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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 20th March 2007 

Repeat:  Sunday 24th March 2007 

 

Producer:  Karen Kiernan 

Reporter:  Gerry Northam 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF CALL TO AEA HELPLINE 

  

NORTHAM: Every week new cases of adult abuse come to light 

in what one campaign calls Britain’s greatest hidden scandal. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CALL TO AEA HELPLINE CONT 

 

CALL WORKER: Has he had a fall, or anything like that would 

account for a bruise? 

 

NORTHAM: Seven years ago, the government set out a policy 

designed to prevent abuse and neglect of elderly or disabled people, and to see it 

rigorously investigated if it happens.  Recent tragedies in the NHS in Cornwall and Sutton 

and Merton have attracted widespread attention.  But many Councils around the country 

are also falling short of the Government’s standard. File on 4 has discovered that 1 in 6 is 

officially judged as failing to safeguard the adults in its care.  What’s more some Councils 

seem incapable of learning from their own fatal mistakes. So if there is a contradiction, as 

there is, between what the council said at the time and what it told the independent review, 

you’re telling me you can’t resolve it today? 
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FITT: No I can’t.  I do not have in front of me, after 2 

years, a copy of the document that you are referring to. 

 

NORTHAM: You do have it in front of you because I’m holding 

it up in front of you. 

 

FITT: I haven’t got my reading glasses on and I’m not 

prepared to deal with this here, now. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF CONVERSATION   

 

LINDA: Well what do you think about Manchester United?  

Do you think Chelsea have got a chance or…. 

 

JAMES: I don’t think Chelsea have got a chance, no. 

 

LINDA: What do you think about all this kafuffle at the last 

match with all the fighting? 

 

JAMES: It was terrible….. 

      

NORTHAM: James is about to reach middle-age and suffers from 

a severe form of autism which, his family say, renders him particularly suggestible and 

easy prey for others. To protect his identity, we’ve changed his name and that of his sister. 

We’ll call her Linda.  

      

ACTUALITY OF CONVERSATION CONT 

 

LINDA: Who are they playing next in the next fixture? 

 

JAMES: They’re playing Liverpool 
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LINDA: Oh no, oh no that was the wrong question wasn’t it.  

I think Liverpool will win it, do you? Do you think Liverpool will win it? 

 

JAMES: Last time United beat them 1-0, Rooney scored. 

       

NORTHAM: Linda was worried, a year and a half ago, that James 

was living in sheltered accommodation, where the Council arranged care for him, but with 

no support from staff overnight. She felt he needed more fulltime care.  And her anxiety 

was only heightened when she began to suspect that someone was taking advantage of 

James, at first by stealing from him. 

 

LINDA: He said to us that another resident was taking items 

from his bedroom, coming into his bedroom when he didn’t want him in his bedroom and 

taking money from him.  Later after saying this to us at my home we visited my sister, and 

he repeated these allegations, but also went onto say that this person had taken the money 

out of James’s trouser pocket.  And he was obviously very distressed about this situation. 

 

NORTHAM: While he was wearing the trousers? 

 

LINDA: Yes 

 

NORTHAM: Did you believe that all these things had happened? 

 

LINDA: Absolutely.  James has no capacity for telling 

untruths.  It’s part of his condition.  He could not lie.  He also, because of his autism, has 

no awareness of money and it would be quite easy to dupe him.  You know to say that a 

coca cola cost £10 and he would just go with the flow and he wouldn’t realise, you know 

10p...£10. 

 

NORTHAM: In all, the family estimate that £2000 worth of 

property was stolen from James, including his treasured Manchester United shirt. But 

financial abuse was merely the start of their concern.  Within weeks Linda witnessed an 

incident with James that left her fearing much worse. 
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LINDA: When he was in the shower he started making sort 

of sexual noises, and then pushing people off his face and pushing things away.  And then 

he was playing with his genitals and he started imitating almost sexual penetration, and he 

became so very distressed and he started crying.  And I can honestly say I have never seen 

him cry in his whole life I’ve never seen him cry, and he said the name of this person 

keeps hurting me.  He keeps hurting me.  It was very distressing to hear that and to 

experience it. 

