
ne evening 47 years ago my
university roommate calmly told
me that the hospital near where
she lived thought her father was
sexually abusing her nine-year-

old sister. Like much of the population, I was
then far from informed about the far reaching
consequences of this, and other forms of abuse.
Recently I said goodbye to a final year social

work student who has completed training and is
about to be snapped up by the employment
market. A bright, passionate, committed young
person starting out in life and work full of hope
and ambition, she is guaranteed to be thrust into
the exhausting and sometimes insoluble
challenges of attempting to alleviate the
shockwaves and pervasive damage wrought on
individual lives in families where child sexual
abuse and exploitation has taken place.
That same day my blood chilled, then boiled,

as I heard a triumphant David Cameron
announce intent to create measures in England
and Wales to prosecute teachers, councillors and
social workers who ‘fail to protect’ children.
In my experience, child sexual abuse and

exploitation is one of the most damaging forms
of harm undertaken by human beings and also
one of the most complex phenomena we can
encounter in social work. The impact upon
people’s psychological, physical and mental
health is seen by all of us in social work, whether
in prison or hospital settings, foster and
residential care, fieldwork or older people’s care.
No doubt much political mileage and social

commentary will continue from the Savile,
Oxfordshire and other exposures. I think the
only particle of good from the Savile case is the
massive shift in the collective UK towards the
belief that child sexual abuse does indeed
happen, and very often right under our gaze.
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So how much does David Cameron
understand about the extraordinary level of skill
and the lifelong commitment of professionals
working with children and adults on a long path
to recovery? Much has been researched and
written about child sexual abuse and exploitation
over the past 30 years. Excellent practice has
been shaped and there are now many skilled
agencies and practitioners aiming to help
children and adults grow towards recovery from
sexually harmful experiences.
Why then is David Cameron engaging in the

‘do something’ rhetoric, which social work
knows so well when a quick fix is perceived
needed? The most obvious answer is that
appealing to the collective public and media
outrage could be a vote winner.
But in the interest of practising what I preach,

(as a practice teacher) I reflected further on what
might be going on here. It is, I believe, an
indication that the ‘do something‘ phenomenon
mirrors the processes experienced by the social
work profession during the 1980s. Society is

trying to work out what to think or feel about
this and resorts to urgent calls to ‘do something’.
Once social work started to identify and

struggle with the challenges of working with
children and families, a wide range of responses
emerged from individuals and groups of
practitioners, all fiercely promoting particular
models and approaches. Ideological and often
personal struggles arose with rich debate
between the systemic therapists, psychoanalysts
(yes, there were still traces of Oedipus) the
feminists and men.
Social work passions raged about what

should be done, feminists railed against the
institutional power of patriarchy, men appealed
against being labelled as universally dangerous,
mothers of sexually abused children were
labelled as collusive and failing to protect their
children, children were removed from home in
orchestrated ‘dawn raids’ and managerial
procedures were laid down. The voices of
children remained the same, wanting to be
heard and believed, wanting the harm to stop
and desperately needing to trust someone. 
In the 1980s, the debate remained largely

confined to the social work profession, yet each
time it used its growing knowledge and
competence to protect vulnerable children
through investigating alleged organised abuse, it
was pilloried and condemned by society,
politicians, the legal system and the press.
Headliners included Cleveland, Orkney and

Nottingham to name a few, though many more
took place and many social workers became
casualties of the sustained attacks on their
professional and personal integrity. Those social
workers were all, in their own way, trying to
expose this pervasive harm while society’s tide
of denial, repugnance and incredulity combined
to erode the profession’s confidence and
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Persecuting social
workers won’t
protect children
Isabel Martin, a practice teacher with 30 years’ experience
working with children and families, explains why the Prime
Minister has got it wrong with his attempt to address CSE

A BIGGER DEBATE IS
NEEDED TO SHIFT
THE THINKING OF A
NATIONAL CULTURE
UNCERTAIN HOW
TO PERCIEVE OUR
CHILDREN AND
YOUNG PEOPLE
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influence. If you are one of those social workers,
you will recognise this at once.
Since then, and despite the growth of

managerialism and the erosion of services and
resources, there have been excellent
developments in knowledge and practice. To a
great extent, these have been driven by the
need to ‘do something’, be accountable, be
efficient, measure the outcomes and, of course,
be cost effective.
Procedures support responding to allegations

or concerns, but the focus remains on
investigation and much less on tackling the often
lifelong consequences for those affected.
At last society seems to believe sexual abuse

