 
which decision will 
be taken

Earliest date: 9th March
Latest date: 5th May

Cabinet Member Councillor Richard Boyles
Deputy Leader of the Council and Cabinet Member for Children's 
Safeguarding and Early Years
richard.boyles@gloucestershire.gov.uk
Tel. no. (01452) 324213

Key Decision No

Purpose of Report To update on progress with Adoption West as a vehicle for the delivery of 
adoption services on a regional basis.  

Recommendations
The Cabinet Member is asked to note the two 6 monthly update reports by 
the Director of Adoption West and agree to receive an update on progress in 
12 months’ time.

Reasons for 
recommendations

Adoption West is a wholly owned local authority company established by 
Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, Bristol, South Gloucestershire, BATHNES and 
North Somerset as a regional vehicle for the delivery of adoption services.  

Adoption West is unique as the only local authority owned company created 
on the UK mainland for the purpose of delivering adoption services on a 
regional basis.  Other localities have either used a ‘hosted’ arrangement, 
which seconds or transfers the resources of participants into a single 
authority,  or a multi-area partnership with a voluntary sector adoption 
agency.  

As such it is important that the accountable bodies, including GCC, are able 
to evidence their oversight of arrangements and be assured they are 
delivering for children and families.  This also accords with the Nolan 
Principles of openness, transparency and accountability in the public sector.

Resource 
Implications

There are no direct resource implications arising from this report.

mailto:richard.boyles@gloucestershire.gov.uk


Background 
Documents

https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieDecisionDetails.aspx?ID=1254 

Statutory Authority Education and Adoption Act 2016
Adoption and Children Act 2004
Adoption and Children (Coronavirus) (Amendment) (No. 2) Regulations

Divisional 
Councillor(s)

All

Officer Any representations should be sent to: 

Andy Dempsey
Director of Partnerships and Strategy
andy.dempsey@gloucestershire.gov.uk
Tel. no. (01452) 425019

By 5pm on Wednesday 21st April

Timeline

https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieDecisionDetails.aspx?ID=1254
mailto:andy.dempsey@gloucestershire.gov.uk


Background
 

1.1 The development of Regional Adoption Agencies (RAA) forms part of a central  
government programme to develop a regionalised approach for the future delivery of  
adoption services, as set out in the documents - Regionalising Adoption (July 2015) 
and Adoption: a vison for change (March 2016). 

1.2 In July 2016, Cabinet considered a range of options for a regional delivery model, 
working with 5 neighbouring Councils.  It opted to create a new public sector entity – a 
wholly owned Council Company Limited by Guarantee – known as Adoption West.

1.3 In March 2017 Cabinet agreed to progress with the aim of commencing operations by 1 
April 2018, however the complexities of creating an entirely new entity, through which to 
deliver the adoption services of six local authorities, took longer than anticipated.  
Adoption West subsequently commenced operation on 1 March 2019.  Throughout the 
development phase, the overriding aim was to ensure that Adoption West could 
commence on a secure basis thereby providing continuity for affected staff and children 
and families receiving adoption services. That aim was broadly achieved.

1.4 Adoption West operates from three hubs, each of which having responsibility for the 
provision of services as set out in the Commissioning Agreement:

 Bristol – City of Bristol Council and North Somerset Council

 Trowbridge – BANES and Wiltshire Councils

 Gloucester – Gloucestershire and South Gloucestershire Councils

The Gloucester Adoption West hub is located in Shire Hall utilising the existing 
accommodation for the Adoption Team who transferred to the employment of Adoption 
West under TUPE.

1.5   As a company limited by guarantee of the six local authorities, established in order to 
deliver specified statutory adoption services on their behalf, Adoption West is 
underpinned via a series of legal agreements:

 Commissioning Agreement
 Members’ Agreement
 Articles of Association
 Inter Authority Agreement

These are, in turn, supported by a series of documents addressing key operational 
matters: 

 Adoption Service Specification
 Information Sharing Agreement
 A Licence to Occupy specified desks at Shire Hall for the purpose of operating one 

of the above-mentioned “hubs”. 



1.6 An extensive network of governance and oversight arrangements has been established 
to ensure that Adoption West provides an effective vehicle for the delivery and future 
development of adoption services on behalf of the participating local authorities.  This 
comprises:

 Adoption West Board of Directors – meeting quarterly it and has responsibility 
for organisational strategy, financial oversight, performance and risk management, 
policy and procedures.  The Director of Partnerships and Strategy is 
Gloucestershire County Council’s representative on the Board and has recently 
been appointed as Chair.

 Joint Committee – comprising of the Director of Children’s Services from 
participating councils, it acts the ‘owners’ of Adoption West as defined by the 
Members Agreement.  Working through the South West Association of Directors of 
Children’s, the Joint Committee will provide direction to  Adoption West and deal 
with issues of significant change, such as the withdrawal of an authority, winding up 
of the arrangements, and any significant changes to resourcing.