 

NORTHAM: Did you think that this was something he was just 

imagining? 

 

LINDA: No. 

 

NORTHAM: Why not? 

 

LINDA: Because he has no sexual experience and prior to 

this event he might have had a little bit of a laugh at Page 3 in the paper just a little like 

school boy laugh, but he has no sexual experience really at all.  And he wouldn’t 

understand all that. 

 

NORTHAM: What did you think was going on then? 

 

LINDA: I thought he was re-enacting something which had 

happened to him.  And that it was so horrific in his memory, it was causing him a great 

deal of pain and anguish and distress, and he was trying to make us aware. Really a cry for 

help. 

 

NORTHAM: And what you thought had happened to him was 

what? 

 

LINDA: I think another service user had sexually abused 

him. 

 

NORTHAM: Raped him. 
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LINDA: In the shower. Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: In the shower. 

 

LINDA: I think so yeah. 

 

NORTHAM: James’ behaviour in the shower was also witnessed 

by another of his sisters, who reached the same conclusion, that he was acting out the 

trauma of being raped.  Their fear was increased when James’ daily care worker, Sara, told 

them that she had begun to notice an unusual pattern of behaviour. 

  

SARA: When I was going in a morning, I would find James 

had already been up and showered.  And I thought that was unusual because usually if I’d 

ask him to have a shower he’d prefer to have the bath instead.  So I then asked him what 

had gone on and he’d say he’d been down with another person and they’d showered him. 

 

NORTHAM: He said another person had showered him, did he 

say who? 

 

SARA: He just said it was another resident who lived with 

himself at the time. 

 

NORTHAM: And he said that this person had gone to the shower 

with him? 

 

SARA: This person, he was saying, had asked him did he 

want to get in the shower and then actually helped him shower at the time. 

 

NORTHAM: What did you think about that? 

 

SARA: I didn’t think it was right, so I then informed his 

sisters and also my workplace as well. 
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NORTHAM: Under the government’s guidance, the local 

authority - Halton Borough Council in North Cheshire – has a checklist of signs of sexual 

abuse which it uses for people without the capacity to give a clear description of what’s 

happened to them. James’ behaviour fitted many of the criteria listed. So the Council had 

an obligation to investigate the fears of his sisters thoroughly.  Within days, a strategy 

meeting was held by the Social Services department. We’ve seen a copy of the official 

minutes. They do little to inspire confidence.  At the top, they say it was a ‘Professionals 

Meeting’ held on Thursday 30th August 2005. There was no such date. On the next line, 

they get James’ name wrong.  Then the notes go on to record a succession of what James’ 

sister Linda complains are, errors of fact and spurious assumptions. 

 

LINDA: We thought as a family that they were totally 

disgusting because they hadn’t even got the name for James correct on the notes.  The date 

was incorrect and throughout it there were lots and lots of errors.  It says there was no 

evidence of change in his relationships and yet several members of staff  had remarked on 

how withdrawn and unresponsive he was.  And how he had not been out of his room for a 

few days. The comments on financial abuse, they said in the notes no change has been 

noticed and yet his carer had noted on many occasions discrepancies in his money. 

 

NORTHAM: So what did you think about the nature of that 

meeting? 

 

LINDA: I thought Professionals Meeting was hardly the 

word for it, it was more like un-professionals meeting.  We were really fuming mad about 

it because it was just nonsense. 

 

NORTHAM: We would have liked to hear Halton Council’s 

answer to these complaints, but the Strategic Director for its social services told File on 4 

he wouldn’t be interviewed. The Council says it is working with its legal advisers and 

James’ family to resolve the matter as soon as possible.  As required under the complaints 

process, an independent report on James’ case was prepared for the Council last October. 

We’ve seen a copy. It criticises the notes of the meeting at the end of August 2005 which it 

says were ‘very poor’. The independent expert goes on: 
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READER IN STUDIO: Everyone I spoke to acknowledged how poor the 

notes were and understood the family’s anger and frustration. I am not sure whether they 

realised how this contributed to the breakdown of trust. When the family saw the notes 

they were appalled. 

