FACT SHEET 1: Routes to Parenthood: Adoption
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Domestic Adoption 
Adoption is a way of providing a permanent home and family to a child who cannot be brought up by their birth family. Adoption can be a daunting prospect for any prospective parents but with nearly 70,000 children in the care system in the UK, it can transform the lives of some of the most vulnerable children in society. 
Many people adopt because they cannot conceive a child naturally. Since the Adoption and Children Act 2002 came into force in December 2005, you can adopt a child whether you are single, married, in a civil partnership or cohabiting. 
To adopt a child you can go through either an adoption agency which is part of your local authority or a voluntary adoption agency. There are a number of voluntary adoption agencies across the UK and the best way to locate an agency to suit you is via the Consortium of Voluntary Adoption Agencies (CVAA). 
Whether the agency is part of the local authority or voluntary, the first step is to make contact with the agency, who will send you information about the process and then arrange to meet you. If you and the agency agree to carry on with the adoption process, the agency will give you an application form. 
The agency will invite you to a series of preparation classes, normally held locally and which will give you advice on the effect of adoption. A social worker will then visit you on several occasions to carry out an assessment. Other police checks and references will be needed to complete the application process. 
Your application will then be placed before an adoption panel who are a group of people experienced in adoption and who will make a recommendation to the adoption agency, based on your assessment. Once the agency has decided that you can adopt, they can begin the process of finding a child for you. The application process itself can take around 6 months and the length of time it takes to match you with a child will depend on a number of factors, such as the age of the child you wish to adopt.   
To legalise the adoption, you must apply to court for an adoption order 10 weeks after the child has been placed with you. Once granted, the adoption order will give you parental responsibility for your child. Parental responsibility means that you have all of the legal rights and responsibilities as if you were a biological parent; the most important of which is to provide a home and to protect and maintain that child. Those with parental reasonability can make decisions regarding a child’s welfare, health, religion and education. The effect of an adoption order also removes the parental responsibility from the biological parents so that the adopting parents are the only parents. 
Once you have an adoption order, the adoption becomes permanent and you will obtain an adoption certificate, which replaces the original birth certificate. So, if you want to change the child’s name at that point, the adoption certificate will show their new name. Some parents choose to keep the same name for their child, especially if adopting an older child. 
Sometimes, even after the adoption order has been made, there can be some limited contact between the child and their birth parents. This is known as an open adoption. However, this is very rare and in reality, very few open adoptions happen. The emphasis is to ensure that the child settles in their new family and any expectation on adopters to promote direct contact with the birth parents is likely to be off-putting and can reduce the chances of finding a match. Open adoptions were historically more common, where children were placed within their birth family. However, with the introduction of Special Guardianship Orders within families, this is now unlikely. 
International Adoption 
You can adopt a child from overseas, usually where the child cannot be cared for in a safe environment in their own country and the adoption is deemed as in their best interests. Overseas adoption can be organised via your local authority or more commonly, with private adoption agencies. The process is similar to the process as outlined above and you will need to visit the child in their own country. Some countries require more than one visit and you may need to stay in that country for a period of time, as well as accompanying the child on your return to the UK.  
For overseas adoption, the Department of Education may charge a fee for processing the application. That fee is means tested and at present, the maximum fee is £1,775. Currently, the UK has certain restrictions which means that you cannot adopt from Cambodia, Guatemala, Nepal and Haiti. If you wanted to adopt from any of those countries, you would need to contact the Intercountry Adoption Team at the Department of Education.
The length of time it can take to adopt a child from abroad can vary. The application process itself will take around 6 months, but how long you will wait for a match with a child will vary from country to country and from case to case. Adoptions from some countries can take several years and often take longer than domestic adoptions. Also, if you adopt a child from a non-Hague Convention country, you may need to have the child placed with you for 12 months before you can apply for an adoption order. If you adopt from a Hague Convention country, the time period is the usual 10 weeks. Your adoption agency will be able to inform you which countries are party to the Hague Convention and which are not. 
Most agencies will charge prospective adopters for an assessment of their suitability to adopt from overseas. These charges can vary but are usually between £5,000 and £7,000. 
FAQ’s 
Many prospective adopters worry that their application will not be successful but often, their worries are misconceived. Below are some key facts about adoption which may ease those concerns:-
· There is no upper age limit to adopt. You must be 21 or older and have the potential to provide care and support for the child through to adulthood. 
· Being single is not a problem. Many children are adopted into stable and loving homes by single parents and couples, whatever their gender or sexual orientation. 
· Disabilities or not, you can still adopt. Provided you can care for a child, disability or illness is not a barrier to adoption. 
· You can adopt whatever your ethnicity or religion and whatever the ethnicity or religion of the child. Research and practice suggests that children usually do best when brought up in a family which reflects or promotes their cultural or religious identity. In practice, this means that efforts are made to find a family which reflects or who can promote that child’s identity. However, this search always needs to be balanced against the importance of minimising any delay in placing the child. 
· If you are on a low income or on benefits, this does not prevent you from adopting. You may be eligible for tax credits or other allowances, such as disability living allowance or carers allowance, if you are adopting a disabled child. 
· You do not need to be a home owner. You may rent a property or have council housing and this does not affect your ability to adopt and care for a child in a safe environment. 
· You can adopt if you already have children. You can also adopt more than one child at once, as sometimes, whole sibling groups need to be adopted. 
If you require advice on alternative routes to parenthood, such as adoption, or would like to discuss any of the issues raised in this article, please contact Jane Tenquist at Myerson Solicitors LLP on 0161 941 4000. 
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