SALFORD CITY COUNCIL - RECORD OF DECISION
I, John Warmisham, Lead Member for Children’s Services, in exercise of the powers conferred on me by Paragraph 4 (a) (cvii) of the Scheme of Delegation of the Council do hereby approve:
1. Confirmation of changes to the basic allowances paid as part of the Adoption, Residence and Special Guardianship Financial Support Scheme equivalent to recent changes in the basic allowances paid to foster carers as implemented from April 2007. 

2. Introduction of the DFES standardised means test to assess eligibility for ongoing financial support.

· This will replace the current means testing formula and will be applicable to support for Adoption, Residence and Special Guardianship Orders.
· The current arrangement for Residence Order Allowances, where means testing has not been applied since 1999, will therefore change but will apply only to new arrangements and will not apply retrospectively.
· The standardised means test will be applied to existing adoption allowance arrangements at their annual review.
3. Introduction of arrangements for transitional protection of allowances for approved foster carers who adopt or obtain Residence or Special Guardianship Orders in respect of children they are currently caring for, enabling them to be discharged from the looked after system.
· No change will be made to payments until the adoption order is granted, or for a maximum of one year from the point the plan is agreed. Reasons for any delay will be monitored through the statutory review process which will determine when it is reasonable for the order to be applied for.

· Basic allowance will then continue unchanged, with a phased reduction in skills payment over a two year period from the date of the Adoption Order. The skills payment for the child/ren in question will reduce to 60% in the first year and by a further 50% in the second year.
· After 2 years the allowance will be at the applicable means tested level.
· Where orders are obtained by carers who have not been fully approved as foster carers (e.g. Immediate Placement arrangements) allowances will be at the appropriate means tested level from the point the agency decision is made following a recommendation at the Adoption and Permanence Panel.

· The same reduction formula will apply to foster carers approved by Independent Fostering Agencies who go on to adopt or obtain Residence or Special Guardianship Orders on children placed with them. 

The reasons are:

1. Government guidance on Adoption Support suggests that Adoption Allowances should be set at the same level as basic Fostering Allowances less an adjustment for Child Benefit and subject to means testing.
2. Our existing means test for Adoption Allowances has been proving problematic. In some cases adopters with very low incomes but who live modestly have not been found to be entitled to an allowance whereas high income, high spending families are eligible. In some cases exceptions have had to be made in order to take into account expenses that could be deemed child related e.g. need for transport. Where interagency placements have been made our allowances have been found to be low in comparison to other local authorities.
As part of guidance on Adoption Support the DFES proposed a standardised means test. The system proposed is an income and expenditure model which takes into account all the income and expenditure detailed in the Adoption Support regulations and associated guidance. Its use is not mandatory but the test has been adopted by many local authorities to determine the level of allowance payable in relation to the level of fostering allowance. It is straightforward to use and can be incorporated automatically into the payments system so that manual calculations do not need to be made.
The model has been tested alongside our existing means test formula. It has been found to be more generous to adopters but fairer in relation to the type of expenditure taken into account. For example loan payments for vehicles, life insurance etc can be taken into account.
Reintroducing a means test for Residence Allowances would ensure permanence options can be considered on an equal basis with the deciding factor being the child’s interests rather than financial considerations.

3. Currently foster carers who offer legal permanence to children placed with them are financially disadvantaged by losing their skills payment. Consequently they are reluctant to do so despite this being in the interests of children. Removing this barrier would support other initiatives to achieve legal permanence for children and assist in reducing the number of looked after children.
Options considered and rejected were:

· Continuing the present situation but this does not provide the support needed to ensure children benefit from legal permanence.

· Maintaining all payments to foster carers in full until children reach 18 years. The Adoption and Children Act 2002 now permits reward payments to ex foster carers who adopt or obtain Residence/Special Guardianship Orders to be continued indefinitely at the discretion of the local authority. Further work is needed on the implications of this option which may be considered at a later date 

The source of funding is:

· Mainstream Budget
· Adoption and Special Guardianship Grant

Assessment of Risk:
Financial implications are hard to quantify due to the impact of means testing. Obtaining legal orders reduces other costs e.g. social work time, service charges to Independent Fostering Agencies.  

Legal advice obtained from:

N/A 
Financial advice obtained from:
John Hamson

The following documents have been used to assist the decision process.  

(If the documents disclose exempt or confidential information, they should not be listed, but the following wording shall be inserted :"(The relevant documents contain exempt or confidential information and are not available for public inspection)" : -

Foster Care Fees and Allowances booklet – to be revised in the light of changes detailed.
Contact Officer: Carolyn Williams


Tel. No: 0161 603 4372
	*
This decision is not subject to consideration by another Lead Member/Director

	

	*
The appropriate Scrutiny Committee to call-in the decision is the Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee.


Signed
Councillor JD Warmisham
                Dated 8th February, 2008 

Lead Member
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This decision will come into force on 18th February, 2008, unless it is called-in in accordance with the Decision Making Process Rules

