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 1.
General

1.1
When the agency is authorised to place a child for adoption, there is no general presumption for or against contact. Contact arrangements should be determined solely by the needs of the child as the welfare of the child is the paramount consideration.

1.2
Contact arrangements may need to be varied as the child’s relationships and needs for contact change over time.

1.3
Contact may be direct (visits and meetings) or indirect (letters, cards and background information).

1.4
Where siblings cannot be placed together within the same adoptive family, contact between siblings must be given careful attention and plans put in place to maintain contact when it is in the best interests of the child. All decision making, analyse and reasons need to be clearly evidenced within the child’s records, particularly where ongoing sibling contact is not taking place.
2.
Summary of Contact Arrangements Provisions

2.1
The child’s Permanence Report should include:

•
The child’s wishes and feelings regarding contact with a parent, guardian, relative or any other significant person should be ascertained during the assessment of whether the child should be placed for adoption.

•
The wishes and feelings of the parent, guardian, relative or any other significant person should be ascertained during the assessment of whether the child should be placed for adoption.

•
The proposed contact arrangements and the agency’s views on them.

2.2
When a child is matched with prospective adopters, the views of the prospective adopters about the proposed contact arrangements should be ascertained. The Adoption Placement Report should include the proposed contact arrangements.

2.3
The  Panel  will  consider  the  contact  arrangements  when  considering  whether  the  child should be placed for adoption and, when the matching decision is considered and the Adoption Placement Report is presented, may give advice to the agency about the proposed arrangements.

2.4
The Adoption Placement Plan should include all contact arrangements.

2.5
The following people should be informed of contact arrangements:

•
The child if of sufficient age and understanding

•
The parent or guardian

•
Any person who had a contact order under the 1989 Children Act

•
Any other relevant person

2.6
All reviews should consider the existing contact arrangements and whether they should be continued or altered.
3.
Direct Contact

3.1
Direct contact may continue once a child has been adopted if it is an established arrangement and is in the best interests of the child.

3.2
Some direct contact arrangements may be managed between the involved parties, whilst others may require the involvement of the agency either through indirectly facilitating the arrangement or directly supervising the arrangement.

3.3
The support required for any direct contact arrangements should be considered as part of the Adoption Support Plan. This may involve:

•
Financial support through the adoption allowance or one off payments

•
The agency acting as an intermediary between the parties in setting up the arrangement

•
Transportation of involved parties

•
Provision of facility for the contact to take place

•
Supervision of the contact

4.
Indirect Contact

4.1
In the past the making of an Adoption Order was considered to be final and all contact between children and their family of origin was severed. Nowadays however, many children placed for adoption have indirect contact known as Letter Box Arrangements.

4.2
Indirect contact in Halton is managed through the Halton Adoption Letter Box System.

4.3
The Adoption Letter Box System is managed by the Regional Adoption Agency (RAA) and provides a service by which letters, cards, information, and photographs may be exchanged between parties as agreed on either a voluntary basis or as ordered by the Court. The exchange of information is offered until the adopted child reaches 18 years of age.

4.4
The adoption support worker (RAA) administers and oversees the Letter Box System.

4.5
For an adopted child an exchange of information can help the child to:

•
Keep up links with a significant birth relative

•
Understand more about his/her background

•
Keep up to date with changes and events in his/her birth family

•
Accept what has happened and deal with fantasies or myths about the birth family

•
Prepare for possible future contact as an adult

4.6
For adoptive parents an exchange of information can help them to:

•
Find out information not available at the time of the adoption e.g. medical information

•
Provide answers to questions from the child using more up to date information about the birth family

•
Assist the child to develop a positive sense of identity

•
Enable the child to develop new attachments by acknowledging the old ones.

4.7
For a birth parent or relative an exchange of information can hep them to:

•
Find out how their birth child is developing, progressing at school etc.

•
Inform the child about changes in their own lives

•
Deal with their loss by being reassured that the child is safe, well and loved

•
Maintain links with the child

•
Remember the child is growing and developing rather than being stuck at the age they last saw each other

•
Prepare for the possibility of contact when the child reaches adulthood

4.8
Indirect contact may exist between the child and:

•
A birth parent

•
A sibling

•
A significant birth relative

4.9
The exchange of information is normally between the adopters and the birth family although with older children may involve some exchange of information with the child.

4.10
As part of the placement planning, consideration should be given to:

•
What form the indirect contact will take i.e. letters, cards, information, videos/tapes/CDs and photographs.
No items should be exchanged which identify details about the adopters, their location or the child’s school.

