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MUSIC – OLYMPIC THEME 

 

BUCKLER: 2012 is a year when the UK celebrates sport.  This is 

the stirring theme of the summer’s Olympic coverage - an event which - it’s hoped - will 

inspire Britain’s athletes of the future.  But is enough being done to protect them? 

 

DEE: The coach took advantage of my daughter while he 

was supposed to be coaching her.  He also broke my trust - and my heart. [Cries]  Sorry. 

 

BUCKLER: This evening on File on 4, sporting organisations 

discuss their problems in sharing information about safeguarding concerns, parents question 

why rules that apply to teachers don’t apply to coaches, and we reveal new figures about the 

extent of abuse and inappropriate behaviour within sporting organisations. 

 

RHIND: In any walk of life, an adult, I can imagine, would not 

leave their child with a stranger, but give that person a tracksuit and a whistle and then 

somehow it’s okay on a Saturday to leave them with that person for two hours.  People are 

more trusting than they would be in other areas and that presents a risk that needs to be 

managed. 
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BUCKLER: Some believe children would be safer if sports coaches 

had to be licensed, not least because of the power they can hold over their athletes.  

 

STARR: You shouldn’t have to be put in a situation where you 

should let go of your dreams or stay in an abusive environment. Those should not be your 

choices. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

BUCKLER: Two weeks ago, here at Newcastle Crown Court,  

Harry Cook appeared in the dock of court room number 4.  His name might not be 

immediately familiar to you, but Harry Cook was a renowned and respected martial arts 

instructor.  He’s written books about his own style of karate and travelled all over the world 

to teach it.  But he was brought to this courthouse in a prison van to be sentenced for sexually 

assaulting girls as young as eleven. A sports coach who used his position to abuse. 

 

GIRL: I felt too trapped to tell anyone, because everyone has 

such a high opinion of sports instructors. It was intimidating in a class of people and I 

couldn’t shout out as I felt no one would believe me.  

 

BUCKLER: Harry Cook’s computer had tens of thousands of 

images of child pornography.  Some of them were of the girls he had been abusing.  These 

are the words of one of his victims – her statement’s been voiced by an actress to protect her 

identity.  

 

GIRL: The adults in the class were very close to him and 

respected him, so I felt that if I was to come forward or shout out in class, then their opinion 

of me would go down and they would either not believe me or take his side.  He also made 

himself known to my mother and came across as a very respectful individual.  I didn’t want 

to upset my parents as I knew it would devastate them, knowing I had been through this. I felt 

that he abused me in class as a form of power, knowing that I wouldn’t shout out and this was 

so intimidating. 
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BUCKLER: In sentencing Harry Cook to ten years in prison, the 

judge said there was a dreadful irony – he had been teaching children how to resist attacks 

from paedophiles when all along that’s exactly what he was.  The father of one of the girls 

says the abuse has had a lasting effect.  His words are spoken by an actor. 

 

FATHER: As you can understand, my family members have been 

left devastated, traumatised and emotionally damaged to what has happened.  My daughter in 

particular has lost her childhood, her innocence, she is mentally and emotionally scarred and 

it will take years to recover, if at all, over what this evil monster has done to her, both 

physically and psychologically. 

 

BUCKLER: Harry Cook’s shame was made very public in court. 

But some claims of abuse remain secret, even if action is taken against the instructor, making 

it difficult to judge the true extent of abuse within British sport.  But File on Four has been 

given exclusive access to new figures that for the first time give an indication of the number 

of allegations reported to sporting bodies in the UK. Dr Daniel Rhind of Brunel University 

says his research suggests that almost a fifth of complaints relate to sexual abuse involving 

coaches, volunteers and other athletes.  

 

RHIND: Overall there were 652 recorded cases of safeguarding 

or abuse within sport in 2011.  The most popular category is the physical abuse, so that would 

be 134 cases, so that would include things like an athlete being hit by a coach or another 

athlete, but also being forced to train or compete with an injury or being over-trained, forced 

physical exertion.  And then also we had sexual abuse, 124 cases of that - obviously 

inappropriate sexual touching through to rape and so on.   

 

BUCKLER: Do you think the number of cases that are reported is 

reflective of the problem as a whole? 

