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What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1. This report seeks a decision on the Full Business Case for establishing the 
Adopt Coast to Coast Regional Adoption Agency (RAA) between Cumbria 
County Council, Durham County Council and Together for Children/Sunderland 
City Council. These parties will work collaboratively through a hub and spoke 
model to develop and deliver their respective adoption services under the 
leadership of the Regional Adoption Agency Head of Service whose joint 
appointment all have agreed.

Recommendation of the Executive Director

2. Cabinet is recommended to:

a) Approve the Full Business Case for establishing Adopt Coast to Coast 
Regional Adoption Agency with Cumbria County Council, Durham County 
Council and Together for Children/Sunderland City Council; and 

b) Delegate authority to the Executive Director – People (Deputy Chief
Executive), in consultation with the Cabinet Member for Children’s Services,
to agree the terms of and authorise the execution of the partnership 
agreement and any other legal agreements required to establish and 
govern the operation of the Regional Adoption Agency.

Background to the Proposals

3. The Council has responded to the Government requirements to move to RAAs 
where its aspiration is to have fewer organisations recruiting and assessing 
adopters and having organisations that are operating at much greater scale. 
This intention was set out in the Education and Adoption Act 2016 which 
introduced power in March 2018 for the Secretary of State to require local 
authorities to carry out their adoption functions jointly. 

4. The Government’s vision for the future of adoption services and provision in 
England encompasses:

a) A system where children are matched with the most suitable adopter as 
quickly as possible.



b) Improved targeted recruitment taking place at an efficient scale to 
provide a pool of ‘adoption ready’ adopters large enough and well 
enough matched to the needs of children waiting.

c) Improved and sufficient high-quality adoption support services available 
nationwide.

d) Potential for efficiency savings avoiding duplication and operating on a 
greater scale

5. The three Local Authorities’ shared vision for Adopt Coast to Coast is that:

 “children will achieve their full potential within a loving and secure family, and 
everyone affected by adoption will receive a high-quality innovative and 
sustainable service”.

6.        Significant work has been undertaken since the last report to Cabinet in 
February 2019 which sought approval for further work to develop the detailed 
model for the Adopt Coast to Coast RAA. At that point, the potential options for 
the legal form of the RAA were assessed based on the specific models as set 
out in the Department for Education’s (DfE)’s published guidance on RAAs. 
Therefore, based on the above, the initial recommendation at that time was that 
a potential hosted model involving a lead authority should be developed further.

7. However, the intervening period has enabled the Local Authorities to explore 
alternative RAA Models (in addition to those set out in the existing published 
guidance) in discussions with the DfE. These discussions on what is the 
optimum model for Adopt Coast to Coast have been positive and have enabled 
the Local Authorities to subsequently develop their own bespoke Hub and 
Spoke model for the RAA, rather than implementing one of the models as set 
out in the DfE’s guidance. 

8. The new recommended Hub and Spoke partnership model as described below 
is one which the respective Local Authorities believe better enables the 
necessary joint collaboration to achieve the vision as set out in the Full 
Business Case, in comparison to the hosted model.  

9. In particular, the Hub and Spoke model has the same principal benefits as the 
hosted model, namely it is a well-established and relatively simple model and 
has reduced set-up costs. In addition, it can also secure a true collaborative 
model and does not give rise to a perception of a potential loss of control to the 
host authority which is a potential disadvantage of the hosted model. However, 
as explained further below, it should be recognised that this model does not 
create a new or single legal entity so partnership decisions will need to be 
implemented collaboratively by the three Local Authorities (or a lead partner is 
appointed on a case by case basis for individual projects such as 
procurements).  

10.      It is therefore now recommended that Adopt Coast to Coast is delivered 
through a collaborative Hub and Spoke structure rather than a Hosted model. 
As this is a change, the matter is coming back to Cabinet for further 
consideration and approval of the revised model.



11. The Local Authorities would jointly operate a central RAA “Hub” for 
collaboration purposes. The proposed Hub has been kept deliberately small 
and cost effective and will consist of the RAA Head of Service and a 
Communications and Marketing Officer (both to be employed by Durham on 
behalf of the partnership) and will have access to a number of support services 
such as Performance and Finance which will be provided in kind from each of 
the three partners. 