•
How frequent the indirect contact will be.
•
Whether the birth family write to the child or to the adoptive parents.
•
What form of address should be used for the birth family e.g. mummy/daddy or Christian names.

•
What updating information will be provided.
•
Under what circumstances the contact will cease e.g. wishes of child.

4.11
The Letter Box Arrangements will commence when the child has been adopted.

4.12
Unauthorised or unmediated indirect contact will present challenges for children, birth families, adoptive parents and social workers.

Social networking is for many adults and children a preferred and common method of communication.  It is important that the implications of disclosing personal information and the harm unauthorised or unmediated contact can bring are discussed.

Prospective adopters will be given advice during the preparation and assessment process.  Support will be available to all parties should unauthorised or unmediated contact be made.

5.
Letter Box Procedure

5.1
Following the approval of the match between the child and the prospective adopters, the child’s social worker should ensure the completion of Letter Box Agreement Forms by the prospective adopters and any other parties to the agreement. The agreement should clearly specify whom the agreement is between and what is covered by the agreement.
5.2
Each party should be given the relevant Letter Box Contact leaflet, which explains the process. In addition birth families should be given written information about the services available through the voluntary adoption service provider contracted by Halton Borough Council.

5.3
All parties should be asked to inform the Agency if there any changes of address or circumstances.

5.4
 Each party to the Agreement should be given support about what to include in their 

 letters.  Sample letters are available which provide a model on which letters can be  

          based.
5.5
The adoption support worker will set up an electronic file detailing each arrangement.
5.6
The adoption support worker will maintain a record of all Letterbox Agreements detailing when the indirect contact will occur, the parties to the indirect contact and what will be exchanged.
5.7
When the exchange of information is received by the adoption support worker, it will be opened and the contents read to ensure the contents are suitable to be passed on to the other party. Where there are concerns about the contents, the adoption support worker will contact the birth relative or adoptive family and advise them about the concerns to give the opportunity for an alternative to be provided or to counsel the recipient about what may be distressing information and how it should be handled. Any unsuitable contents or contents outside of the Letter Box Agreement will not be passed on.  The Letterbox Administration procedure (Appendix A) should be followed.
5.8
If information is sent which requires translation or conversion to Braille, this service will be provided by the local authority.

5.9
If there are no concerns about the contents or the concerns have been addressed, any correspondence will be stored electronically on the Letterbox file.
5.10
If  no  exchange  of  information  is  received  during  the  agreed  month the adoption support worker will inform the other party that no information has been received but will advise that the other party continue to send information as contact may be resumed at a later stage. Such information will be retained on the file and will be available to the adopted child if they choose to access their adoption file on reaching 18 years of age.

5.11
If the prospective adopters were approved by another agency, contact will be made with the agency with a request for them to try and contact the adopters.

5.12
If any forwarded information is returned to the agency as not known the adoption support worker will be informed and will attempt to discover the reason for this e.g. failure to notify of a change of address.

5.13
If any urgent information e.g. serious illness or death needs to be exchanged outside of the Letter Box Agreement frequency, the adoption support worker should be contacted by the concerned party and will make a judgement about the transfer of the information.

5.14
The Letter Box exchange of information ends when the child is 18 years old. The whole of the Letter Box file will transfer to the child’s adoption file, which is then kept for 100 years from the date of the Adoption Order.

Appendix A: Letterbox Administration Procedure

1. All letterbox correspondence to be placed in the Adoption Support Social Worker’ (AS-SW) in-tray.
2. AS-SW has responsibility for reading the information and making a judgement regarding the appropriateness of its content and to ensure there is no identifying information recorded such as:
· Adopted name

· Photographs

· Address

· Telephone numbers

· Social networking account 

· Email address

· Non-specific information that may distinguish a location 
3. Once deemed appropriate and secure, the information is to be placed in Adoption Administrator Support Worker (AA-SW) in-tray.

4. AA-SW will register all correspondence received and sent on a case recording document and a monitoring spread sheet 

5. AA-SW will compile two letters:

i) Notifying the sender that their correspondence has been forwarded

ii) Supporting letter to the recipient 

6. AA-SW to place all documentation on to the child’s Letterbox file.
7. Original documents and supporting letter to birth relative to be stored in an envelope which is then placed in the AS-SW in-tray.

