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A ten-year struggle 

Following a hearing in February where Victoria Climbié’s social
worker Lisa Arthurworrey finally won her right to register as a 
social worker, Liz Davies, who represented and supported her during
much of the past ten years, laments the scapegoating of a frontline
worker and rues the fact that the government policies that contributed
to the tragedy have never faced sufficient public scrutiny 

en years is a very long time for a
social worker to spend striving to
retrieve their career. Lisa
Arthurworrey, social worker for
Victoria Climbié, was suspended

by Haringey Council for ‘gross misconduct’ just
a few months after Victoria’s death on the 25
February 2000 and dismissed following
disciplinary proceedings in 2002. Subsequently,
in December 2006, she was also refused
registration as a social worker by the General
Social Care Council (GSCC). However, in
February, as PSW reported last month
[Arthurworrey allowed to register with the GSCC,
April 2010], the bar has finally been overturned,
allowing  Lisa to resume her career.

Yet a whole decade on, the legacy for Lisa
continues. In 2001, investigative journalist Eileen
Fairweather asked me to speak with Lisa, to
explain to her that she was offering to provide a
more balanced perspective on her role in the
case than the rest of the media. I spoke to Lisa a
number of times on the phone and provided her
with advice, particularly in relation to the media
response. The article Eileen would go on to write
was the only one to support her at a time when
most journalists were describing Lisa as a child
murderer.

It was 2004 when I first met Lisa face-to-face
and I remember well her repeating, “I should
have known… I should have known”, as she
blamed herself for Victoria’s death. I offered to
assist her in challenging the entry of her name
onto the Protection of Children Act (POCA)
list. She was extremely distressed that this would
affect not only her future employment with
children but also her personal life and she felt
that she had been labelled a child abuser.  She
had already presented evidence at the Serious
Case Review, the criminal trial of the murderers
and the Victoria Climbié Inquiry, while her father
had represented her during the Haringey
Borough Council disciplinary processes. The
POCA list had been created to track child

abusers throughout the social care system and I
considered it a misuse of this process to use it
for a case of poor professional practice.  

Lisa had no means of legal support or
representation at the time. I arranged for her to
meet Angus Stickler from the BBC who
identified a solicitor willing to take the case on –
in the context of him raising the profile of Lisa’s
situation through primetime interviews on Radio
4’s Today programme. June Venters, a solicitor,
engaged high profile barristers to advance her
case. It took four months work with Angus to
prepare two ten minute interviews with Lisa.
This was followed by our national and local print
media campaign which portrayed Lisa as the
scapegoat for national and local organisational

and policy failures, in turn significantly changing
the public perception of her role in the case.

Lisa was already out of time for an appeal to
the employment tribunal to challenge Haringey’s
dismissal of her for gross misconduct in 2002.
She obtained an appeal hearing but was
unsuccessful in overturning Haringey’s decision,
mainly because this hearing addressed
procedural and not professional issues. She then
challenged the POCA listing through a Care
Standards Tribunal (CST). After hearing a whole
week of evidence, Judge Pearl found in her favour
and did not uphold a single one of the 11
grounds for supposed ‘gross misconduct’. This
hearing changed case law by raising the
threshold for inclusion of a social worker’s name
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entire course of the case. These myths
erroneously located failure mainly at the level of
frontline social work practice and let many other
key players completely off the hook to continue
their careers elsewhere. 

Lisa and I have attended numerous meetings
with film directors, documentary producers and
scriptwriters, with talk of famous actresses
playing her part, but none have yet got past the
development stage. There has been no book and
no comprehensive account of these events to
firmly put the record straight about what took
place when. Quite simply, following the murder
of a child, the social worker was scapegoated and
serious failings in government policies were not
and still have not been addressed. 

Privileged
I have been privileged to work with Lisa as her
expert witness. I have only had glimpses of her
pain as she has continued to move from one
tortuous stage to another, and have deep respect
for her determination against all the odds. We
both hold to the belief that when right is on your
side you go as far as you possibly can to seek
justice. Lisa was always clear that as long as the
unsafe working conditions she had found herself
in persisted, and as long as the government
continued to pursue the demise of child
protection systems, there would be further child
tragedies and further scapegoats. We knew the
stakes were high. She has now probably gone as
far, legally, as she can go but this was only ever
part of a far bigger and more complex
picture. 

Liz Davies is Senior Lecturer Children and
Families Social Work at London Metropolitan
University. Her website has details of all the
publications concerning Lisa Arthurworrey’s case
and links to radio coverage. Visit
www.lizdavies.net/cpa/
cpa-lisa_arthurworrey.htmor
www.lizdavies.net/media_audio.htm for more,
or for analysis of the case read Davies L (2008)
Reclaiming the Language of Child Protection, in
Calder M (Ed) (2008) Contemporary Risk
Assessment in Safeguarding Children. Dorset.
Russell House.

