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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 1
st
 March 2016 

Repeat:  Sunday 6
th

 March 2016 

 

Producer:  Emma Forde  

Reporter:  Jane Deith 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF CHILDREN PLAYING 

 

DEITH: Family is everything.  So if your grandchild or niece or 

nephew was being taken into care, what would you do?  Could you bring them up?  Ten years 

ago the Government gave children in England and Wales a new chance. Instead of growing 

up in care or being adopted, someone in the family or someone they knew could become 

what’s called their ‘special guardian’.  Thousands of people do make this formal, life 

changing commitment.  But for this programme I’ve been meeting people around the country 

who wonder just how committed councils and courts are to finding children homes that will 

last and families that are safe.   

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

DEITH: They say, don’t they, that you can’t choose your family, but 

family still means something. There are thousands of grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, 

uncles and sisters who, when children are about to be taken into care, step forward and say, 

‘I’ll look after them.’  The idea of special guardianship is that these carers are given the legal 

right to decide how to bring the children up, and the children are given something much more 
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DEITH cont: like a normal childhood.  I’m heading to Northumberland to 

meet a woman called Hazel, who offered to give her two nephews a home 

 

HAZEL: Jack and James, when they first came to me, were two and 

three years old. I have a son myself, Ben, who was ten at the time.  

 

DEITH: Jack, James and Ben are names we’ve given them to protect 

the boys. And Hazel’s not her real name. When her niece hit rock bottom and social services 

took her sons away, she asked for Hazel’s help. 

 

HAZEL: The circumstances around that were domestic violence 

and drugs, which obviously isn’t something that you want two small boys to be around, and 

the social services acted on what they thought was best for the children.  I was really, really 

sure that I didn’t want the boys to be taken into the system at all. None of the family wanted 

that.  

 

DEITH: Social Services assessed Hazel and were impressed. 

They asked if she would be the boys’ special guardian. Things moved fast – in three months, 

the family of two would became a family of four.  

 

ACTUALITY OF CHILDREN PLAYING IN THE PARK 

 

HAZEL: There was a transition period where I would have them 

for long weekends to build a bond and it was quite exciting, it was joyous, it was lovely. My 

son thoroughly enjoyed it - with him being an only child he had somebody to play with. I 

don’t think their behaviour started to display until they were actually with me 24/7, which 

was when I started to get some insight as to what problems the boys did have, especially 

Jack.  

 

ACTUALITY OF CHILD CRYING 

 

HAZEL: He would use items like forks and pens to stab his 

younger sibling, hand gestures towards my son, where he would put his hand up to his neck 

and gesture to cut his throat, which again was quite disturbing, which I did relay this all back 
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HAZEL cont: to Social Services and was told, you know, really it’s 

probably just teething problems. There was an incident when James was one and a half and 

Jack bit his finger clean off through the bone and it had to be re-attached - this is before they 

were placed with me.  And his first reaction would be to bite and to latch on and at times I 

used to have to use my fingers to put in his mouth to actually release them from his smaller 

brother.  

 

DEITH:  And when you said to the social worker, look, you 

know, really worried by this, did they give you advice?  Did they say that they would try and 

help? 

  

HAZEL: They said that they couldn’t help me.  I had enquired 

about play therapy even, you know, just something to give him an outlet, and obviously to 

give me some advice and guidelines as to what I could do. But Social Services gave me none. 

  

DEITH:  Hazel took six months unpaid leave and devoted 

herself to the boys. James needed help with his speech and Jack was still in pull-ups. They 

started to develop – baby steps - but she felt they needed proper therapy. Regulations in 

England and Wales (special guardianship doesn’t exist in Scotland and is in draft law in 

Northern Ireland) say councils should arrange support. But Nigel Priestley from Ridley and 

Hall solicitors says the regulations and the reality are two different things. 

 

PRIESTLEY: So often what happens is that the courts don’t look at 

the needs of the child, don’t look at the needs of the carer and are happy to shuffle off very 

damaged children to unsuspecting carers, who act out of the best possible motives.  

 

DEITH:  Hazel had been through an assessment - wasn’t she 

going into this with her eyes open then? 