8. Letter to sender to be stored in an envelope which is then placed in the AS-SW in-tray

9. AS-SW to inspect the content of the envelope, read information recorded and establish the names and address of recipients are correct.
10. AS-SW will seal the envelop and placed in the “Post out Tray
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Appendix B: Letterbox Administration Pack
Halton Adoption Service

Letterbox Exchange
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Information for birth relatives and adopters

Halton’s Letterbox Exchange service has been set up so that information can be sent between birth relatives and adoptive parents, once a child has been placed with their adoptive family.   It is intended that written information will help all those involved in the agreement such as: 

Child 

Most children benefit from continuing to have some form of contact with members of their birth family.  Adults adopted as children have said how important it was for them to know about their past and the circumstances surrounding their adoption.  The aim of the Letterbox Service is to help children gain a positive sense of their adoptive and birth identity.  

If in years to come, adoptive adults are considering tracing their birth relatives, having access to information from them will help to prepare them for such an event.   

Birth Relative

Although receiving news can trigger difficult memories, birth relatives often have a need to be reassured that the child is well.  Receiving news about the child’s health, development, education and interest can help with this. 

For birth relatives, regular exchange of information may help smooth the way if the adopted child wants to meet them when they become adults.

Adoptive Family

Adoptive parents can fing the information they receive through the letterbox helps them to prepare to answer any questions their child may ask over the years.  It can also give adoptive parents an insight into the lives of their chid’s birth relative and may help should any issues arise after the adoption such as; health.

Letterbox can provide an opportunity for adopters to talk openly with their child about issues that surrounding their adoption.

What to put in a letter

The child’s Social Worker will have discussed with you what kind of information is to be exchanged and the written agreements should be completed and signed as soon as possible after the child has been placed with their adoptive family.  

Many adopters and birth relatives do become anxious when attempting to write a progress letter.  One of the most common concerns of adopters is worrying that their letter is too postiive and may upset a birth parent.  From a birth relatives perspective, writting a letter can be a difficult time as it mayl trigger painful feelings relating to the loss of the child.  

However, if letterbox exchanges are going to work well, it is important that the individuals involved in the agreement are able to accept that the child now has two families and that letterbox exchange is considered to be in the childs best interest.

Occasionally, letters are written that contain information that is not suitable to be sent.  If this happens, the letterbox co-ordinator will contact you and offer help to write another letter.

Specimen letters has been included in this information pack to give you some ideas of what to write.

How does letterbox work?

The child’s social worker will discuss the proposed letterbox agreement with you.  This will include the following; 

· The type of information that can be such as a letter/card

· How often it can be sent

· Which month (s)

· Who can send and receive information
Once an agreement has been made, the child’s social worker will ask you to complete and sign a letterbox agreement. The agreement will be kept on a letterbox file and the Letterbox co-ordinator will send you a copy of the agreement along with an introductory letter.

All information sent and received will be kept on a letterbox file. Therefore should you mislay information sent to you a replacement copy can be provided. 

When a child reach’s the age of 18 and they request access to their adoption records they will be given access to their Letterbox file.  Adoption records are kept for 100 years.

Review of Arrangements

The focus of the letterbox should always be ‘What is best for your child and their wishes and feelings.’  This may change over time and therefore the letterbox arrangements may need to change.  Should this happen we will offer support to everyone involved.

Advice and information 

Letterbox is part of Halton’s Adoption Support Service.  We very much hope that if you need advice, support or information you will contact the Letterbox Co-ordinator who will be happy to discuss any concerns that you have about the Letterbox.  If English is not your first language, we can arrange for your letterbox contacts to be translated. Or if you need someone to write or read your letters wither ask family or friends to help or call the Letterbox co-ordinator.

Helen Walters

Adoption Support Practice Manager 

Together for Adoption

Email: helen.walters1@wigan.gov.uk
Alternatively, if you require independent advice a referral can be made to:

After Adoption Yorkshire 

0113 230 2100

Letterbox contact agreement notes

· This agreement outlines the Letterbox contact arrangements.

· These arrangements have been made in good faith by everyone involved.

· The child’s best interests will be the focus of the arrangements at all times.

· The information is written from adult to adult and vice versa, as agreed.

· Experience and research shows that children’s contact needs change over time and this means the arrangements may change over time.

· The Letterbox contact depends on the continuing agreement of all those involved.

· If anyone involved wishes to alter the arrangements, the Adoption Team will endeavour to assist negotiations with all those involved.

· This agreement is not a legally binding document and is drawn up to support and encourage positive contact.

· It is the adoptive parents decision when and how to share news with a child

· It is very important that you inform the Letterbox Co-ordinator if you change your address so that you can continue send and receive information about the child.

TOP TIPS FOR LETTERBOX

· Do stick to the agreement.

· Do try to send in correspondence on time – if you know that it is going to be 

late, please let us know.

· Do refer back to previous correspondence – if there is something written in a letter you have received that you would like to know more about, ask questions!

