
 
 

Media access to family courts  

POLICY  STATEMENT 

   

 Introduction 

During summer 2019, the shadow Family Justice Board consulted on proposals for a pilot 
scheme to trial media access to family courts. The British Association of Social Workers 
Northern Ireland (BASW NI) submitted a written response to the consultation and met with 
Justice O’Hara and members of the shadow Family Justice Board Sub-Committee to 
outline its concerns regarding the proposals.  
 
These concerns fall into three broad categories: 
 

1) The potential impact on the child 
2) Risks to social workers  
3) Accreditation of journalists 

 
In 2016 BASW NI shared its concerns when “open justice” was proposed in the Gillen Family 
Justice Review and it notes that despite widespread disapproval from the childcare system 
(opposition has been voiced by NICCY, NISCC, Children’s Law Centre, Family Mediation NI, 
VOYPIC and Women’s Aid), the pilot is proceeding.  

While BASW NI acknowledges the merit in increasing public understanding of the 
complexities of some children’s lives and the difficulties they endure, we do not agree 
that their pain and grief should be laid bare in newspapers and on television. There are, 
in our view, other ways that such issues can be brought to the public’s attention, and it is 
noteworthy that of the children who were consulted about this project, none wanted their 
private lives made public in this way. 

        

 Impact on the child or young person 

As social workers, our primary concern is for the welfare of the children or young people 
who find themselves, through no fault of their own, in care proceedings in the family courts. 
These children will be some of the most damaged and vulnerable in our society—their 
stories will be complex and distressing. The possible impact of seeing their lives in print or 
broadcasted cannot be overstated, the risk of further trauma is very real.  
 
It is the responsibility of the court to prevent further harm and to have the children’s 
needs as their paramount concern, the public’s need for information should not override 
this principle. BASW NI is concerned that in putting the desire for the courts to be open 
and transparent ahead of the needs of the children and young people, the courts will fail in 
this responsibility. BASW NI is also concerned the complex issue of consent has not been 
adequately addressed in the shadow Justice Board’s proposals. 
 
A major concern cited throughout the Gillen Family Justice Review is that of possible jigsaw 
identification. BASW NI welcomes the prominence this issue has been given in the pilot and 
the measures taken to limit the potential for a child to be identified. However, in a 
jurisdiction as small as Northern Ireland the risks are very real, and the planned naming of 
social workers by the media will exacerbate this risk and increase dramatically the 
possibility of a child being identified. This will particularly be a problem in rural areas and 
smaller towns where social workers will be known in their local community, enhancing the 
potential for jigsaw identification of children involved. 
 

   

 



   Risks to social workers 

There is a clear risk to individual social workers presented by the proposal they can be 
named in media coverage of cases at the family courts. Our colleagues in England and 
Wales have highlighted multiple cases where social workers have feared for their lives, and 
the safety of family members, after being named in the media and following exposure on 
social media platforms.  
 
Social workers carry out the work of a Health and Social Care Trust and attend court as 
representatives of that agency. BASW NI does not accept the rationale presented in the 
pilot for naming them, and only them.  
 
In 2018, BASW NI highlighted the prevalence of threats, violence and intimidation against 
social workers in its report Insult and Injury. The shocking findings highlight that 75% of 
social workers in NI have been threatened, 50% have experienced violence and 86% have 
experienced intimidating behaviour, with an increase in threats on social media. As a result 
of our report, the Department of Health NI launched a Tackling Violence Taskforce, with 
the aim of producing a framework for all social work employers.  
 
BASW NI is of the view that naming social workers, and only social workers, will increase 
the prevalence of threats and abuse they receive in the course of carrying out their jobs. 
We therefore believe social workers should be treated in the same way as their colleagues 
and have their identities kept anonymous in all reporting of court proceedings. 
 

   

 Accreditation of the media 

BASW NI recognises many journalists have a genuine interest in reporting on care 
proceedings and that there is value in thoughtful analysis about the work of the family 
courts and informed discussion about the challenges in our society. BASW NI also 
understands how enabling media scrutiny of the excessive demands in the family court 
system and highlighting delays and capacity issues would be helpful for the judiciary and 
social work services. However, BASW NI cannot support the reporting of children’s stories 
in a sensationalist way and does not consider the criteria set by the shadow Family Justice 
Board to guide reporting to be sufficiently robust to eliminate the risk of sensationalist 
media coverage. 
 
Social workers are bound by a professional code of ethics, have strict mandatory standards 
to adhere to and have a robust governance framework from their employers. If social 
workers breach their regulatory standards they can be sanctioned and removed from the 
social work register. BASW NI’s understanding of the regulatory regime for individual 
journalists is that it falls far short of equivalence and the accreditation scheme as proposed 
does not give sufficient assurance that it will mandate responsible reporting.  
 

   

  

For more information contact Andy McClenaghan, BASW NI Public Affairs and 
Communications Officer—028 9064 8873 / 07702 517560 / andy.mcclenaghan@basw.co.uk 

   

 

https://www.basw.co.uk/system/files/resources/insult-injury-social-workers.pdf