 

RHIND: Inevitably it will be the tip of the iceberg, because I 

think at every stage of abuse, there will be a barrier to it being reported.  In order for a case to 

reach my figures, the athletes have to have reported it, they’ve had to be believed and the 

person’s had to put them in touch with the right person to record it. Inevitably I think this is 
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RHIND cont: just a small percentage, but knowledge of a part of it is 

going to help us to address the problem as a whole. 

 

BUCKLER: The 650 cases were gathered from 41 different sporting 

bodies.  Some led to police investigations, but many didn’t.  And at that stage, it’s left to the 

sporting organisations themselves to decide what action should be taken.  

 

RHIND: Out of the total number, there was 98 incidences where 

the case was referred to the police or social services then referred back to the sport.  Maybe 

there wasn’t enough evidence or no chance of prosecution and so on, and so they’re the cases 

in which the sport are left kind of in limbo about really challenging to know what to do.  On 

the one hand they’re innocent so you can’t prosecute them in any way, but on the other hand 

there’s this risk and so you want to protect children, so this is where sport are left in this 

difficult grey zone. 

 

BUCKLER: British Judo found itself in exactly that position when 

claims of abuse involving several young men were made against one of its most respected 

coaches.  

 

EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE 

 

REPORTER: Their training methods may seem a little unusual, but 

these are some of the most successful judo players in the world.  Dartford Judo Kwai is the 

brainchild of head coach Alan Roberts, who’s been coaching the sport in the town …. 

 

BUCKLER: The Dartford judo club is regarded as one of the best 

sporting facilities in the country.  Alan Roberts helped to build the centre, which has been 

used to train champions and Olympians.  

 

REPORTER: Kate Howey has lost none of the grit and determination 

that’s made her one of the most feared opponents ever to appear on a judo mat, but this 

morning her luck ran out ….. 
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BUCKLER: Mr Roberts himself was involved in teaching the two-

time Olympic medallist, Kate Howey.  Among the others were promising club and county 

competitors.  

 

DAVID: I was getting above club level, knew he was an area 

coach, someone I looked up to.  He was my next goal to get to train with.  He had trained 

people to international standards, someone a lot of people looked up to and he had a brilliant 

club and everyone in the south wanted to go there.  It was the club of the south at the time. 

 

BUCKLER: David achieved his aim of being coached by Alan 

Roberts. He was seventeen at the time and over the next three years he says he was indecently 

assaulted by a man he had held in extremely high esteem.  Repeatedly Alan Roberts 

inappropriately touched him during judo lessons, sometimes at the sport centre, sometimes at 

the coach’s home.  David is not his real name and his words are spoken by an actor.  

 

DAVID: If he would have said jump, I would have said, how 

high.  I wanted to do well and I thought he was my ticket to do well.  You just suddenly 

thought things weren’t really related 100% to judo, but because I was so focused on doing 

judo, I put that to one side and just exactly carried on doing what he was asking me to do.   

Just inappropriate methods - rather than using weights, it was his body weight. Where he was 

touching was just inappropriate really. 

 

BUCKLER: He wasn’t the only athlete who complained that Alan 

Roberts had preyed upon them. We can reveal that earlier this year an adjudication panel 

appointed by the British Judo Association found that Roberts was involved in abuse against 

five athletes over a period spanning four decades. The hearing was chaired by a QC and held 

at a Middlesex hotel. Scott McCarthy, the chief executive of the BJA, says it was both costly 

and complicated for the association.  

 

MCCARTHY: It was very challenging, to be honest with you, and to 

be quite frank, as a national governing body of sport, it is our duty to tackle this sort of thing 

and make sure that we come up with a positive conclusion, but we’re not best placed to deal 

with it sometimes. You could quite easily spend up to £100,000 on one of these cases. 



-  6 - 

BUCKLER: £100,000? 

 

MCCARTHY: It’s certainly possible, yeah.  I mean, if a case drags on 

for a year or two and we would, in a large scale case, we would have an independent barrister 

as the counsel, a judge, that costs money, you know, you do not get that level of expertise 

cheap. We would always make sure that we give every person the best possible situation to 

prove their innocence. 