 

NORTHAM: As for the meeting itself, it was sparsely attended. 

What should have been a multi-agency approach co-ordinated by the Council, didn’t 

include the police. What’s more, according to the independent report: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Several health professionals were not available. I 

understand that no one else was asked to attend in their place. 

 

NORTHAM: And the professional who knows James best, his 

care worker Sara, wasn’t even invited, despite the direct evidence she had, suggesting both 

financial and sexual abuse. 

Do you know why you weren’t asked? 

 

SARA: Nobody ever explained why I wasn’t asked to go, or 

why I was just mislaid from being invited to these things.  Knowing James for the 3 years 

and being around and obviously being the main person who’d seen him day to day, I 

thought I should have been asked as I was a vital part in James’s life at that time.  To be 

honest with you I haven’t really had much to do with them, they don’t really ring me. 

 

NORTHAM: But you’re his carer 

 

SARA: Yeah exactly.  So you would have thought that…. 

 

NORTHAM: You see him for 10 hours a week 

 

SARA: Yeah.  If ever I went to a meeting it was always the 

family that would ask me to attend 

 

NORTHAM: Not social services? 
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SARA: No.  I never got an invite off Social Services.  It was 

always off the family 

 

NORTHAM: Never got an invitation from social services to go 

and talk about this case? 

 

SARA: No.  It’s always been off the family. 

 

NORTHAM: After the initial meeting, as the Council’s 

consideration of the case went on, James’ family turned to their MP, wanting to know 

what happened to the investigation of their suspicion that James had been raped. In 

December 2005, the Strategic Director for social services wrote back to the MP raising 

their hopes. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Investigation of allegations of sexual abuse.  I can 

confirm that the police are involved in an investigation of the allegations which is ongoing 

and presently with the Crown Prosecution Service. 

 

NORTHAM: But a month later, these hopes were dashed in a 

further letter from the Strategic Director. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Crown Prosecution Service have decided there 

is insufficient evidence to take the case further. 

 

NORTHAM: But according to the CPS itself, this is not true.  

James’ family wrote to them asking for an explanation, and the Prosecution Team Leader 

replied: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: There is no record of this case ever having been 

referred to the Crown Prosecution Service. No case was ever submitted to the CPS and it is 

not correct that ‘the CPS have decided there is insufficient evidence to take the case any 

further. 
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NORTHAM: Which is a flat contradiction of what Halton’s 

Strategic Director for social services said. We’d have liked to put this to him, but he 

wasn’t available for interview.  At the very least, it seems that the co-operation between 

official Agencies which is at the heart of official policy in cases of alleged abuse, hasn’t 

worked effectively for James, who is now living in a psychiatric hospital waiting for more 

suitable accommodation. His family’s complaints against the Council have been ‘largely 

upheld’ by the independent review. But his sister Linda is left dissatisfied. 

 

LINDA: It was good that they’d upheld the majority of the 

points the family had made, the majority of the complaint was upheld.  But it didn’t really 

resolve James’ situation and he hasn’t really had any redress. 

 

NORTHAM: You went and met the council after that report was 

made available to you, didn’t you.  What came out of that? 

 

LINDA: They promised that in the future they would do 

things in a slightly different manner.  But there was no personal apology offered towards 

James himself, and there was no real recognition of the hurt they’d caused him.  They did 

say that they would put something in writing to apologise but that has not been 

forthcoming as to today. 

 

NORTHAM: It’s now six/seven weeks later and you’ve heard 

what?  

 

LINDA: We haven’t heard from the Council since in that 

respect. 

      

STONE: For me the key points in James’ case is that the 

family have been treated as very troublesome and very difficult, when essentially what  

they’re trying to do is to get the best possible outcome in terms of care for James. The 

difficulty is for many families that we support, this is exactly the response that they get 

from the local Authority.  
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NORTHAM: Kathryn Stone, the Chief Executive of the learning 

disability charity Voice UK has taken up James’ case.  She sees a fundamental weakness 

in the government’s national policy on adult abuse which was introduced 7 years ago and 

is called No Secrets. It is supposed to ensure that Councils respond effectively to concerns 

raised by securing co-operation between all the official agencies involved, including 

police, health workers and the voluntary sector. But in practice it’s poorly implemented in 

some places, Kathryn Stone believes, because it’s not backed by legislation. 

