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1.0 Purpose of Report

1.1 To provide the Board with progress on establishing a Regional Adoption 
Agency.

2.0 Issues for Scrutiny

2.1 To note progress in the development of a Regional Adoption Agency.

2.2 To scrutinise outcomes for children and seek assurances that the proposals 
would consolidate the achievements in the current service as identified by 
Ofsted.

3.0 Background and current picture

3.1 In 2015 the government set out a commitment to ensure that all Local 
Authorities are part of a Regional Adoption Agency (RAA) by 2020. Any local 
authority not moving to this arrangement voluntarily would be subject to 
legislative powers and placed in a RAA. 

3.2 The reason for this was to ensure children were matched with the most 
suitable adopters; recruitment was on a geographical scale to provide a pool 
of adopters to meet the needs of children, and there were high quality 
services nationwide.

3.3 Funding was made available by the DfE in 2015 to help successfully bidding 
local authorities start the formation of their RAA. Eight of these became 
operational by the end of 2017.

3.4 Cumbria County Council intended to bid for funding in 2015, but the 
prospective partner local authorities were reticent about progressing at that 
time, and the Council informed the DfE of the position. 

3.5 After evaluating the options in the NW and NE, the Director and Lead 
Member agreed the Placement Commissioning Board recommendation in 
February 2017, that Cumbria will move into a RAA with Durham and 



Sunderland. The RAA will also involve 5 Voluntary Adoption Agencies. The 
DfE were informed of this in a meeting on 9th March 2017 and were happy 
with the proposal that the prospective RAA partners would be part of an 
operational RAA by 2019. They indicated that they would be opening a 
window for bids for some funding to assist this progression later in 2017. 

3.6 At a meeting with the DfE on 4th October, the following timeline for asking 
for assistance with funding towards setting up a RAA was agreed:

 18th October - all local authorities to inform the DfE of their intention 
to submit proposals;

 23 October – DfE to inform project groups of the possible funding 
allocation and assign a coach to support the development of the 
proposal;

 23 November – Deadline to submit proposals;
 December 2017- clarification questions from DfE; 
 End January 2018-decisions communicated by DfE regarding project 

proposals
 February 2018 - begin grant negotiations, and,
 1 April 2018- commencement of grant funding period.

3.7 The grant funding will assist the prospective RAA partners with project lead 
time; contribution to IT solutions; HR, commissioning and legal issues; and 
stakeholder engagement. It is there to establish the RAA and cannot be 
used for the operational costs of the RAA.

3.8 The Prospective RAA partners’ project bid was submitted for the revised DfE 
deadline of 8th December 2017, with the aim to be operational as a RAA in 
October 2019. This is a significantly shorter timescale than those RAAs in 
the first phase, but through the work already done, and the learning from 
those in phase 1, it is the view that the partners can work within those 
timescales.

3.9 The DfE notified the prospective Coast to Coast RAA partners in early 
February that their decisions on grant funding would now be communicated 
in March 2018, the delay being due to changes of Minister. 

3.10 The Council’s DfE link person and coach has verbally advised that the 
prospective Coast to Coast RAA project proposal has been evaluated and 
was one of the two strongest proposals and recommended to the Minister for 
full approval . He indicated that the prospective RAA is likely to receive all or 
most of the funding available for a project on the scale being proposed. The 
maximum amount will be £670,000. On 8th February he further advised that 
the Minister has now approved the proposal. We await written confirmation 
of this decision and the grant amount.



 4.0 Work so far in developing the RAA

4.1 The Council has been meeting with Durham, Sunderland and five associated 
Voluntary Adoption Agencies since late 2016 with a view to forming the 
Coast to Coast RAA.

4.2 A Practice Innovation Fund (available to VAAs ) bid for Early Permanence 
provision and cultural transformation submitted with the RAA partners was 
successful in the first round, but the Council was notified on 2nd August 
2017 that it had been unsuccessful in the second round.

4.3 In the meantime the focus has been on mapping the child’s journey, and the 
adopters’ journey, to adoption. This includes identification of points of delay, 
looking at existing and future practice to address/overcome these issues and 
coming to a common approach to be agreed across the RAA.  

4.4 The intended RAA is taking a practice focus, while not underestimating the 
complexity of sorting out governance, funding, HR and IT solutions. The 
service in Cumbria is ready to progress an internal restructure to separate 
the adoption and foster functions to ensure readiness to join the RAA.

4.5 Practice workstreams have been identified and planned on recruitment of 
adopters, matching and placing, early permanence, adoption support and 
Panels.

 4.6 The first trial regional tracking meeting took place in Cumbria in December 
2017, looking at all the children waiting and the adopters available, 
identifying possible matches. The Placement Commissioning Board is 
updated at least bi-monthly on our progress.

4.7 The DfE funding will enable the prospective RAA partners to put together a 
firm project plan and timescales, identifying the people/skills required to work 
on specific different parts of the RAA formation. The prospective RAA will be 
able to learn from the sites who are already operational, which will save time 
and work.  

4.8 The first Project Board for the prospective RAA met in January and monthly 
meetings are now in place. Ruth McHugh attends as the Cumbria 
representative. The first Governance Board meeting will take place on 27th 
February, with Cumbria represented by John Macilwraith. At the Governance 
Board a decision will be made as to whether Cumbria or Durham will 
administer the funding from the DfE during the project phase.    

4.9 The delay in the decision from the DfE has caused some delay in recruiting 
the project manager but now we have the Ministerial decision, the intention 
is to progress this in February for a 1st April start date.

4.10 The project manager will ensure an outline, and then final, business plan are 
completed and presented to all 3 Local Authorities for consultation and 
approval.  



5.0 Next steps

5.1 The immediate steps are to progress the internal reshaping of our service to 
be ready for the move to the RAA; to progress with the project stage as soon 
as the DfE funding is confirmed, and to collaborate on practice issues to 
maintain momentum.

6.0 Future Issues

6.1 Further down the line, the local authorities will need to make decisions about 
the delivery model and funding formula for the Regional Adoption Agency. 
The options and recommendations will be clearly laid out in reports for the 
decision making bodies.  

6.2 The Council will need to plan carefully to ensure the RAA does not become 
too separated from the District children’s teams to promote early 
permanence planning for children. 

7.0 Outcomes for children

7.1 By moving towards our RAA, the Council is meeting the DfE deadlines for 
RAA formation. Work undertaken over the past year has strengthened the 
Council’s regional relationships, trust, learning culture and working practices. 

7.2 By looking at models being used by partners in the planned RAA, and by 
new RAAs, this prospective RAA has the ability to adopt the most effective 
ways of working.

7.3 The ultimate goal is a more effective adoption service for children. This is 
particularly important as Cumbria relies heavily on adoption as a 
permanence option for children, in reducing the number of Children Looked 
After, working in the context of a national shortage of adopters.

John Macilwraith, Corporate Director Children and Families Services
20 February 2018

Appendices

Previous Relevant Council or Executive Decisions
[including Local Committees]

No previous relevant decisions.

Background Papers

No background papers.
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