  

PRIESTLEY: She knew that the children were challenging; what she 

didn’t know was the extent of their behaviour, and she had simply no idea how to handle 

some of the very extreme behaviour which these two children exhibited. The trouble was, she 

was just totally lacking in proper support from the local authority.  She really needed a child 

psychologist to assess the children and to determine how can I best ensure that they don’t just 
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PRIESTLEY cont: get help from me, but proper therapy.  Suddenly she 

gets these boys, with a totally inadequate special guardianship support plan, which made no 

provision for the immensely damaged nature of them both, and left her to get on with it. 

 

DEITH:  In a big piece of government research by the 

University of York, the majority of families who’d become special guardians said they’d 

been pressured to go down that route.  And half said councils hadn’t fully prepared them for 

what lay ahead.  Andrew Webb is from the Association of Directors of Children’s Services.  

It does seem that the support is very patchy - it can be great in one area and non-existing in 

another.  

 

WEBB: Yes, I agree.  Regardless of all the cuts we’ve had to 

make in services over the last four or five years to children and families, we have got to find a 

way of targeting some support, really quite specialist support, in the same way adoption 

support is now available.  But the Government’s policy towards public sector funding is not 

going to give local authorities any more money and there’s no way of disguising that.  And 

saying yes, local authorities will be able to meet the needs of these children with complex 

needs, because at the same time we’re having to withdraw services from children with more 

moderate needs, and the balance that local authorities are having to strike is just really 

difficult.  We don’t have either the range of specialist resources that we need at the moment 

or indeed all the funding we need to set them up.  

 

DEITH:   You seem to be being clear that if we’re saying we 

need to support children better, we’re going to need more money. 

 

WEBB: We’re going to need to focus more money on those 

children, so if it’s not new money then we’re going have to stop doing something we’re 

already doing for some other children.  

 

DEITH:  Refused specialist help, Hazel realised she was out of 

her depth.  Her son, Ben, was confused and upset when Jack started damaging his things. 

  

HAZEL: He would urinate on his computer, on his bedding.  He 

would scribble on his workbooks, things like that.  I was assured by Social Services that Ben 



- 5 - 

HAZEL cont: would also have a social worker, just for somebody to 

talk to, you know, if he had problems or if he wasn’t happy with what was happening.  It was 

a big change in his life.  The help that they said that they would provide for Ben was nowhere 

to be seen. He never saw a social worker.  And because my time was taken away from him, I 

think he felt like he was being pushed out. 

 

DEITH:  They had a weekend on the coast, just her and Ben, but 

he cried and said he didn’t want to go home. They stayed an extra night and then Ben’s 

grandmother took him to school. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE RINGING 

 

HAZEL: I got a phone call at round about quarter to two in the 

afternoon. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE CALL 

 

SOCIAL WORKER: Hi Hazel … 

 

HAZEL: It was the children’s social worker saying could she 

come out and see me, and she’d only seen me the day before and I had said, oh, you know, 

what’s up, because I’m on the way out for a play date with the youngest child. 

 

SOCIAL WORKER: No, I really need to see you now, Hazel.  There’s been 

some allegations made …by Ben. 

 

HAZEL: She asked me do I know if his grandma had ever 

smacked Jack with a slipper, and I went, ‘Absolutely not.  Absurd.  Not a chance - would 

never ever happen.  Ever happen.’  So I was thinking, oh this is just absurd, this is like crazy 

and then she went, ‘Oh no, he’s also said that you’ve smacked them too.’  And I went, ‘No, 

absolutely not.’  

 

DEITH:  But two social workers were already on their way to 

see Jack and James.  
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HAZEL: They were stripped by Social Services in front of me, 

but I actually asked them if we could do it my way, so I made it a game. I was putting warm 

water into a bucket to fill the paddling pool and I was like, ‘Come on, show the social worker 

your muscles.’ There was not even a mark on them, no nothing. 

 

DEITH:  Hazel was told to pack a bag for the boys. 

 

HAZEL: And I’m like, ‘Well, where’s my son?’ and said I want 

him brought home. 

 

SOCIAL WORKER: That’s not going to happen. He’s not coming home. 

 

HAZEL: A week after all three boys were taken away, I tried to 

take my life. Very stupid thing, but I was just so lost.  I just felt like my whole life had been 

ripped apart. 

 

DEITH:  Hazel was told to sign Jack and James’ care back over 

to the council. Ben stayed with a relative, because she reluctantly agreed to him being put in 

voluntary care. It was four weeks before she was allowed to see her son. 