 

BUCKLER: Until now the panel’s findings have not been 

published, but the BBC has seen the judgement, which was decided on a balance of 

probabilities. That’s a lower standard of proof than the one used in criminal cases. The panel 

found that Mr Roberts was not a credible witness in relation to his denials of sexual assault.   

It said that he had manipulated his position, influence and experience for the purposes of his 

own sexual gratification.    

 

MCCARTHY: He was found guilty of sexual assault on five 

individuals, two of whom were children at the time under sixteen. Subsequent to that, we 

have put in a referral to the ISA - the Safeguarding Authority.  He has been banned from the 

British Judo Association for life, he’s been stripped of his membership and stripped of his 

coaching and that will keep him out of the British Judo family forever. 

 

BUCKLER: In its finding, the BJA panel said that it considers it a 

tragic case and that Alan Roberts’ important dedication to the sport will now be permanently 

tarnished by incidents of sexual misconduct relating to the young people he was teaching and 

should have been protecting – among them David.  

 

DAVID: I’ve not told my wife any of the in-depths or nobody, 

keep getting reminded of what happened and you want to forget it. All I want to do out of this 

is for him not to do this to anybody else, stop this happening in any other sports, make people 

aware and if I can save someone, that would be fantastic. 

 

BUCKLER: Alan Roberts refused a request to be interviewed, 

although in a statement he insisted that he was the victim of a conspiracy.  He says he intends 

to appeal the Judo Association’s decision at some stage in the future.  We understand that 
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BUCKLER cont: currently he is not involved in any form of coaching. 

Until now, the findings of the panel set up by Scott McCarthy have not been known beyond a 

small number of people.   

.  

MCCARTHY: We have notified those that absolutely need to know 

that his club, his area, the people within British Judo that have the urgent need to know, and 

pretty much that’s all we can do. We don’t really do anything over and above that. 

 

BUCKLER: Should this information not be shared further, because 

presumably he could set up his own association?  Presumably he’d go to another sport, for 

example, and start coaching there.  Is that not a real problem? 

 

MCCARTHY: Yes, you would like to think that this could be 

broadcast to as wide of an audience as possible to ensure it never happens again.  It’s not the 

perfect solution, I would agree with you.  I think we do the best we can within the limitations 

of the law. We try and get the word out to the people that we feel have a need to know, we 

are constricted.  You are correct, I mean, if he went out tomorrow and set up the Alan 

Roberts Judo Association and put up a shingle and went into a leisure centre, and if parents 

didn’t want to do the homework and figure out who or where he came from or what his 

qualifications were, yeah, he could be teaching judo next week in a leisure centre, he could 

do that, it just would not be under the umbrella of the British Judo Association.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

BUCKLER: Some organisations in the UK do publish details of 

their rulings. If you log on to the UK Athletics website, for example, you will find a page 

titled Case Management Decisions.  I’m just looking down it now and there’s a list of people 

who have been suspended, although it’s limited in terms of giving reasons.  Now one of the 

people suspended earlier this year is Michael Smith.  He’s a Cambridgeshire coach, however 

all it says here is that he was suspended because of a circumstance under condition 6.1 of the 

Coach licence terms. Now that could be one of a whole list of reasons. 

 

ACTUALITY AT DOOR, KNOCKING 
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DEE: Good afternoon! [dogs barking] 

 

BUCKLER: Hi you two.  There’s dogs barking and everything else.  

Thanks for seeing us. 

 

DEE: That’s all right. 

 

BUCKLER: Just walk in here? 

 

DEE: Go through to the lounge .... 

 

BUCKLER: We found out the reason Michael Smith was suspended 

for nine years by tracking down the family of an athlete he worked with. 

As I walk into the lounge here, Dee, I can just see lots of sporting pictures around the room. 

These are all your family, including your daughter there. She’s running. 

 

DEE: Yep, she’s a runner.  

 

BUCKLER: And that is something you’re very proud of. 

 

DEE: Absolutely, yeah, very proud. She’s been doing it since 

she was eleven ... 

 

BUCKLER: Dee asked for her real name not to be used, to protect 

the identity of her daughter. 

 

DEE: She was doing so well in her local club, we were 

advised to get specialist training for her. And we were advised and sent to a coach at 

Cambridge who, for the first year, seemed the best thing since sliced bread.  And she thrived 

under his tutelage, her times got better and we were very, very happy.  