12. There will be three spokes:

 Cumbria
 Durham
 Together for Children (on behalf of Sunderland)

13. There is to be no single legal entity/ lead authority under this revised model and 
given that the adoption functions will continue to be discharged by each Local 
Authority at the local “Spoke” level, there is no formal delegation of statutory 
powers required and no TUPE transfer of the relevant staff. The staff in the 
spokes will continue to be employed by their existing organisations and work 
together collaboratively (and be matrix line managed through the RAA Head of 
Service) to achieve the shared vision for Adopt Coast to Coast.

14. The RAA Head of Service has been appointed and took up post on the 1st 
September 2020. The line management of the RAA Head of Service will be 
undertaken by Head of Children’s Social Care, Durham, under the supervision 
of the RAA Governance Board which will comprise of representatives from each 
authority.  

15. The Hub costs will be shared equally by each Local Authority. The financial 
implications of the proposals are considered later in this report. Subject to each 
Cabinet approving the Full Business Case, the detailed terms for the Hub and 
Spoke collaboration agreement will then be finalised in accordance with the key 
principles as set out in the Business Case. 

16. The Key milestones for the project up to implementation are:

 Full Business Case to be considered and approved by all three partners 
– November 2020

 Shadow Go Live – 1 February 2021
 Go Live – 1 April 2021

17. To meet the Government’s deadline for go live (early Spring 2021) there has 
been a significant investment of time in developing an agreed model of practice 
for Adopt Coast to Coast. The modelling has had the advantage of the learning 
from the RAAs that have gone live both regionally and nationally.  

18. In seeking to comply with the national direction of travel for Local Authority 
Adoption Services Cumbria commenced discussions with Durham and 
Sunderland (and its wholly owned children’s services company Together for 
Children) in 2016. The Adopt Coast to Coast vision was realised and the 
partnership of three Local Authorities who all have Adoption Services rated 



Good by Ofsted, has provided a strong foundation for continued collaborative 
working in the intervening period.

19. A DfE grant has enabled the development of the model and practice across the 
3 Local Authorities in conjunction with the 4 Voluntary Adoption Agencies which 
have office bases in the geographical footprint of Adopt Coast to Coast.

20. The remaining funds available in the DfE grant will meet the ongoing support 
and development costs of the RAA ahead of go live. 

Options Considered and Risks Identified

Option (a) agree the recommendation of the Executive Director - People 

 Agree the recommendation of the Executive Director and agree to the 
partnership model of delivery for the RAA, with minimum risk.

Option (b) Continue as now or delay implementation 

 Should Adopt Coast to Coast not go live on the 1st April 2021, the 
Secretary of State could make directions for all or any of Cumbria’s 
County Council’s Adoption functions to be undertaken by another 
Agency.

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits 

 Cumbria will meet the revised DfE deadline requirement to be operating 
within a Regional Adoption Agency by 1st April 2021.

 Cumbrian children will have the opportunity to be matched and placed with 
adopters from a wider pool, improving the quality of the match.

 Sharing best practice and resources across the RAA will enhance the 
service for vulnerable children in their adoptive families.

 The revised model reduces the risk of loss of staff (and consequent service 
disruption) due to change of employer, as staff will continue to be 
employed within their existing authority. 

Financial – What Resources will be needed and how will it be Funded?

21. If Option (a) is agreed as set out in this report, costs are expected to be 
incurred in two stages, setup costs up to go live, then ongoing revenue costs.

Setup Costs

22. Durham County Council administer a grant from the DfE for setup costs of the 
RAA which include software development to enable collaborative working and 
direct staff costs in support of the preparatory work.  

23. It is anticipated that the grant will be sufficient to meet forecast setup costs 
leading to go live date. If this is not the case, additional costs will need to be 
met through further contributions from all three partners in Adopt Coast to 
Coast.



Revenue Budgets

24. Under the partnership model proposed, each Local Authority is to retain their 
own budgets for the adoption service in their area. Cumbria currently has 
£1.835m of budgets directly linked to adoption services, which includes staffing 
for adoption teams, adoption allowances and interagency fees.

25. In addition to the Local Authority’s budgets, the Partnership Model proposes 
additional costs for the Central RAA Hub that is made up of the Head of Service 
(HoS), Marketing Officer, Business Support and associated costs with an 
estimated cost of this of £146k. The Hub costs are to be shared equally 
between each authority within the partnership (c£50k each). Although these 
costs are new, they have been budgeted for in the Council’s Children & Young 
People’s budget as 2020/21 budget setting using the £9m Children Looked 
After budget growth agreed at Cabinet February 2020.