  

HAZEL: He just collapsed in my arms, sobbed and sobbed and 

sobbed and just pleaded and said he was so sorry. He had just wanted to go back home with 

me, without Jack, but could we keep James?  Because he asked the social worker the day that 

they were taken away, can it just be him and James, not Jack, he doesn’t want Jack.  And in 

his little mind thinking, oh, if I say this, he’s going to get took away, but I don’t think he 

envisaged like all three of them being taken.  

 

DEITH:  Four months on, Hazel’s still not been interviewed by 

police and she’s still separated from her son. Has she lost him? We’ll come back to her before 

the end of the programme. 

 

ACTUALITY IN STREET 
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DEITH:  Hazel feels that social workers glossed over just how 

troubled Jack and James were. Unlike with adoption, special guardians may have very little 

time to get their heads round things.  There’s no training and often there’s not much 

monitoring once the children come to stay.  It’s putting a lot of faith in special guardians; but 

councils - and families - are desperate for it to work, even where there are doubts. 

 

ACTUALITY KNOCK AT DOOR 

 

DEITH:  Hi, Jess?  Hi, I’m Jane from Radio 4.  Nice to see you.  

Thanks. 

Jess’s front room looks out over the hills.  Sometimes she goes to feed the horses in the 

fields. We sit on the sofa and she tells me what it felt like – 11 months ago – to become proud 

mum to her firstborn. 

  

JESS: He was an amazing baby.  He wasn’t the type to cry 

and it just came like a really natural thing. But the Children’s Services were already involved 

and I kind of knew already that he wouldn’t be coming home. 

 

SFX MATERNITY WARD 

 

JESS: The nurses were really, really sympathetic, but they 

cleared the ward because they knew they were going to take my son away.  It broke my heart 

entirely and the worst feeling was walking out of the hospital with all my son’s clothes and 

cards and balloons and knowing that there were no baby there. 

 

DEITH:    Because he was taken into care, we’re calling 

him Albert, and Jess is not his mum’s real name, and we’ve asked someone to voice her 

words. 

  

JESS: They said I’ve not dealt with my own traumatic 

childhood, which means that I can’t be a mum and stuff.  And at the time there were concerns 

that I couldn’t separate myself from my ex-partner, who a few years ago was convicted of 

wounding a child, so they had to prove that I could obviously maintain that separation and 

manage it by myself.  
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DEITH:  Albert was placed with a foster carer. Before they 

could look at adoption, social workers were required by law to consider extended family.  

 

JESS: I one day met my brother’s partner, who then discussed 

all the problems I was having and then the next day Social Services called to say your brother 

has put himself forward.  

 

DEITH:  Had your brother met him before that time? 

 

JESS: He had nothing to do with seeing him in hospital. 

Nothing to do with him, not even a single, ‘How is your son?’  At that time he just said that 

he wasn’t bothered, he wasn’t bothered by any of his family members. 

  

DEITH:  Jess felt uneasy about her brother’s motives. Social 

workers completed the assessment of him and his wife, but Albert’s court guardian thought 

they needed longer to check them out. The Government and the England and Wales judiciary 

both accept some assessments have been rushed to meet the family courts’ deadline of 26 

weeks. Ruth Coneron of Switalski’s solicitors acted for Jess. 

 

CONERON: Well, the assessment was done extremely quickly and 

that is because we were coming to the end of the 26 weeks, and Jess’ brother came forward 

relatively late. So the fact that the brother had no pre-existing relationship with Al was an 

area of concern.  There was a concern about domestic violence, about the stability of that 

relationship and about the family history, which Jess obviously shared with her brother. And 

it did feel at the time like that assessment was rushed a little bit, and of course Al was placed 

with his maternal aunt and uncle quite quickly after the positive assessment.  I think Jess had 

to accept it wasn’t what she wanted, but she knew that she had an uphill battle and she wasn’t 

likely to win.  And of course an alternative plan which might have been adoption, that would 

have extinguished the relationship between them completely.  

 

DEITH:  Two weeks after Jess’ brother met her baby for the first 

time, Albert was living with him and his wife.  A month later, a judge made it official.  When 

special guardianship was conceived, it was about cementing older children’s relationship with 

people they were already living with, but more and more babies are being given to relative 
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DEITH cont: strangers.  Research funded by the Nuffield Foundation 

found that in one year, more than 600 babies were placed under special guardianship orders – 

double the number two years before. Because they were on benefits, Albert’s aunt and uncle 

were given an allowance to care for him. But Jess’ brother kept asking her for money for 

nappies and clothes. and she was worried about the state Albert was in when she saw him on 

contact visits. 