 

BUCKLER: That coach was Michael Smith. When she was 

seventeen, he accompanied her to a training camp in another country. 
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DEE: We later found out an incident took place, not with one 

of the other athletes, not with somebody she met there, but the coach himself took advantage 

of my daughter while he was supposed to be coaching her.  Not only is having a relationship 

with an athlete banned and forbidden under all rules of athletics, he also broke my trust and 

my heart ... [cries]  Sorry. 

 

BUCKLER: How much older was he? 

 

DEE:  He’s 38 – twenty years older than her. 

  

BUCKLER: For a coach who is twenty years older than a seventeen 

year old girl, do you think he was taking advantage of his position there? 

 

DEE:  Absolutely, absolutely.  He should have been guiding 

and moulding her, you know, for her career, not for his own needs at any stage of the game. 

 

BUCKLER: A coach having sex with someone under the age of 

eighteen is not illegal, but it is against the rules of UK Athletics and sports’ other national 

governing bodies.  However it is against the law for teachers and a number of other people in 

positions of trust and authority to have a sexual relationship with sixteen or seventeen year 

olds. The Child Protection in Sport Unit, which was set up by Sport England and the NSPCC 

to prevent abuse, believes sports instructors should be included in that group.  Ann Tiivas is 

the director of the organisation. 

 

TIIVAS: We have an anomaly at the moment whereby someone 

could be a PE teacher on day one, have a sexual relationship with a sixteen or seventeen year 

old and commit a crime. They can be coaching that same child on the next day and that not be 

a crime, and that remains an inconsistency.  Previous attempts to define coaching within that 

legislation have fallen on the ability to define the position of coach.  Most governing bodies 

will deal with breaches of positions of trust in their codes of conduct and absolutely recognise 

the vulnerability of sixteen and seventeen year olds to abuse by coaches in that age group. 
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BUCKLER: Dee, whose daughter was coached by Michael Smith, 

agrees the law should be changed and she’s angry that the precise reasons for his suspension 

have not been publicised. 

 

DEE: I don’t feel that while they’ve banned the coach, it isn’t 

very clear on the website and it is very difficult to find what they’re banned for.  And if there 

were other laws, if there were other breaches in place of responsible behaviour and it was 

brought into line with teachers and other offences, it would have been made much clearer, it 

would have been in the papers, he would have been prosecuted.  UKA Athletics banned him 

for nine years. This means this coach is not licensed, he’s not insured to coach any other 

athlete under UK athletics rules, however he is free to coach anywhere else if he wants to. 

 

BUCKLER: And you believe he still is coaching? 

 

DEE: Absolutely.  We have photographic evidence, we have 

Facebook evidence and we have verbal evidence that he is still coaching. 

 

BUCKLER: When we contacted Michael Smith, he wouldn’t 

comment.  And UK Athletics told us they put as much information as they’re allowed to on 

their website.  

 

ACTUALITY OF JUDO TRAINING 

 

BUCKLER: Sports bodies must report concerns to the Independent 

Safeguarding Authority or Disclosure Scotland.  They have the power to bar someone from 

working with young people under the age of eighteen. The two bodies have been appointed 

by Government to ensure that no one poses a risk to children and vulnerable adults.  If 

someone commits certain criminal offences they will be barred automatically, but other bans 

are at their discretion.  File on 4 has discovered that in the two year period between 2010 and 

2011, only twelve people were banned by the ISA using those discretionary powers in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland.  That’s about one in ten of the cases – and they ranged 

from a school instructor to a coach working for a professional football club.  But the ISA’s 

director of operations, Anne Hunter, says nine out of ten cases don’t end up in a ban.  
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HUNTER: When we have a referral, if we don’t bar, we still retain 

the information if it’s relevant, so we don’t lose that information, and if we did get additional 

information from somewhere in the future, we would go back to the information we had and 

reconsider the case.  

 

BUCKLER: But would you share that information with somebody 

else?  So, for example, if a sporting organisation was in a position of employing somebody, 

they had concerns and they came to you to find out information about that person, now they 

may have had a complaint or a concern in the past raised about them, would you share that 

with that sporting organisation? 

 

HUNTER: If the person was barred and the … 

 

BUCKLER: Not if they’ve been barred.  If they’ve had a complaint 

or a concern raised about them. 