 Local Authority Adoption Leads Group – comprising of a senior service 
representative from each local authority, it provides the operational interface 
between the local authorities and Adoption West.  The group will review operational 
standards, ensure regulatory requirements are met and review performance by 
reference to appropriate performance indicators.

 Joint Scrutiny Arrangements – a joint scrutiny committee, comprising of elected 
(scrutiny) members from each participating LA, has been established to ensure 
continued member oversight and scrutiny through a collective process that reflects 
the collective nature of Adoption West.  The Adoption West Director has provided 
regular updates on 20th May, 28th July, 4th November 2020 and 20th January 2021.

1.7 Adoption West has been established under a 3-year agreement, with an option for a 
further 5 years.  This reflects a consensus view amongst participating local authorities 
that a 3-year initial term is the minimum necessary to enable Adoption West to 
commence with a sufficient period of certainty to achieve operational stability.

1.8 Adoption West’s Director has established a regular cycle of reporting to the AW Board 
including a comprehensive six-monthly overview report,  which also serves to meet the 
reporting requirements placed on RAAs by Ofsted as the regulatory body.  The reports 
for the 12 months from October 2019 to September 2020 are attached at Appendices 1 
and 2 and together provide a comprehensive overview of progress, including the impact 
of Covid since March 2020.

1.9 Covid has had a significant and enduring impact on Adoption West since its onset in 
March last year.  It has impacted directly upon staffing and practice and indirectly, 
through the availability and prioritisation of court time and on those families and children 
involved in the adoption process.  In response to the emerging situation, a 
comprehensive contingency plan was activated in March 2020 which has enabled 
Adoption West to continue to support current and prospective adopters and ensure 
children continue to achieve permanence through adoption.  This has involved a 
combination of remote and virtual working and the selective use of the freedoms and 



flexibilities provided by the temporary Coronavirus legislation, with a particular 
emphasis on supporting adopters to progress through the assessment process.

1.10 Creating a regional adoption agency over such a large geographic area, and bringing 
together a diverse mix of county, unitary and city councils working through a local 
authority owned company as the delivery vehicle was always likely to be a challenge.  
The transfer of six local authority teams into an entirely new organisation, the 
development of shared processes and infrastructure along with the emergence of 
Covid, have been undoubtedly challenged Adoption West over the past 18 months, 
however good progress is now being made to consolidate and improve performance as 
we move from response to recovery.

Options

2.1 There is an expectation on the part of central government that all upper tier authorities 
with responsibility for Children’s Services will deliver their adoption services via a 
regional arrangement by 2020.

2.2 If Gloucestershire CC did not progress with Adoption West, there was the potential for it 
to be directed into an arrangement by the DfE over which it had no influence or direct 
involvement in shaping.  

Risks

3.1 There are a number of risks identified:

1. Risk: Covid impairs Adoption West to the extent that opportunities for permanence 
children are lost and prospective and current adoptive families are left without adequate 
support.  Mitigation: A comprehensive contingency plan has been put in place to 
enable services to continue on a Covid secure basis, offering some mitigation to this 
risk.

2. Risk: The development of an RAA separates adoption services from the social work 
teams working directly with children. Services may become fragmented leading to delay 
for children. Mitigation: All participating councils are aware of this risk; ongoing 
engagement of social work teams for children is enabled through the Local Authority 
Leads Group. .

3. Risk: Adopters may lose confidence in Adoption West resulting in the potential for 
fractured relationships and breakdown in service delivery. Mitigation: Communications 
with adopters through a range of communication routes such as Adopter forums and 
newsletters is keeping adopters informed and engaged.

4. Risk: Set up and running costs may be underestimated leading to unforeseen 
liabilities or deficits for partners and/or the new RAA.  Mitigation: Financial analysis 
and expert input from a senior finance officer is available to the AW Board.  The current 
budget provision has proven sufficient and enabled AW to establish a proportionate 
level of operating reserves.



Financial implications

4.1 There are no direct financial implications arising from this report.  The total annual value 
of the Adoption West contract for 2020/21 is £3.315,958, of which Gloucestershire 
County Council’s contribution is £887,019 which equates to 26.75%.  

4.2 At the time of its creation the funding share for each participant was based on an 
analysis of historical spend with an agreement to move towards a formula-based 
funding model over time.  The process to develop an apportionment funding model 
based on a range of factors that reflect children in care populations, levels of adoption 
support and adoption activity is now underway.  These changes may have an impact on 
participant contributions but will be phased in over a number of years.

Climate change implications

5.1 There are no direct climate change implications arising from this report.

Equality implications

6.1 A comprehensive Equalities Impact Assessment was completed in support of the 
creation of Adoption West.

Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) implications

7.1 The agreement underpinning the establishment of Adoption West include 
comprehensive information sharing and data management arrangements.  There are 
no direct Data Protection impact assessment implications arising from this report.