26. Quarterly reporting of Hub costs will feed in to the Adopt Coast to Coast 
Governance Board as part of the budget oversight and control in this area. Any 
over or underspends in Hub costs will be distributed based on the portion of the 
financial contribution at year end. Local over and underspends in Council held 
adoption service budgets will not be shared across all partners as ultimate 
accountability for these budgets remains with the Executive Director of People 
and devolved budget managers.

27. By operating across a wider footprint, and working collaboratively, combined 
with marketing and branding under the Adopt Coast to Coast partnership, it is 
anticipated that the partnership will lead to longer term benefits and 
improvements in practice. Any such benefits will be realised as they materialise.

Contracts

28. Cumbria County Council has a number of adoption related contracts.  These 
have been extended in line with RAA timelines as follows:

 Adoption Support Attachment Therapy (£31k) and Adoption Support 
Family Therapy (£32k).

 Both of these contracts were the subject of an open tender earlier in the 
year and are due to commence from October 2020 for two years. They 
include a clause to end at any point by providing 3 months’ notice. This 
therefore affords the RAA the flexibility to review these contracts should 
an alternative approach be required.

 Interagency fees: ARC Adoption North East Ltd (c.£615k for 20 
placements).

 The contract commenced 1st October 2020 for 12 months with an option 
to extend for a further 2 periods of 12 months with the Council only 
paying when placements are made (at up to £32k per child placed). The 
contract includes a break clause whereby it can be ceased when the 
Council moves into the RAA partnership.  It is anticipated that on 
commencement of Adopt Coast to Coast, ARC will be part of a VAA 
alliance with 3 other adoption agencies to support the delivery of 
adoptive placements across the footprint of the RAA.



Interagency Fees

29. Fees of up to £32k are paid by Local Authorities when a child is placed with an 
adoptive parent that has been recruited by another Local Authority or adoption 
agency. Significant pressures arise from the Adoption Interagency budget, so 
this area is to be carefully managed, with the HoS having oversight of the 
Interagency budget to enable possible efficiencies to be achieved.

30. The Business Case states that no Local Authority will be worse off as a result of 
how the RAA manages interagency fees with the priority always being to place 
children firstly with adoptive parents recruited within the RAA Partnership. It is 
proposed that adopters approved and children from the three partners within 
the RAA will be in one pool to ensure that the RAA objective of children being 
matched with the most suitable family at the earliest opportunity is achieved.  It 
is also anticipated that a contract with the VAA alliance will enable children also 
to have access to VAA alliance adopters should there be a shortage of adopters 
within the RAA partnership.

31. In order to operate across the pool, it is important that there is no detrimental 
effect to any of the Local Authorities in relation to fee payment. In the agreed 
model each partner agency will pay inter agency fees equivalent to their 
shortfall in placements, with the budget being reconciled at agreed intervals in 
the financial year.

Governance

32. Broad Governance arrangements are outlined in section 6.8 of the Business 
Case. It describes the roles of each Local Authority, the HoS, Members and 
VAA representatives, as well as the roles of the Governance Board, Operational 
Leadership Team and the Senior Leadership Team in forming governance 
arrangements for the partnership.

33. In addition to setting the strategic direction for the RAA, the Governance Board 
will agree all policy decisions, propose and recommend the budget and other 
resources to the three authorities, and refer to each Local Authority any 
proposed procurement which is not expressly approved in the budget. The RAA 
Head of Service is accountable to the Governance Board for the strategic 
development of the service.    

34. The Business Case outlines a Matrix Management approach to managing staff 
and budgets (covered in Appendix 1 of the Business Case).  Resources will be 
managed through the Operational Leadership Meeting and Senior Leadership 
Team, with any significant changes requiring the approval of the Governance 
Board. The current adoption service budgets will remain within each Local 
Authority. It is proposed that no material changes will be made to the current 
structure without consultation with the other partners where this may impact on 
future managerial or financial arrangements. 

35. The HoS will maintain oversight of Interagency Budgets and Adoption 
Allowances because these costs will inform practice development. However, 
the budgets for these costs will remain within each Local Authority.



36. The Council’s Constitution does not specifically provide for non-employees to 
make financial commitments on behalf of the Council. As such, under FR2 of 
Financial Standing Orders, expenditure under the adoption budget for Cumbria 
County Council will remain with the Council and accountability for these 
budgets remains that of the Executive Director of People and devolved budget 
managers, including the Assistant Director Children & Young People. The HoS 
cannot commit expenditure outside that provided for within each LA’s budget 
envelope, and any significant commitments must be authorised through the 
Governance Board (with representatives of each Local Authorities budget 
holders being present for decision making purposes).