  

JESS: Things like my son was having a sore bum, which 

would never happen before.  His nails were massively long and I kept saying, ‘Can you cut 

his nails, he’s going to scratch his face.’  Clothes were going missing out of his bag.  I 

expressed concerns again to a different social worker taking on the case. She said it was a 

learning curve for both Children’s Services and the guardians, so there are going to be issues. 

I eventually got so worried I told my family nurse, so she had a word with a health visitor 

who went and checked it out, and they confirmed that there’d been two A&E admissions. 

 

DEITH:  What were they for?  What had happened? 

 

JESS: Vomiting, sickness, diarrhoea.  He was really sore.  He 

wasn’t feeding well, the contact notes show that he was being overfed.  As soon as you put 

him on a highchair he screamed like he was physically being hurt.  It was horrifying to hear a 

health visitor say the assumption that’s made is that your little boy has been left in a 

highchair, in his own nappy for hours on end, being force fed by two people that are 

supposed to be his parents.  

 

DEITH:  A judge said it was clear Albert had suffered neglect. 

Jess says it might never have been discovered if her brother’s marriage hadn’t broken down 

over how he’d been spending the baby’s allowance. 

 

JESS: It eventually came out that the money had been spent 

on drugs, gambling and none of it went on my son.  Straight from the start it were just money.  

It were just a good way to get a bit of money, because how hard is it looking after a baby?  

But no, there were no good intentions about it.  The words one social worker used was, ‘Ah 

well, they must have fooled us,’ like it was some, like some sort of huge game. You just 
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JESS cont: think, what planet are they living on?  You know, 

they’re there to protect children, not put them in danger. 

 

DEITH: Albert’s new childhood ended just two weeks after it 

officially began, and he’s been placed for adoption.  The council concerned does accept it’s a 

harrowing case, but says it followed national guidelines and the court agreed it was right to 

explore a special guardianship order.  It says – quote - ‘It was realistic to hope the child could 

have a long-term future with his extended family, maintaining valuable links.’  The top 

family judge in England and Wales, Sir James Munby, has said that while we shouldn’t be 

ruling people out just because they might not make perfect parents, the threshold has become 

worryingly low.  There are times, he said, when nothing but adoption will do, and children’s 

welfare shouldn’t be compromised by bending over backwards to keep them in the family. 

I put that to Andrew Webb of the Association of Directors of Children’s Services. 

Do you accept that some social workers around the country have just become frightened of 

ruling family out? 

 

WEBB: I don’t think it’s a question of being frightened of 

ruling family out, but the Family Court has several parties represented - their lawyers,  

solicitors, barristers, magistrates and judges - so there’s a whole collection of people who 

appear to be making decisions in some cases to keep a child within a family against the 

recommendations of the local authority.  We’re almost being bounced into making 

assessments of families when their first recommendation had been for adoption. 

  

DEITH: But it’s not all down to the courts just ruling with an 

iron fist, is it?  It’s also social workers saying, we support this guardian, sometimes when 

they’ve never even met the child.  

 

WEBB: If a social worker were to recommend to a court that 

somebody who’s never met a child should be the permanent guardian of that child, then I’d 

be very surprised, because you simply cannot assume that blood is thicker than water and 

everything will be fine, just because there’s some sort of genetic relationship.  And a lot of 

children who end up in the family court system do so at the end of a process where they’ve 

been neglected and abused and their needs are going to be quite complex.  So if you’re going 

to match a child with someone, you have to know the strengths and capacity of the person 
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WEBB cont: you’re matching them with as well as knowing the 

needs of the child.  So that would be, in my view, as an example, an inadequate assessment, 

and if the court were to accept that, then the court isn’t doing its job properly either. 

  

ACTUALITY OF CHILDREN PLAYING 

 

CHILD: Ah, he’s hungry. 

 

DEITH: In Albert’s case, faith in family was misplaced. But 

there is evidence that children do better – and that things are less likely to go wrong - when 

family, rather than say foster carers, become their special guardians.  But how far should you 

take the principle of blood being thicker than water?  