 

STONE: Calls to our helpline suggest that No Secrets is 

outdated and it’s ready to be reviewed.  For example, families speak to us about the lack of 

communication between agencies. It might be argued that it’s not become effective across 

the country because there is no law to support it and we have been campaigning for 

legislation about adult protection in order to raise the level of the importance of adult 

protection to the same level of awareness and importance as child protection in this 

country. 

 

NORTHAM: The gap between the standing of adult protection 

and that accorded child protection, has also raised concern among Social Care Inspectors. 

Each year they examine 150 councils across England and they’ve found marked 

weaknesses in the way some tackle adult abuse. Mike Rourke, the Director of Inspection, 

concludes that the No Secrets policy lacks the bite it needs because it remains official 

guidance rather than law. 

 

ROURKE: We’ve made the point to government ourselves that 

there is a lack of parity between adult protection and child protection and the No Secrets 

guidance is just that.  It is guidance which means that Councils really shouldn’t be 

ignoring it but it would be fair to say that it’s on a completely different legislative basis 

than child protection legislation. 

 

NORTHAM: And what’s the government’s response? 

 

ROURKE: Well I think the Government have responded quite 

favourably and certainly we will be engaging in a debate with Government on the basis of 

our inspection findings, on the basis of our experience and hopefully what we think will be 

a constructive way. 
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NORTHAM: You’re going to continue to tell the government that 

it’s got this wrong? 

 

ROURKE: Well, I don’t know that we can tell the government 

anything but any opportunity to engage in the debate we will certainly seize upon. 

 

NORTHAM: But while debate with the government goes on, 

some of the most vulnerable people in the country continue to be let down by the councils 

which should be protecting them. Not only people with learning disabilities like James, but 

some with no other problem than growing old. 

 

ACTUALITY – DOOR SLAM 

 

STONES: Mother was sat in the chair here, she’d probably 

been sleeping or whatever.  The carer arrived and banged on the window.  She turned to 

switch the light on and rush out to let the carer in and she fell into the nest of tables here 

and that’s how she broke 8 ribs. 

 

NORTHAM: It was half past four one Saturday afternoon in mid-

January. Maria Stones had got up in her front room in Sheffield to put on the light for her 

daily carer who’d arrived to prepare her tea. The carer should have opened the door and 

switched the light on herself, merely the first of many tragic mistakes she made that day 

which have been catalogued by Maria’s son Edward. 

 

STONES: She got in, got my mother off the floor, put her in 

the chair, wrote up the daily log to say whether anything had happened or whether it did 

not. Did not mention the fall whatsoever. 

 

NORTHAM: Did she suggest that your mother was in pain? 

 

STONES: No pain at all.  She said she was fine.  

 

NORTHAM: But she’d broken 8 ribs 
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STONES: She had. 

 

NORTHAM: So what do you conclude from that? 

 

STONES: I conclude that she was lying. 

 

NORTHAM: And what happened to your mother after that? 

 

STONES: She remained in her chair, she was obviously 

mobile.  She couldn’t move, if she did she would have been in a great deal of pain and I 

got there 2½ -3 hours later.  She was distressed, she was very pale, she couldn’t move out 

of her chair, she was sat in a rigid position.  

 

NORTHAM: Just over two weeks later, Mrs Stones died of her 

injuries from the fall. She was 94.  It was particularly galling for her son Edward that this 

wasn’t the first time he’d had occasion to complain to the council about the service from 

the care agency it employed. He’d previously raised problems over many years about 

carers not turning up and leaving his mother at risk, but he never felt he got proper 

attention. Eventually Edward complained to the local government Ombudsman and three 

weeks ago he was publicly vindicated. The report of a long investigation concluded that 

his mother had been badly let down by Sheffield City Council. 

  

SEEX: The Council gave every appearance of not really 

taking his concerns seriously and certainly didn’t treat him with the sensitivity that you 

would expect a bereaved son to be dealt with. 