Social value implications

8.1 Adoption is an important means of achieving permanence for children and young 
people and delivers significant social value to those directly involved and the wider 
community.

Consultation feedback

9.1 An extensive programme of consultation involving adopters, adoptees, birth families, 
partners and stakeholders was undertaken as part of the development process for the 
establishment of Adoption West.  The consultation findings are reflected in the Cabinet 
Reports of July 2016 and March 2017.

9.2 The Adoption West Board also includes the Chief Executive from CCS Adoption who 
provides for regular dialogue with adopters to ensure their views are heard in the 
development and delivery of Adoption West Services.

Officer recommendations

10.1 Gloucestershire County Council Officers were fully involved in the development of 
Adoption West and are represented at all levels of the governance and delivery 



framework set out in section 1.0 of this report.  The progress  Adoption West has made 
over the past 18 months broadly reflects the experience of other regional adoption 
agencies during the initial period of their operation.

10.2 There is an expectation on the part of Government that all local authorities participate in 
some form of regional adoption agency.  There are some challenges associated with 
using a local authority owned company as the delivery vehicle, however it is evident 
that progress is being made, notwithstanding the significant challenges due to Covid.  
Continued participation in Adoption West is, therefore, the most practicable option in 
the medium term for Gloucestershire County Council Childrens Services.

Performance Management/Follow-up 

1.1 Adoption West is likely to continue working under its Covid response arrangements until 
such time as the risk from Covid has reduced considerably.  The contingency plan 
underpinning its Covid response will continue to be refined to adapt changing 
circumstances whilst retaining the focus on children and prospective/current adopters. 
Frontline social workers in the Gloucester hub have recently been included in the 
vaccination programme will make a further contribution towards moving from response 
to recovery over the coming months.

11.2 As Adoption West moves forward from response to recovery it will continue to focus on 
its 2020/21 priories as agreed by the Board.  These priorities are set out below with a 
brief update against each:

 To improve the consistency of Family Finding practice across the region 
by the development of a regional team -  A Team Manager has been 
appointed and the team has been operating from January 2020.

 To work with the Local authorities to improve the quality of Child 
Permanence Reports - Training workshops have been provided to local 
authority managers with further scheduled for 2021.

 Continue workshops to develop practice on transition planning in the 
light of the Beth Neil research - A working group is being established across 
the region to develop an action plan to for working with fostering services to 
promote best practice in transition plans. 

 Continue to run activity/play days to increase the number of matches - As 
detailed in the attached reports Adoption West have been providing virtual 
exchange events and are now looking to extend this to virtual stay and play 
events.

 To increase the use of early permanence (EP) placements by developing 
early tracking and ensure adopters are informed of this as a placement 
option for children – Adoption West has seen an increase in adopters 
providing EP placements.  Further work is needed to improve tracking systems 
to ensure that this option is considered for all children who would benefit from 



an EP placement. This will be a priority for the new Family Finding Service 
Manager and Team Manager.
 

 To further increase adopter sufficiency - Whilst this is an improving picture 
as outlined in the attached reports, this needs to focus on the recruitment of 
adopters for siblings and adopters from Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
communities and will be part of the recruitment strategy for 2021. 

 Increase recruitment of prospective adopters within Adoption West with a 
target to recruit 95 new adopter households in 2020/21 - The current 
forecast is for Adoption West to have approved this number of adopters by 31 
March 2021.

 Continue to prepare for the launch of the national recruitment campaign 
and ensure readiness to respond to the expected surge in enquiries – 
Adoption West are evaluating the effect of the National Recruitment campaign 
which ended on 12 December 2020.

 Recruit more sessional workers to help respond to the recruitment 
campaign - Independent and temporary workers have been engaged to ensure 
a timely response to registrations of interest at times of high capacity within the 
teams 

 To review adoption support capacity across the region - A review of the 
support services against the national blueprint documents for adoption support 
services is now underway and will be completed by March 2021.   

 To improve data collection and analysis in adoption support services - 
This will be part of the outcomes of the above review.

 Working with partner agencies to develop more strategic approach to 
adoption support planning - Links with virtual school officers across the 
Adoption West region have been established.  The National Regional Adoption 
Agency Leaders group is establishing two groups to focus on this issue which it 
is important that Adoption West link with. 

 Implement tracking system across the region to ensure that plans for 
contact and the provision of life story books and later life letters are in 
place when an adoption order is granted - This has been established in each 
office and we are sharing the information with local authorities. 

 Continue to develop new ways of working in the light of the experience of 
service delivery during the Covid-19 pandemic to ensure business 
continuity - Virtual training, information sessions, adoption panels have all 
been a feature of our work this year, with plans for virtual activity events 
underway. 