 

DAPHNE: Oliver.  Well, as soon as he could speak he started saying 

Mum.  He is a delightful, helpful, funny child.  Scarlett’s two, very strong willed. Because she 

came from really tiny, the only difference with her and my other children is that I had literally 

not carried her for nine months, but it was, yeah, she was just yeah my baby - fitted in perfectly. 

 

DEITH: That’s Daphne.  She’s a foster carer.  We’ve changed 

the names and asked someone to voice Daphne’s words.  As far as she’s concerned, Oliver 

and Scarlett are her kids, and as far as they’re concerned, she’s their mum.  Daphne’s had 

Oliver since he was seven weeks old; his sister came to her straight from hospital.  Croydon 

Council wanted the children to have a permanent home with Daphne.  When Oliver had been 

with her a year, she applied to adopt him.  But suddenly she found she had a rival.  The 

children’s aunt – who lives in Belgium – said she wanted to be their special guardian and 

bring them up.  The council assessed her and decided to support her. 

 

DAPHNE: She’d never met them.  We’d never heard of her.   

 

DEITH: So she kind of came out of nowhere basically? 

 

DAPHNE: Yeah, more or less.  It just came out of the blue, yeah.  

She lives in a different country, she doesn’t speak English.  I was told, ‘Well, look, they’re 

going to live there, so you’re just a foster carer, your job is just to get them ready and just  
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DAPHNE cont: ship them out.’ And they would have been losing their 

mum most definitely.  To be whisked away, you just have nothing familiar.  And obviously in 

small children, their brains are still making those connections and, you know, it could just be 

much more damaging than you can even imagine in terms of, you know, like why has she left 

me?  Where is she?   

 

DEITH: Daphne wasn’t just going to just hand them over. It 

went to a judge to decide. Daphne and the aunt both gave evidence. 

 

DAPHNE: I’d already had about two days of a bit of crying and, 

you know, walking around thinking, but I was honestly really assured that it will be tight, it 

will be just, you know, touch and go, but it’ll probably be they won’t move the children.  And 

I got the phone call about lunchtime and she just said, ‘Hi, I’m afraid it’s bad news, yeah, the 

judge has said they should go and live with the aunt.’ 

  

JUDGE ATKINS [READ]: This is a placement with close family, which I consider 

to be inherently desirable and entirely normal for children from this background.  I think that 

the children will suffer some disruption in such a move, but I think there is a good prospect 

that this will be managed well. 

 

DAPHNE: I think I was just going, oh okay, and just numb, quiet, 

gutted, devastated, yeah.  And the children were in the back seat and I sort of, it was fine until 

I sort of looked at them and I just thought, no, this just can’t happen. 

   

DEITH: Daphne took it to the High Court and won permission 

to appeal, on the basis that the first judge hadn’t taken enough account of the children’s 

attachment to her.  But while she waited for the new hearing, she still had to take them to see 

their aunt and prepare for the possibility they would be moving to Belgium.  The final 

judgment on the children’s future came just before Christmas. 

 

DAPHNE: I was sat in court and the judge came in and I sort of 

sat with my head down a bit and she said, you know, when this case was assigned to her, she 

thought it was going to be finely tuned, but she said as time went on, she realised it was only 

one outcome. 
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JUDGE CAROL ATKINSON [READ]: I have decided that these children must not be 

separated from each other or from the woman who has been their primary carer throughout 

their lives - their foster carer.   

 

DAPHNE: I was just ecstatic, honestly, just trying to literally, just 

thinking, you know, just, okay, just hurry up Judge, you know, just hurry up so, yeah, I just  

want to get out of here and just jump up and down.  I was literally walking on air.  There 

were people at the station, you know, and I just told everyone I met, it was like, ‘Yeah, I just 

went to court and I just won.’  And yeah, we just went to Nando’s, the children were all there 

and yeah, it was great.   

 

DEITH: The judge accepted the evidence of a child 

psychologist, that if the children were removed from Daphne, it would be like a bereavement 

- they would lose their main object of attachment, their family and their mother tongue. 

Daphne has now adopted Oliver and hopes to adopt Scarlett too.   Croydon Council didn’t 

want to be interviewed and said it couldn’t talk about the case, but did make the point that all 

parties within care proceedings are regularly faced with very complex and difficult situations. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

DEITH: Councils and courts certainly seem keen on special 

guardianship.  But what do we know about whether it’s good for children?  Well, I’ve got 

some research by the University of Bristol here.  It was done a few years ago.  And it says 

that, on the whole, special guardianship works well.  It found 5.6% of orders break down – 

that is slightly higher than in adoption.  But the research also found that things fall apart 

much more quickly in special guardianship – within months or a few years – and the authors 

say that that raises questions about the assessments of carers and the making of orders.  The 

other week I went to see John Simmonds from Coram BAAF – that’s the organisation for 

those involved in family placement.  He’s also a Government advisor. 