 

NORTHAM: The Ombudsman, Anne Seex, found the council 

guilty because: it didn’t take up Edward’s earlier complaints with the care agency as it 

should have done; it didn’t consider alternative arrangements for his mother; and it 

mishandled his complaints. 

 

SEEX: My investigator found that the Council’s response to 

his complaints got lost in their internal post and it was only when his mother died that the 

Council realised a response had never been sent.  And even then, they didn’t contact him.  

And it was only when he’d contacted them for the second time, after his mother had died, 
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SEEX cont: that the Council met with him, gave their 

condolences and started the complaints procedure properly.  

 

NORTHAM: He ended up feeling, according to your report, that 

the Council did not care what was happening to its elderly and vulnerable clients.  Was it 

reasonable of him to reach that conclusion? 

 

SEEX: I think from the perspective of a bereaved son 

whose complaints about a failure of home care service had not been acted on and whose 

mother then died, entirely reasonable. 

 

NORTHAM: Sheffield City Council claims that it’s now revised 

procedures and that the number of missed calls by carers has been halved.  But the Deputy 

Head of Community Care, Eddie Sherwood, has to accept that the council failed to protect 

Maria Stones. 

 

SHERWOOD: I certainly, I’d like to acknowledge we did go 

wrong. Both the Home Care agency failed this family and the Council did and we do 

apologise for that. 

 

NORTHAM: Why did it take a persistent complainer, Mr. Stones 

& a report from the Ombudsman to get you to deal with a system which, according to the 

Ombudsman, failed to prioritise the needs of its vulnerable clients and left Mrs. Stones in a 

position where she was failed by the system which was supposed to protect her.  Why 

didn’t you know that? 

 

SHERWOOD: Well we did know to a certain extent, because we do 

monitor the provision from all our agencies who provide care on our behalf.  But yes this 

was a wake-up call. 

 

NORTHAM: But if it was a wake up call, why was the Council 

asleep? 

 

SHERWOOD: The council wasn’t asleep. 
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NORTHAM: But why did you need a wake up call? 

 

SHERWOOD: Perhaps that’s my terminology. Since then we’ve 

revised our complaints procedures. We’ve got simple things like now when we get a letter 

in, we can scan it in, so we’ve got it electronically, so it can then quickly get out to the 

relevant sections to deal with. 

 

NORTHAM: Sheffield and Halton are far from the only councils 

which have left elderly or disabled adults unsafe and unprotected. Each year, inspectors 

give social services departments a star-rating for performance. One of the many areas they 

assess is how effectively vulnerable people are safeguarded. File on 4 asked the 

inspectorate for a detailed breakdown of its most recent findings. We wanted to analyse 

just the results for adult protection. From them, we can reveal that 1 council in 6 is failing 

to safeguard adults well. The Director of Inspection, Mike Rourke, insists that this can’t be 

allowed to go on. 

 

ROURKE: Our message is that we think these Councils haven’t 

got the systems tight as it needs to be and therefore they can’t feel confident that they will 

be able to respond to referrals as effectively and efficiently as they might like to do. 

 

NORTHAM: What’s going wrong with these councils? 

 

ROURKE: Well I think it’s fair to say that it varies very much 

from Council to Council.  For some it may be financial, for others it may be that there are 

competing priorities.  In other situations it may simply be a lack of management grip. 

 

NORTHAM: But if 1 in 6 councils are failing to safeguard 

vulnerable adults in the way that you think they should, that’s a serious problem 

 

ROURKE: It is indeed, and what we’ve said is that there’s 

room here for improvement. 
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NORTHAM:  To the Government, these figures are a setback.  

The No Secrets policy launched in 2000 was intended to provide proper protection for all 

vulnerable adults, wherever they live. So the Government Minister responsible, Ivan 

Lewis, can hardly claim the results of our analysis of official data as much of a success. 

Your own inspectorate finds that 1 in 6 councils are failing to safeguard vulnerable adults 

 

LEWIS: Well that’s not acceptable is it which is why.. 