exists, but this public moral outrage needs to be
harnessed constructively in the direction of
tackling the causes, not at those attempting to
protect children and support them to recovery.
A bigger and challenging debate is needed to

help shift the thinking of a national culture which
appears uncertain about how to perceive our
children and young people. Has society grown
to value most  their economic worth, their
commercial potential, their material and physical
attributes above personal, individual value? How
do we as a society stop using children for all
kinds of gratification, including sexual? How do
we ensure we prevent our children absorbing
those distorted values too?
Yes, Mr Cameron, something must be done,

but the wounds of sexual abuse and exploitation
are not healed by exposure to the air. They need
the time, extraordinary skill and patience of
informed and collaborative individuals from
social work and its partners to aid recovery.
Those individuals need to work without fear

of prosecution and children do not need the
worry that their disclosure could get the person
who has at last heard them into trouble.
We have learnt from experience that

protective systems do not work per se. They
need the informed, reflexive and supported skill
of those involved.
How can threat of prosecution of social

workers help the children and adults who by
telling their story bravely risk the fear of
punishment, not being believed, losing control
of their lives or of being labelled troublemakers?
How does threat of prosecution support this

in a profession under pressure and facing what
can seem insurmountable challenges?
How long before today’s keen, intelligent and

motivated students find their aspirations
shadowed and their passion eroded by such
demands – and another child finds the person
they started to trust disappear from their radar? 
So, social work, we have travelled a long way

with all the children adults and families who
have told us their stories. Yes, something must
be done. But that something should surely be
provision of the resources to help us repair the
harm done and ensure that people are not
defined by their abusive experiences.

Dear Isabelle
We are writing to you because of our concern about the proposals made on 3 March by
the Prime Minister David Cameron, which included a threat to jail social workers and other
public servants for ‘failing to protect’ children. These plans were supported by the Labour
Party, with Yvette Cooper, the Shadow Home Secretary reportedly saying Mr Cameron’s
plans did not go far enough. We cannot help but note these proposals were made just two
months before a general election and that they therefore appear to be a blatant example
of opportunistic playing to the gallery. 

Children and young people are simply too important to be the subject of political posturing
and electioneering by any party. Moreover, what is most troubling about Mr Cameron’s
proposals is that they will not protect children, but rather make them less safe.

We are therefore writing to ask that you, as the Chief Social Worker for Children and
Families, provide strong cross-party advice against the proposals. 

Individual social workers must not continue to be scapegoated and blamed for the far
more serious systemic statutory failings that have been revealed in a number of inquiries
and reviews. Social workers go out to work every day, motivated to do only their best for
the children and families they work for. The last thing the profession or vulnerable children
and families need is a culture of blame and threat.

Extending the definition of wilful neglect as proposed will not achieve the desired outcome
of making children safer, but will make things worse. We need government to make an
informed response to the problem of the organised abuse and exploitation of children and
young people. Creating a culture of blame, fear and self-protection is the worst possible
way to respond.

Recruitment to child protection is already difficult, morale is very low, and frontline services
struggle to retain the most experienced and skilled workers. The threat of prosecution for
what have been systemic rather than individual failings can only make this situation worse.  

Additionally, fear of prosecution for not reporting or acting on concerns will surely mean
that the already overstretched systems, which are meant to respond will be flooded. This
will lead to more of the kind of systemic failures of children that politicians of every party
are rightly concerned about. 

Instead of criminalising social workers, what we need is investment in training and in
services that support children and their families in seeking and getting the help that they
need.   

This request to you from members of the British Association of Social Workers and other
signatories is not about party politics but about concern for the most vulnerable children
and young people in our society.

Successive Westminster governments have failed to learn the lessons from many previous
failures to protect children from organised abuse. These lessons need to be learned, and we
believe that as the Chief Social Worker for Children and Families you are well-placed to
represent the profession at this critical time and to act to safeguard children and social
workers.    

We recognise that change is required but it needs to be considered, proportionate and
responsible. What is not needed are any further ill-thought-out and politically motivated
calls for change in the run-up to the election. We ask that you use your influence to
discourage any other examples of this happening.

The British Association of Social Workers would welcome the opportunity to meet with you
on this important matter.

Yours sincerely,

Guy Shennan, BASW UK Chair

Maggie Mellon, BASW UK Vice Chair

BASW’s letter to England’s Chief Social Worker
for Children and Families, Isabelle Trowler...
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