 

SIMMONDS: I’m concerned that special guardianship is not marked 

out as a high risk solution.  Over the last couple of years there have just been too many 

examples where these orders have been made in too much haste, without evidence and 

experience informing the making of those orders, and I am concerned that over the coming 
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SIMMONDS cont: years that we’ll see too many children returning to care 

because those placements have broken down. It is a terrible thing if a child has been removed 

from their birth parents, placed in another permanent home and for that to break down too.  

The way that it creates that ‘Can I really trust any adult that I come into contact with?’ – and 

“What are the long term consequences of that?” couldn’t be more profound.   

 

ACTUALITY IN DEVON 

 

DEITH: I’ve come to Devon, where a little girl is growing up 

with the profound consequences of being given to a relative who should never have been 

made her special guardian.   A serious case review calls her Bonnie. She’s two and a half.  

I’ve been reading her story on the train down.  Bonnie’s grandmother was encouraged to 

become her special guardian, despite the fact her former husband had physically and sexually 

abused their children – including Bonnie’s mother.  The grandmother signed a contract 

promising she wouldn’t let him anywhere near them.  She broke that promise, and when she 

admitted he had had been in the same house as the little girl, police and social services let 

Bonnie stay.  The nursery noticed bruises when Bonnie’s nappy was being changed.  She’d 

been sexually assaulted.  There’d been little supervision of the placement.  In fact, after six 

months, children’s social care closed Bonnie’s case.  I’m here to meet Tony Staunton, the 

independent social worker who wrote the serious case review. 

 

STAUNTON: The serious case review saw that the special 

guardianship order was knowledgeable, but nevertheless made decisions that, in my 

judgment, should never have been made.  The child should never have gone to members of 

that family and indeed that’s how it turned out.  The child was later abused and had to be 

taken into care.  What’s very clear is that in the Children Act 1989 is that the child’s interests 

are paramount and that is not the family’s interests, that it’s not that the child’s best place is 

within the natural family.  Now in a family where there has been significant history of abuse, 

this really should call into question the child living there. 

 

DEITH: But the vast majority of special guardianships don’t 

break down and do work well.  You know, you can find horrific cases of abuse within any 

family setup.  Are we becoming too anxious, too frightened about special guardianships?  
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STAUNTON: I think special guardianships orders have a place, but 

they’re being used more and more and there is sufficient concern by both the professions and 

Government for greater regulation to be being brought in, so that suggests that on all levels 

we have greater concern.  And if you have very high caseloads, if you have a compliance 

culture that really requires throughput of children through the machine as fast and quickly as 

possible, that really does have one eye on the budget, then you’re going to have mistakes 

made. 

 

DEITH: Devon County Council wouldn’t answer my questions 

about Bonnie’s case on air.  In a statement, it says it’s created a special guardianship team 

and has strengthened the way it understands families and the risk of sexual abuse.  Devon and 

Cornwall Police told us child abuse investigations are complex - removing a child from the 

family needs to be considered carefully, and in the early stages agencies were agreed there 

wasn’t enough evidence to medically examine Bonnie.  File on 4 has learned there are other 

serious case reviews still to be published where children living with special guardians have 

been abused.  And killed.  One will be about Shanay Walker from Nottingham - a seven year 

old girl who died from a fatal head injury after two years of torture at the hands of her special 

guardian – her aunt Kay-Ann Morris - and her grandmother.  They were both jailed for child 

cruelty.  The court was told Shanay’s grandmother had cruelty ‘in her DNA’.  Cafcass, which 

is the voice of children in care proceedings, says it’s seen more cases of children put at risk 

because special guardianship was rushed through.  Its Chief Executive is Anthony Douglas. 