 

HUNTER: We would not be able to share that information 

normally. 

 

BUCKLER: But is that not a problem, because those complaints 

and those concerns could be all-important in somebody making a decision about somebody 

who they are going to have working with a child or a vulnerable adult? 

 

HUNTER: Yes, and that is where, if the organisation who makes 

the referral in the first instance actually involves the police, then the police will have that 

information. 

 

BUCKLER: However Ann Tiivas of the Child Protection in Sport 

Unit believes the safeguarding authority should give sporting organisations more information. 

They aren’t even told whether someone they’ve disciplined and referred to the ISA has been 

put on the barred list.  
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TIIVAS: I do think there is some more work to be done on how 

the ISA decides whether a sports organisation has a legitimate right to know.  I think, unlike 

many employers who may just be providing a local service, or making local decisions, many 

sports bodies are making decisions for the whole of their sport, and on that basis, knowing 

that individuals in sport will move across regions, move across counties and move across 

jobs, I think you could strongly argue the case that they have a legitimate reason to have that 

information. 

 

BUCKLER: Some would go further still.  Celia Brackenridge is a 

leading academic who was at the forefront of research into athlete welfare.  She believes that 

principle of greater openness needs to extend well beyond the national governing bodies and 

information be made public. 

 

BRACKENRIDGE: I can’t see that secrecy helps anybody.  In fact, secrecy 

is the hallmark of the abuser, so the last thing we want to do is layer more secrecy on top of 

what has been a rather invidious process of abuse.  If you go online you can see lists of 

banned coaches in American governing bodies of sport - not all, but many of them.  We 

shouldn’t be frightened of doing the same thing here, so that parents or athletes themselves 

have an opportunity to check out those lists. 

 

BUCKLER: These are not new worries.  In the 1990s, swimming 

found itself in the middle of one of the biggest child protection scandals ever faced by British 

sport.  

 

EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE 

 

NEWSREADER: A former British Olympic swimming coach has been 

jailed for seventeen years at Cardiff Crown Court for a series of sexual attacks on teenage 

swimmers.  Paul Hickson was found guilty of fifteen offences, including two of rape … 

 

BUCKLER: Paul Hickson was one of the sport’s top coaches.  The 

mother of one of his victims described him at the time of his eventual prosecution as “a very 

powerful figure in the swimming world”. 
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EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE 

 

REPORTER: Paul Hickson arrived at court this morning for the end 

of a three week trial during which thirteen women he’d coached as teenagers testified that 

he’d sexually abused them over a period of fifteen years … 

 

BUCKLER: If suspicions were not followed up in the past or 

concerns not raised, sports have made huge strides in dealing with safeguarding issues, and 

that includes swimming. But David Sparkes of the ASA – its governing body - believes that 

more could still be done in 2012.  He and others would like to see a central organisation that 

would gather details of abuse allegations from across all sports.  As it is, he says information 

laws make it difficult to share details of cases with other associations and other sports. 

 

SPARKES: We have to be more careful now with data protection.  

I would suggest to you that there is some sharing of knowledge, but it’s more on an ad hoc 

basis than on a formal basis.  

 

BUCKLER: But I presume pretty important actually, even it’s being 

shared ad hoc? 

 

SPARKES: Absolutely.  As I said to you, I put my hand up, I have 

shared information on individuals, but at the end of the day, I don’t know, once we’ve 

excluded a coach, if they move on to another sport.  If I do get to know, I might well in an 

anecdotal way tip someone off and say, I think you may have a problem there.  And I think 

there is a great case for saying now that we should create the culture of vigilance through the 

governing body, but actually dealing with these complicated cases, sharing of intelligence, 

should sit with a central agency, in the same way that the UK doping agency shares its 

knowledge on anti-doping practices across sport.  And I think that’s the way it should be 

dealt with in future.  

 

BUCKLER: Annabelle Cripps, a competitor in two Olympic 

Games, was one of the swimmers abused by coach Paul Hickson. He raped her at the age of 

fourteen, but even after that Hickson was still training her and the teenager was, to all intents 

and purposes, in his care.  
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STARR: He was a monster and very authoritative and would 

make sure I wasn’t on teams if I wasn’t doing inappropriate things with him. I’d have 

tantrums not to touch me. I mean he would just put his hand on my shoulder and to anybody 

else who didn’t know what had happened, it looks like, you know, I’m the one who’s being 

difficult, and so he played that.  It was horrendous, absolutely horrendous.   