· Do write who the letter is to (adult to adult) and who it is from – first names are usually fine.

· Do include a covering note to the Letterbox co-ordinator, stating the child’s birth name and date of birth – this ensures that we can send out correspondence as quickly as possible.

· Do contact us if you have any questions or would like help with writing a letter.

· Do thank the reader for any correspondence you have received from them – they will be glad to know that you have received it safely.

.

· Do not put any identifying information in your letter, e.g. surnames, addresses, telephone numbers, email addresses.

· Do not put things in your letter that are likely to worry the reader – they will not be able to do anything about them.

Example letter 1 from a birth relative
Dear John and Julie,                                                                       Date

Thank you for your letter.  I can’t tell you how good it is to hear about all the things that X enjoys and that he is doing well.  He sounds as if he’s always on the go!  You asked if I was sporty when I was younger, well I wasn’t really, but my youngest brother X was.  He used to always be playing football and was a good swimmer as well.  I used to like riding my bike when I was at school and just like X I too was good at maths.

I was glad to read that X is settling into school and is making friends.  The picture he had drawn was great and is very special to me.

I haven’t really got many photos of myself when I was younger, but I will ask my mum just in case she has some that I can send to you.  I’m doing quite well at the moment and I’ve decided to look for a new job.  Maybe in my next letter I can tell you all how I’ve got on.

With best wishes to you all.

Sign your letter with your first name

Example letter 2 from a birth relative

Dear Margaret

I hope this letter finds you and your family well.  Thank you very much for the recent letter.  Thank you also for the drawing, I have put the picture up in my kitchen.  X looks like she has a talent for art.

I’m glad to hear X is doing well at school and with all her other activities.  What grade was the Jazz exam X recently passed?

Congratulations on winning the football tournament!  Does X support a football team? I support Oxford United and sometimes go to the stadium to watch them play. Unfortunately, we haven’t won any trophies in a while!

I had to go to hospital for a minor operation a couple of months ago, but I am recovering well and should soon be back to my full strength.  My friends have been very helpful, making sure I have everything I need.

I am hoping to go abroad for my holiday this summer, although I am not sure where yet.  I will let you know next time I write.  Are you planning to go away again soon?

It is nice to hear X has so many hobbies.  I enjoy gardening, reading ( my favourite author is Dan Brown) and watching films.  Do you go to the cinema often?  I have played on my nephew’s Wii a couple of time, but I was not very Good!  Does X have a Wii?

I look forward to hearing from you again next year.  I hope you all have a good Christmas and X enjoys her birthday.  I will be thinking of X and I hope she has a nice day.

With love 

Sign your letter with your first name 

Example Letter 1 from Adopter(s) 

Dear Carole,

How are you?  We are all fine.

Callum has recently had a growing spurt and is now 102cms tall and weighs just over 3 stone!  His hair looks a bit lighter at the moment due to summer, though we think it will soon go back to its usual colour.

Callum has recently started to learn to swim.  He really enjoys being in the water so we don’t think it will be too long before he is swimming like a fish!  At Christmas he got a bike, which he loves to play on at any opportunity.  He is very confident and it may not be long before he is able to manage without the stabilisers.  Perhaps he is going to be very sporty.  Were you interested in sport when you were younger like Callum?

Callum started school in September and was really excited about wearing his uniform.  His teacher says that he is settling in well and making friends.  He has decided to take a packed lunch and usually sits with his best friend Tom to have this.  We have included a picture that he’s drawn for you.

Callum was adopted in September and we were thinking of you.  Please be assured that Callum is a happy and contented little boy and we will always try and be there for him.

With best wishes

Mike and Julie

Example letter 2 from adopter(s)

Hi everyone, we hope you are all keeping well!

We just wanted to let you know x has settled in really well to his new home.  He is growing and developing fast and learning new words every day.  Everyone who meets him says he has a beautiful smile and a lovely personality.  He is a great sleeper too!

X has nearly got all his teeth now; we’re just waiting for his back ones to come through.  He’s been very well apart from over the Easter holiday’s when he had tonsillitis but even then he was still his happy self.

He had a lovely birthday and got lost of presents including a scooter and lots of cars which are still his favourite toys.

We are planning to go to Spain for our summer holidays and are looking forward to having fun in the sun and taking x for his first trip to the beach.

We have kept a memory box for him which we keep all the special things you gave him, including the brown teddy.  We will share his life book with him throughout his childhood, so he will always know about you all.

We look forward to hearing from you 

Take Care

John, Mary and X

PEOPLE  DIRECTORATE
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