 

DOUGLAS: Some completely unsuitable relatives were agreed 

because the standards for assessments in special guardianship are not the same as for other 

types of permanent placement – they’re much lower.  Special guardianship was the lowest 

bar of all and that’s been the reason behind the recent problems.  And in those, the 

assessments were superficial.  It seemed to be placements of convenience rather than 

permanent placements for damaged children.  In a very small number of cases, those children 

were re-abused or abused by different members of the same family, and in a couple of 

extreme examples they were killed.  There was quite clearly underlying faults both in 

assessment and decision making that damaged the child or the children concerned. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 
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DEITH: The Government in England and Wales has recognised 

there’s a problem – children have gone to potentially risky placements with special guardians. 

So it’s tightened up the law.  I’ve got the amended Children and Young Persons Act here, 

which came into force on the 29th February.  It says that social workers’ reports must assess 

the strength of the proposed guardian’s past relationship with the child and deal with any 

future risk posed by the parents, relatives or others. And there are new tests special guardians 

must pass – can they help the child recover from abuse or neglect, not just now, but as they 

grow up.  I had hoped to talk to a minister, but I was disappointed. The Department for 

Education says special guardianship must be in a child’s best interests and that’s why it’s 

strengthened the law.  It says the Government is looking at what support should be available 

to children and there’ll be an announcement soon. 

All too late for Hazel who, at the start of the programme, just wanted to help two little boys 

grow up happy, but ended up losing them and her own son.  Ben, her boy, had made up a  

story that she’d hit Jack and James, because he couldn’t cope with Jack’s troubling behaviour 

and wanted Social Services to take him away.  

 

HAZEL: Obviously I’ve still got the pictures of Christmas and 

things, which I do actually just have these left, which I didn’t get a chance to give back to the 

boys. 

 

DEITH: What are they? 

 

HAZEL: Which is their Advent calendars … 

 

DEITH: Oh yes. 

 

HAZEL: And their stockings with their names on. 

 

DEITH: Yes. 

 

HAZEL: So I never got to give them back. 
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DEITH: Photos and unopened presents are all Hazel has left of 

Jack and James.  But Ben is back. I’ve just met him briefly – he shook my hand and said 

hello when he came back from school and then he was off to a disco.  It was seven months 

before Northumberland Social Services withdrew care proceedings and let Ben come home.  

 

HAZEL: We went to court.  Obviously we’ve been back and 

forwards to court to plead my case and obviously, you know, evidence, things like that.  On 

December 10th the judge said, you know, enough is enough now, he needs to go home.  

When Ben came home, there was a lot of tears, you know, he wouldn’t let go, he would just 

sob and he was just so apologetic and so sorry, which I never wanted him to be sorry for 

anything.  At the end of the day he’s a child. We have discussed small parts of it.  I’ve had to 

explain to him that, you know, Jack and James won’t be coming home, which led to more 

tears. 

 

DEITH: Northumberland County Council wouldn’t talk to us.  

It said it recognised Hazel has had a very difficult experience and things didn’t work out well 

for anyone involved. In most cases, it said, special guardianship is a positive thing and gives 

children long-term security.  But it’s looking closely at what it can learn from what Hazel has 

been through.  If Jack and James are adopted, they probably will get the specialist therapy 

they need.  John Simmonds of the family placement organisation Coram BAAF, says we 

have a system which does or doesn’t help vulnerable children, depending on their legal status.  

 

SIMMONDS: In adoption, the Government have been prototyping 

something they call the Adoption Support Fund.  That’s now available nationally.  At the 

moment there’s no equivalent for special guardians.  It’s really a quite shocking state of 

affairs.  We have a moral and ethical duty to make sure that those resources - that those carers 

actually need and the child needs - are made available.  There can’t be any argument for just 

thinking because the order is made, that’s the end of our responsibility.  The sector as a whole 

needs to be wary about what it finds itself doing at the moment when making these orders.  

Children deserve better than this.  

 

DEITH: The police have said Hazel is innocent of harming Jack 

and James in any way.  She wanted them back, but was advised against it, and now feels she 

has to put Ben first.  She says of course Social Services had to investigate the allegations, but 
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DEITH cont: she feels that with their help, she could really have 

changed Jack and James’ lives.  But because there wasn’t the support, they’ve lost that 

chance to grow up with her.   

 

HAZEL: I still think at the time I still would have took them, 

because my heart was there for them.  But they needed specialist help that it wasn’t possible 

to give.  Yes, we are taking on the burden, but surely they should be able to support us. 

Because my experience with Social Services is once you’ve got them, that’s it, it’s your 

problem, and it’s a problem off their hands, which to me, you know, it’s wrong. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 