 

BUCKLER: Annabelle Cripps has now changed her name to 

Katherine Starr and is living in America where she’s set up Safe4Athletes – an organisation 

that works with victims and keeps watch on the safeguarding policies of sports bodies there -

her effort to prevent someone taking advantage of their position, just as Paul Hickson did. 

 

STARR: I just feel there needs to be stronger boundaries, a 

voice for the athlete.  There is just too much power and too much prestige put into the 

relationship of the coach, all in the guise of excellence, because you shouldn’t have to be put 

in a situation where you should let go of your dreams or stay in an abusive environment – 

those should not be your choices. 

 

BUCKLER: Celia Brackenridge has researched that relationship 

between coach and athlete and she says it does lead some competitors to become unhealthily 

reliant on their trainer. 

 

BRACKENRIDGE: We coined a phrase - the stage of imminent 

achievement.  The stage at which the athlete is almost, but not quite at the top.  And when 

you’ve invested all that time, effort, emotion, energy and probably a lot of money in reaching 

that stage, you’re not going to want to chuck it all in and just walk away.  The investment is 

too great.  So you’ll do almost anything to go that final step, to get on top of the podium, if 

you like.  And at that point you become extremely vulnerable to someone who wishes to 

groom you, because they have almost total control over you, you’re dedicated to them, you’re 

devoted to them, it’s almost a dependence, and that’s why I’m so keen that we explore 

coaching styles which allow a shared power relationship and don’t just look at a kind of 

hierarchy of power where that one person has an all-consuming power over you and you have 

an all-consuming commitment to them.   
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BUCKLER: There has been huge work to ensure coaches are aware 

of their responsibilities.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH PAPERWORK 

 

GOLDMAN: This file is on child protection and other issues that  

Mr Walter had completed through the UBA organisation.   Disclosure, CRB checks – every 

time … 

 

BUCKLER: John Goldman runs the Universal Budo Association, 

which teaches judo across Devon. In his office he’s surrounded by judo books he’s written 

and safeguarding certificates awarded to one of his former instructors – Steven Walter. 

 

GOLDMAN: And these Devon Children’s Trust records of 

attendance for child protection awareness training.  And right up until October 2011 he was 

on these courses through the organisation, and yet behind the scenes .... 

 

BUCKLER: Mr Goldman became worried about Steve Walter’s 

interest in a fifteen year old student.  

 

GOLDMAN: The first indication I had was when his wife came to 

me, showing me text messages.  And at that stage it was a question of shock.  But we had 

Steve Walter in that very day and asked him to explain his actions. There were lots of tears…  

 

BUCKLER: And what did these text messages say or show? 

 

GOLDMAN: They showed that at that stage the sample messages, 

text messages that I saw were asking for companionship – a hug, stay with me forever – and 

really, yeah, I could see perhaps he was being foolish.  

 

BUCKLER: However, the father of the girl who received the text 

messages discovered she also received a whole series of e-mails. We’ve chosen not to name 

him because of his daughter’s age. 
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FATHER: Well, you can just see there’s pages and pages and 

pages of them.  Absolutely disgusting.  For example, you know, he’s asking her why she’s 

not texting him at night. The e mails are at 3 o’clock in the morning, 11 o’clock at night. 

Totally, totally wrong. 

 

BUCKLER: The emails talked of Steve Walter loving the fifteen 

year old and wanting to share his personal life with her. 

 

FATHER: This one’s very, very dangerous.  He’s got here that, 

“You’re playing games by dangling sweeties in front of me, telling me it’s mine but not 

actually giving it to me. You’re dangling your feelings and affections for me, which I crave.”  

Oh God. To be honest with you, reading them is terrible and it’s wrong. It’s just all wrong. 

 

BUCKLER: When you look at those emails and you get a sense of 

what was being said to her, I mean, what is your reaction? 