37. Lead Members will play a key role in monitoring the partnership’s effectiveness 
and holding partners to account, meeting regularly with the Governance Board, 
and receiving regular briefings from Directors of Children’s Services.

38. Details of governance arrangements will form part of the legally binding 
Partnership Agreement which will be drawn up as part of the next stage of the 
process subject to the proposals contained within this report being agreed.

Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered?

39. It is a proper decision for Cabinet to approve the Full Business Case.

40. Cabinet may, under paragraph 2.2 of part 3a Constitution, authorise the 
Executive Director People  (Deputy Chief Executive), in consultation with the 
Cabinet Member for Children’s Services, to agree the terms of and authorise 
the execution of the partnership agreement an any other legal agreement 
required to establish and govern the operation of the Regional Adoption 
Agency.

41. The Council has a statutory duty to maintain an adoption service for its area 
(section 3 Adoption and Children Act 2002). The Department for Education has 
expressed its desire for Local Authorities to establish Regional Adoption 
Agencies with partner local authorities and Voluntary Adoptions Agencies.  
Failure to do so may lead to a direction for the Secretary of State to enter into 
such an arrangement.  Under section 15 of the Education and Adoption Act 
2016 (as amended) the Secretary of State has the power to direct local 
authorities to join together to deliver their adoption functions. Alternatively, there 
is a power of direction transferring those powers to other adoption agencies.

42. The terms of the partnership agreement will, as a minimum, cover the following 
issues: agreement period; partnership and hub scope and objectives; funding 
and governance arrangements; third party contracts (commissioned services); 
matrix management of adoption service staff; information governance; RAA 
policies and procedures; dispute resolution and termination provisions. 



Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered?

43. The Council has a legal duty under the Health & Safety at Work Act 1974 to 
ensure, as far as is reasonably practicable, that adequate health and safety 
arrangements are in place for any children and young people where the County 
Council has a legal responsibility. 

44. If any adoption services are to be delivered through partnership arrangements 
or formal contracts between the County Council and an external organisation, 
then the health and safety management responsibilities of both parties should 
be clearly set out within the agreement or contract and for any delivery within 
Cumbria, should follow the commitments set out in the Corporate Health and 
Safety Policy Statement last agreed by Cabinet in September 2020.

Council Plan Priority – How do the Proposals Contribute to the Delivery of 
the Council’s Stated Outcomes? (Outcomes - People in Cumbria are 
Healthy and Safe, Places in Cumbria are well connected and thriving, the 
Economy in Cumbria is growing and benefits everyone)

45. People in Cumbria are healthy and safe.

What is the Impact of the Decision on Health Inequalities and Equality and 
Diversity Issues?

46. A full Equality Impact Assessment is appended to this Report as Appendix 2.

Appendices and Background Documents

Appendix 1 – RAA Full Business Case
Appendix 2 – EIA 

Key Facts

Electoral Division(s): All

Executive 
Decision 

Key 
Decision 
Included in 
Forward 
Plan

Exempt 
from 
call-in

Exemption 
agreed by 
scrutiny 
chair

Considered 
by 
scrutiny, if 
so detail 
below

Environmental 
or 
sustainability 
assessment 
undertaken?

Equality 
impact 
assessment 
undertaken?

Yes Yes N/A N/A No N/A No

Approved by the relevant Cabinet Member/s on the 4 September 2020 at the last 
RAA Governance Board.  



Previous relevant Council or Executive decisions 

47. The Cabinet decision on 7th February 2019 was as follows:

(a) approve the principle of forming a Regional Adoption Agency 
comprising the areas of Cumbria, County Durham and Sunderland 
(Together for Children) working in partnership with five Voluntary 
Adoption Agencies in accordance with statutory requirements;

(b) approve the Outline Business Case for the RAA;

(c) note that Cumbria County Council is bidding to become the Host 
Authority when the RAA is established; and

(d) delegate authority to the Executive Director – People (Deputy Chief 
Executive), in consultation with the Cabinet Member for Children’s 
Services, to:

i) consider and approve the Full Business Case for the RAA; and

ii) agree the terms of all legal agreements required to establish and 
govern the operation of the RAA. 

48. The change in proposed model has resulted in the Full Business case returning 
to Cabinet for approval.   

Consideration by Overview & Scrutiny

Not considered

Background Papers

None
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