 

NORTHAM: 7 years after the Government introduced a policy 

that was supposed to put all this right 

 

LEWIS: Well it isn’t acceptable.  We recently introduced 

legislation in terms of the protection of vulnerable adults that will have an impact on the 

nature of the people who are able to go into one care setting or another supporting 

vulnerable adults.  We’ve spent £1/4m in partnership with Comic Relief on assessing the 

full extent of the abuse, particularly of older people.  We’ll be announcing the results of 

that piece of work within the next few months, and I think at that moment, will be the time 

to decide what action do we need now to take as a Government and a society. 

 

NORTHAM: If you say it is not acceptable that 1 council in 6 is 

failing in its obligations here, why is it happening? 

 

LEWIS: Well because we don’t run every single local 

authority from offices in Westminster and Whitehall. Our job is to put in place the 

incentives, to make sure that the abuse of vulnerable adults becomes a far greater priority. 

 

NORTHAM: At the heart of the Government’s approach to adult 

protection is not only the emphasis on good co-operation between official agencies, but 

also the development of an institutional ability to learn from mistakes. These were 

qualities sadly lacking in the final example we’ve examined. 

 

ACTUALITY - NEWCASTLE SCENESET 
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NORTHAM: This long street, lined with tall elegant redbrick 

terraces, is only a mile or two from the centre of Newcastle-on-Tyne. and you might be in 

a quiet, residential suburb almost anywhere in the country. Several houses in the row 

opposite have been joined together to form an old peoples’ home. It ought to be a safe 

haven.  And yet it was here three years ago that a gruesome killing took place, when one 

resident in her 80s attacked another in her 90s and battered her brutally. 

      

FORBES: May Thrower beat Olive Garvie to death.  Olive was 

hit repeatedly around the head with a flat iron which caused the injuries which ultimately 

led to her death  

 

NORTHAM: The question that soon arose for the council was 

why the killer, May Thrower, had been put into the home in the first place. She had a long 

record of violence including a conviction for GBH and had been previously committed to 

Rampton Psychiatric Hospital for criminals. Newcastle City Councillor Nick Forbes, from 

the opposition Labour Group, began asking questions. 

 

FORBES: I think the Council had a responsibility to ensure 

that the Care Home was aware of May’s past and in particular her convictions, because 

they were relevant to the care that she needed.  In fact there was a question around whether 

she would have been put in that home in the first place if her full history had been known 

to the Home. 

 

NORTHAM: Why wasn’t her history known to the care home? 

 

FORBES: There was a breakdown in communication between 

different agencies and vital information about May Thrower wasn’t passed on from one 

agency to another.  And what this highlighted was a serious systemic failure in terms of 

formally recording information about people who have that kind of past.  And as a 

consequence the appropriate assessments weren’t carried out on her and  she was placed, 

in my view, inappropriately and tragic events then took their course. 

 

NORTHAM: In trying to establish how things went wrong in this 

case, it’s crucial to clarify what the council knew when it placed May Thrower in the 

home, and what it told the care managers. When she admitted manslaughter on the 
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NORTHAM cont: grounds of diminished responsibility, Newcastle 

City Council put out a statement in the form of questions and answers, which seemed 

clearcut. 

 

READER(S) IN STUDIO: Question: Why did the Council not inform the care 

home of May Thrower’s previous convictions for violence? 

Answer: Social Services staff provided information at the time of the placement which 

included a verbal account of the previous conviction. 

 

NORTHAM: Which appeared to place the blame on the care 

home. But its management insisted it had not been told May Thrower’s record and 

complained that the council was trying to pass the buck.  Then in an extraordinary 

development, the council changed its story.  At the end of 2005, a case review by an 

outside expert was published, in which the council said it had not, after all, known about 

May Thrower’s record. That’s what social services officials told the independent inquiry: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Staff interviewed do not recall having been told of 

May Thrower’s convictions. 

 

NORTHAM: So in June the Council said it had known of her 

record, and in November it said it hadn’t. If officials are to learn from this tragedy, so that 

it may never be repeated, then it’s vital that this confusion should be cleared up. We asked 

to interview the Director of Adult Social Services, Catherine Fitt, to find out whether the 

Council’s original statement – that it had told the care home about the conviction – was 

true. 