 

FATHER: Well it just turns my stomach at the end of the day.  I 

find them sickening. Actually at one stage my daughter’s actually said that she’s fifteen years 

old, that he is the teacher, she is the pupil and the emails are totally inappropriate. That’s my 

own daughter who’s fifteen years old telling him. 

 

BUCKLER: The police found that Steve Walter had not committed 

any sexual or criminal offence, although the emails were a source of concern.  At a 

safeguarding meeting attended by a detective, a social worker and the local authority, it was 

felt that the words had elements of threatening behaviour, emotional abuse and harassment.  

He was somebody I suppose that she did look up to? 

 

FATHER: Oh absolutely, yeah, absolutely.  For ten years he 

taught her and she put him on a pedestal, she wanted to become, you know, as good as he 

was, you know – third dan, black belt. She wanted to continue it on.  So you can imagine the 

actual effect it’s had on her now.  
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BUCKLER: When you spoke to him before, you’d no concerns 

about him? 

 

FATHER: No, absolutely no. I trusted him. I put my faith in him. 

I trusted him with the safety of my daughter and I feel that he’s abused that trust. And if he 

can abuse that trust to me, he can abuse that trust to anybody. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CLASS 

 

INSTRUCTOR: Aww, Nick, good strong grip. 

 

BUCKLER: As a safeguarding measure to protect children in 

England and Wales, clubs and employers are supposed to ask for Criminal Records Bureau 

checks for anyone who comes into contact with young people as part of their work. 

Disclosure Scotland and Access Northern Ireland run similar schemes.  Enhanced CRB 

checks will say if someone has been barred and it will detail unspent convictions, cautions, 

warnings and other information a senior police officer deems important.  But Anne Tiivas of 

the Child Protection in Sport Unit says there are limitations.  

 

TIIVAS: I think there are still issues about consistency, about 

when it shows and when it doesn’t.  If there has been an investigation by police and 

children’s social care services, then it’s at the discretion of the police as to whether they put 

that information on to someone’s CRB disclosure. So, it’s possible and we have certainly 

seen it happen that it has shown on one check and then not shown on a subsequent check, 

even where the check has been by the same governing body that has removed the individual 

in the past or has been involved in an investigation about them. 

 

BUCKLER: So given that he committed no crime, would anything 

show on an enhanced CRB check of Steven Walter?  It’s impossible to know.  But John 

Goldman of the UBA Judo Association says if there isn’t anything on that disclosure form, 

there would be nothing to stop him starting up his own independent club.  

Do you believe there would be something on his CRB? 
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GOLDMAN: No, my understanding is not. My understanding is that 

there won’t be any record at all. And I think this is where the system falls down. 

 

BUCKLER: So because there has been no charges, the local 

authority has made it very clear to you that they don’t believe that anything will show on his 

CRB should there be a check? 

 

GOLDMAN: That’s my understanding.  Of course he would have 

difficulty in a locality, a local locality, ever setting up again.  But if he moved to a different 

area, for example, where he’s not known, with a clean CRB? He’s up and running, I guess.  

 

BUCKLER: Steven Walter wouldn’t be interviewed.  He 

acknowledged that he did send inappropriate emails, but said there was neither malicious nor 

mischievous intent.  In a statement he said: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: It is a matter of great personal regret that I 

communicated with the pupil in the way that I did, and I have tendered, as I believe is proper 

to do so, an unequivocal written apology to the pupil’s father and I have, of course, 

apologised to my family. 

 

BUCKLER: Steven Walter has resigned from the UBA and had his 

coaching qualification suspended by the British Judo Association for a year.  He insists he 

does not intend to teach the sport again and says he has taken up a new job.  But there are 

people who have been disciplined who continue to work as sports instructors.  They simply 

move areas – sometimes big distances and sometimes small.  

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

BUCKLER: I’m driving through Greater Manchester and we’re just 

about to pass a sports centre, where we know an instructor used to teach as part of the Karate 

Union of Great Britain.  But we have discovered that he’s no longer allowed to coach here 

and he’s been thrown out of the KUGB because of safeguarding concerns.  It’s claimed he 

had an inappropriate relationship with a sixteen year old student.  Yet drive a few miles away 

into a neighbouring council area and we have found that the same karate instructor is still 
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BUCKLER cont: coaching.  He’s just changed associations.   