PSW would like to apologise for incorrectly
stating in the April issue of the magazine that
BASW’s A&R Service represented Ms
Arthurworrey at the first Care Standards Tribunal
hearing against the GSCC decision not to allow
her to register as a social worker. BASW did
represent Ms Arthurworrey in the second
hearing when the GSCC appealed the first result
but was not involved in the original hearing. We
apologise for any difficulties this has caused. 

PSW

GSCC to reassure me that this decision in no
way reflected on my professionalism and would
not prevent me endorsing other applicants. I still
do not understand what this was all about. It
was infuriating for me but more importantly it
upset Lisa and added delay to her case.

Martin Weinbren, of BASW’s Advice and
Representation Service, represented Lisa at the
CST appeal of the GSCC decision not to allow
her to register but the final day of the hearing
was held on a day when Martin could not
attend. Lisa conducted her own summing up and
the case was won. There then began further
months of delay while conditions of her
registration were debated ad infinitim. It was the
trade union Aspect that conducted the last few
months of the case and ploughed their way
through contradictions in the documentation
and secured a positive outcome for Lisa. The
media campaign I had worked at for ten years
changed to that of fending off all interest, even
though it was, without exception, positive and
supportive; Lisa needed now to get on with her
life and move out of the spotlight. 

Everyone asks me what she will do now. To
that I have no answer. She should have had a
chance to challenge Haringey’s employment
decision and seek compensation but a judicial
review is no longer an option. Ten years is
certainly a long time and she has gained a level
of expertise she would never have expected to
have had in the preparation and presentation of
evidence, the detail of children’s legislation,
policy and practice guidance, political and media
networking, and techniques of surviving trauma
and distress in the face of public and professional
hostility. 

The myths about her role in the Climbié case
still continue although I write persistently and
individually to those who so irresponsibly
continue to peddle them. Numerous academics
and professional commentators refer to her
never having spoken to Victoria, not having used
an interpreter, having made cultural
assumptions, not having checked on Victoria’s
whereabouts, having failed to arrange schooling,
having misinterpreted a medical fax, not having
convened a child protection conference …on and
on and on …myths perpetuated by the Laming
inquiry which did not address the fact that each
and every action and inaction needed to be
examined in the context of national policy
directives at the time which had shaped the

on the POCA list when there was a question
about the standard of their professional practice. 

The case was argued in part by strongly
challenging the view of Bernard Monaghan,
whose professional report had informed
Haringey’s original decision. One of the main
arguments was that neither this report, nor Lord
Laming’s in the Victoria Climbié inquiry, had
paid attention to Lisa’s workload. The CST
examined evidence in relation to Lisa’s caseload
and found that she had carried 19 child
protection cases. The tribunal was also critical of
the lack of supervision, poor management,
flawed local policies and insufficient training.
Lisa had completed a ‘Working Together’ child
protection course but the police officer who
delivered the course gave evidence on her behalf
to state that this was not the training she needed
to prepare her for joint investigation with police
under Section 47 (Children Act 1989). He
explained that the training should have been a
two-week course for police and social workers in
the investigative interviewing of children and
child protection investigation. 

The judge concluded that Lisa was fit to
return to work as a social worker. Subsequently,
however, the GSCC would not register her. Lisa
was then compelled to endure another long
week at the CST to appeal the GSCC decision. 

Endless delays
There were endless delays. I was one of the
endorsers of Lisa’s GSCC application but they
refused to accept me. The GSCC said that I had
misled them about the amount of time I had
known Lisa. I had stated clearly that I had met
her in 2004 but had known her and had contact
with her since just after Victoria died. I provided
ten witnesses to this effect, including the then
chief executive of BASW, a police
superintendent, journalists, Lisa’s father and a
range of other professionals. When I failed at all
three stages of the GSCC complaints
procedures, I took the case to the ombudsman
and despite complaining against the
ombudsman’s decision to uphold the GSCC
perspective, I got absolutely nowhere. 

It had been very difficult communicating
largely with GSCC staff who were not social
workers, had little comprehension of the issues
and who were at times quite insulting towards
me. This entire experience was extraordinary for
me because I had received a letter from the
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QUITE SIMPLY, FOLLOWING THE MURDER
OF A CHILD, THE SOCIAL WORKER WAS
SCAPEGOATED AND SERIOUS FAILINGS IN
GOVERNMENT POLICIES WERE NOT AND
STILL HAVE NOT BEEN ADDRESSED

p014-015 – PSW May 10_PSW_templates  20/04/2010  16:18  Page 15