 

FITT: I have no idea, because I am not in receipt of that 

information which you are reading to me at the moment. 

 

NORTHAM: Well this is a statement that was put out by the 

council on 10th June 2005. 

 

FITT: I do not have a copy of that statement with me so I 

can’t comment on it. 
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NORTHAM: Well it’s right here and I’ll show you the sentence, 

it’s the one that’s marked. 

 

FITT: Would you like to show me in my document where 

that is. 

 

NORTHAM: In your document, well I can’t. 

 

FITT: You see what I have got here, is a copy of all the 

information that was put out by the Council into the public domain.   

 

NORTHAM: Well this is a media statement that was put out on 

10th June 2005.  The sentence I’ve marked there is the one that I’m referring to. 

 

FITT: I don’t have a copy of that here. 

 

NORTHAM: Well I’ve got it right in front of you. 

 

FITT: Well I know I do understand that and I’m trying to 

be helpful.  The reason I agreed to do this interview was, I fully understand that there are 

people who really want to know that all the information that could possibly have been put 

into the public domain has been put into the public domain. 

 

NORTHAM: So if there is a contradiction, as there is, between 

what the council said at the time and what it told the independent review, you’re telling me 

you can’t resolve it today? 

 

FITT: No I can’t, because as far as I know and I’ve got 

copies here of all the information that was put into the public domain. 

 

NORTHAM: Despite the fact that this is what we told you we 

wanted to ask about in this interview. 

 

FITT: You did not give me this information. 
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NORTHAM: We said we wanted to ask about the information that 

was available to the Council at the time that May Thrower was put into the care home. 

 

FITT: All I can reiterate is what I’ve said already.  All of 

the information that could possibly be put into the public domain, was put into the public 

domain.  It is all set out in the Serious Case Review and it is here in front of me, in the 

copy of the press statements we put out.  I do not have in front of me after 2 years a copy 

of the document that you are referring to and was not aware that there was any 

contradiction at all. 

 

NORTHAM: You do have it in front of you because I’m holding 

it up in front of you. 

 

FITT:  I haven’t got my reading glasses on and I’m not 

prepared to deal with this here, now. 

 

NORTHAM: Faced with unsettled contradictions in the evidence, 

the case review concluded that no single agency was in full possession of the facts 

surrounding May Thrower’s background and psychiatric history. The council swiftly 

announced that this meant that, while everybody bore some responsibility for the tragedy, 

no blame was attached to any one agency. The Council seems to have been exercised 

about the question of its reputation. Councillor Nick Forbes made freedom of information 

inquiries to find out what had gone on. 

 

FORBES: It was only later when I started to do some digging 

into the case that I found that somebody had been hired, at quite a large expense, to advise 

the Council on managing the whole process and presenting its reputation. 

 

NORTHAM: And the cost of that consultant was how much? 

 

FORBES: £23,000 

 

NORTHAM:  Of council money? 

 

FORBES: Of taxpayer’s money, yes. 
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NORTHAM: Wisely spent in your view? 

 

FORBES: Well I just don’t understand what was wrong with 

the truth. 

 

NORTHAM: But here was a case where something had gone 

tragically wrong.  There were questions about the Council’s role in it, clearly questions 

were going to be asked by the media, at the time of the publication of the review.  Wasn’t 

it quite reasonable for the council to make sure that its own staff were prepared to answer 

those questions 

 

FORBES: The advice and help that the Council got, went far 

beyond advice.  This was explicit guidance on how to manage the Council’s reputation at a 

time when failings had been identified within the system.  

 

NORTHAM: So why did Catherine Fitt, the Director of Adult 

Social Services, take on Sue Stapely, a media consultant at public expense? 

 

FITT: I wanted her to help me deal with a press release of 

the information and how to deal with giving information out to a wide range of media. 

 

NORTHAM: The Council said in answer to a written question 

about this and why it had spent nearly £23,000 on her, that Miss Stapely assisted the 

Council in providing as full information as possible to the media is that what you saw her 

job as being? 

 

FITT: Well that’s what we asked her to do.  We’d made a 

commitment as a Council.  The Leader had made a commitment to the public that we 

would put as much information as we possibly could into the public domain. 