Well, we’ve been in and spoken to the karate instructor and it’s very clear that he’s still 

teaching young people and taking on new students.  That’s despite the fact that the Karate 

Union of Great Britain has told us that it expelled him because of conduct unbecoming one of 

its instructors, safeguarding of children of issues and bringing karate into disrepute. 

In both areas where we know the karate instructor worked, the council safeguarding teams 

wouldn’t comment.  He is now part of the JKS karate association and they say they are 

waiting to receive an enhanced CRB check.  We’ve not named the instructor to protect the 

girl he had a relationship with.  Of course, even a sexual relationship wouldn’t be illegal so 

there would be no criminal proceedings. The Independent Safeguarding Authority would not 

talk about individual cases, however we did want to know if the ISA would expect to be 

given details of a relationship between a coach and a sixteen or seventeen year old. Ann 

Hunter is its director of operations.  

 

HUNTER: That would be the sort of information that we would 

expect to receive a referral for and then we would put through our normal process of 

considering whether that behaviour was something that harmed the child, put them at risk of 

harm, whether it was likely to be repeated, whether they then presented an ongoing risk to 

others.  

 

BUCKLER: And because that is not a crime, them having sex with 

a sixteen or seventeen year old in that particular instance, that wouldn’t be with the police, 

that would be information that you would have and ultimately it wouldn’t be shared with 

anybody else, so that would be information that was in your files that nobody else would 

have access to. 

 

HUNTER: Erm, I hadn’t thought of that, yes, I suppose that is a 

possibility.  

 

BUCKLER: And is that not a worry? 

 

HUNTER: Erm, I guess. Having said that, I’m not sure why a 

parent couldn’t go to the police and report that.  
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BUCKLER: But it’s not an offence.  The police are not going to 

pursue that because no crime has been committed.  That would be of concern to parents, that 

would be of concern to sporting organisations, yet you wouldn’t be able to share that 

information with any of them. 

 

HUNTER: If the person was barred, we would.  If they ... 

  

BUCKLER: But if they’re not .... 

 

HUNTER: If they’re not, I can’t see any way at present that we 

would be able to share that information. 

 

BUCKLER: Parents who take their children to sports clubs are 

encouraged to check qualifications and certificates, but all seem to accept that there are gaps 

in the system.  Scott McCarthy of the British Judo Association says the UK could learn from 

other countries.  

 

MCCARTHY: Currently in France or many of the continental 

countries, you cannot coach a sport unless you’re a member of the National Governing Body 

of the sport.  You’re trained by them, you’re licensed by them - you don’t go outside of the 

official family and just set up a judo club and start coaching.  In Britain, the law falls short of 

that level of protection, and I think that’s a major flaw in the system, 

 

BUCKLER: The idea of licences for sports instructors in the UK is 

far from new. For years there have been people calling for some sort of system.   And Ann 

Hunter of the Independent Safeguarding Authority says she can see advantages in licensing. 

 

HUNTER: I think parents would appreciate that.  You can look up 

a plumber, can’t you, to see if they’re registered and whether they’re equipped to do the job.  

So it wouldn’t seem unreasonable that you could do that with a sport. I think that would be 

something that would be worth taking forward. 

 

BUCKLER: We did want to speak to the Government about ways to 

improve safeguarding within sport, but no minister was available to talk to us.  As this 
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BUCKLER cont: generation of Olympians gets ready to compete, the 

pressure to succeed will come to bear on coaches and competitors. From small clubs to that 

international stage, there is probably greater vigilance than ever before.  But Celia 

Brackenridge, who has researched the issue of abuse in sport, says inevitably some 

allegations will remain hidden. 

 

BRACKENRIDGE: We have to be prepared to acknowledge that the 

machinery of big events, whether it’s football World Cup or an Olympics, those bring great 

pressure to bear further down the system on young people and their families who want 

achievement, and many many athletes do not recognise that they have been sucked in to an 

exploitative relationship for some time after.  They may be retired from their sport before 

they look back and think, that was abuse. 

 

BUCKLER: Parents know the positives of sport – from health to 

social benefits, there’s no doubting the impact it can have on a child’s life, and it is very rare 

that abuse occurs.  But closing the remaining gaps in safeguarding is a concern not just for 

sports, but also those families. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


