


“I have grandchildren now and the very
thought of someone doing anything to harm
them is something I am not even sure I could
cope with the reality of. If in ten or 20 years
time you discovered someone had abused your
child, or going back in time, a child says
‘mummy, so and so did that to me’, the natural
reaction in the past has been to say ‘don’t be
ridiculous, your father wouldn’t do such a
thing’. So many people have had their truth
denied because people didn’t want to
contemplate it.”

As Chief Executive of The National
Association for People Abused in Childhood
(NAPAC), a charity he founded, part of Mr
Saunders’ mission is to help victims to tell their
truth. And he is optimistic that the climate is
shifting towards people wanting to listen.

Last month Operation Yewtree, the high-
profile police investigation into sexual abuse
sparked by claims against the late Jimmy Savile,
got its biggest scalp with the conviction of PR
guru Max Clifford. There are those who claim
the pendulum has swung too far the other way,
with Operation Yewtree leading a McCarthy-
style witch-hunt seemingly against every male
television entertainer from the 1970s.

Mr Saunders disagrees. “If a witch-hunt
means tracking down and apprehending child
sex offenders then I’m all for it. But it is not
about that. We don’t want to instigate an
atmosphere of fear. We want something that is
the opposite: an atmosphere of love and respect
for children with absolutely no secrets.”

Though he says the “lid is off” in terms of
changing attitudes within society, Mr Saunders
believes government still has some way to go in
catching up.

He recounts with incredulity being present at
a House of Lords inquiry when a clinical child
psychologist sternly rebuked a Baroness who
claimed it was “common knowledge” that
children lied about child abuse.

“People in the criminal justice system are
talking about how seriously they take these
crimes now. The prevalence is coming out.
Although I have no faith in this Government, I
have faith we will get some people in politics
who realise this is a blot on society.

“I had the head of child protection at the
Metropolitan Police calling me saying we have
got to help these people who are coming
forward. The more survivors who speak out the
safer our children will be.”

As more victims come out of the shadows,
there is greater need for support, says Mr
Saunders. The NAPAC is rolling out support
groups nationally to help meet the demand.

“There is nothing like talking therapy, but it
is almost impossible to get it. Our public sector
is stretched. We have A&E if you break your
arm, but when you are falling apart
psychologically you have to be labelled

something in order to access services.
“I get calls from GPs saying ‘I am inundated

with people coming forward presenting issues
to do with complex childhood trauma’. They say
they don’t know what to do with it and they
don’t want to keep prescribing pills because
they know that is a sticking plaster over a
serious wound.”

Failing to address the scars of abuse is
something Mr Saunders knows all about. For
many years, he kept quiet about his past,
outwardly living a normal life, working as a
teacher, starting a family. But inside, he says he
was still the “hurt little child” haunted by his
past.

“One of the things many survivors grow up
with is fear,” he says. “I talk about this with my
therapist. It is fear of failure. Fear of your world
falling apart. Fear of not being any good
because you are told you are not any good. That
is something that is a dreadful situation to be
in and to live with.”

Mr Saunders believes in “zero tolerance”
sentencing for people who sexually abuse
children, alongside greater focus on trying to
understand the causes of abuse in order to stop
it happening.

He claims an absence of “love and
nurturing” can make some children fall victim
to manipulative sex abusers who have often
lacked this themselves. “There are children who
are lacking in nurturing and love, and children
crave attention and love.

“The person who sexually abused me I am
sure had a very violent upbringing. I know who
his father was and he was a violent man. There
is a link between children who are treated
violently and then taking control of someone
else and inflicting abuse on them.”

Despite the huge impact it has had on his life,
Mr Saunders is aware that in some ways he is
one of the lucky ones to have survived
childhood sexual abuse. Some, like his brother,
don’t – or go on to live desperate, often angry
lives blighted by crime, addiction and violence.

Setting up NAPAC has been one way to
cope, an attempt, he says, to “heal the world”.
This is a trait he notes in other survivors who
enter helping professions such as teaching, the
police, social work or medicine.

“It doesn’t make it better, but it opens your
eyes that there are many others who suffered
and far worse than what I went through,” says
Mr Saunders.

“It helps put things into perspective and
helping others is a good way forward. But going
back into therapy at the age of 57 is an
indicator that I still need help myself.”
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member. You hear people talk about ‘good dad’
and ‘bad dad’. The good dad takes them
shopping and on nice holidays and then comes
up to their bed and sexually assaults them. How
does a child deal with that? Often by blocking
it out and detaching themselves from what
happened.”

One of the reason victims of childhood
sexual abuse don’t speak out, says Mr Saunders,
is because society has historically not wanted to
accept that such things happen.
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Peter Saunders is founder and Chief Executive
of the National Association for People Abused
in Childhood
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