 

NORTHAM: You see the odd thing is that if you look at her 

website it says her work is primarily ‘discreetly defending and maintaining the reputations 

of organisations’, which is a bit different from giving as full information as possible to the 

public. The criticism from one of your Councillors, Nick Forbes, is that it appears as if the 
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NORTHAM: council was more concerned at protecting its own 

reputation than it was at giving full information to the public. 

 

FITT: I can absolutely understand why anybody would be 

concerned about that and the public is entitled to know. All I can do in answer to that is 

say that I used Sue to help me deal with a situation I had never head to deal with before.  I 

have to say I was very grateful for her advice.  We were able to put out into the public 

domain all the information we could.  We were also using guidance set out by the 

government to make sure that we actually protected peoples’ confidentiality, but at the 

same time protected the publics’ right to know  

 

NORTHAM: And you weren’t just using her in order to protect 

the council’s reputation, in other words, as a spin doctor 

 

FITT: I certainly was not and I actually find the suggestion 

offensive, but I do understand why people might think that that was the case. 

 

NORTHAM: In terms of reputation, matters went from bad to 

worse, when Newcastle Council was later forced to issue public apologies twice for 

remarks made by Sue Stapely herself, the reputation consultant. And each time it 

emphasised that she was no longer in the Council’s employ. Sue Stapely wouldn’t be 

interviewed for File on 4. At the national campaign, action on elder abuse, the Chief 

Executive Gary Fitzgerald has followed this case with growing concern. He’s worried that 

not only was a fatal mistake made in placing a dangerous resident in a care home, but the 

council has failed to learn the obvious lessons. 

 

FITZGERALD: It seems to be a repeat of all the child protection 

inquiries that we’ve seen down the years.  Where nearly, every single time, what’s come 

out of that is a failure to share information, a failure to exchange.  We’ve had something 

called No Secrets in England for long enough by now for that not to have happened.  And I 

was actually quite horrified to hear the Council saying ‘we’ve learnt that this is what we 

should have been doing’ when the reality is they should have been doing it for a long time.  

So, at the very least communication between the police, between social services and 

between other agencies should have been in place by that time and there is no reason in my 

view why that couldn’t have been. 
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NORTHAM: And the reality in that case is that even now it’s not 

clear who knew what, when and who told who what, when about May Throwers criminal 

record. 

 

FITZGERALD: If we don’t know and understand what took place 

how on earth can we put it right. We have to be able to move forward from these situations 

and if we are still saying, we actually don’t know who said what, when, that’s quite a 

worrying indicator that things are still badly wrong. 

 

NORTHAM: When the Government’s new approach is 

announced in the summer, it won’t be a moment too soon for those who monitor cases of 

abuse of elderly or disabled people. The policy launched with high hopes 7 years ago has 

produced a patchy system of protection leaving many people at risk. The Minister, Ivan 

Lewis, has yet to decide how to put it right, but he knows the problem is urgent. 

 

LEWIS: I suspect If we go back a couple of decades, child 

abuse was rife in our society but nobody was talking about it and as a consequence of that 

it wasn’t taken anywhere near as serious as it should have been.  In my view the abuse of 

older people, much of it remains hidden but there’s unfortunately a significant amount of it 

taking place both in terms of peoples homes, behind closed doors and also perhaps to some 

extent as well in care settings.  And I think the challenge for us, is to get a situation where 

society is as outraged by the abuse of older people and adults with disabilities, as it is 

rightly outraged about the abuse of children. 

 

NORTHAM: Are you acknowledging that the No Secrets policy 

which the Government launched 7 years ago has simply not done the job it was intended to 

do and it’s time for you to do it again? 

 

LEWIS: No I’m not.  I’m saying that the No Secrets 

guidance has made a real difference in many situations and in many local Authority areas, 

but the challenge is to mainstream this so best practice occurs everywhere. Because it 

doesn’t matter whether an older person lives in London or in my constituency in Bury 

South, they are entitled to the same level of protection from the system in terms of abuse. 

SIGNATURE TUNE  


