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toddler, the very image of her

mother at the same age.

They chronicle her growing up, play-
Ing on a slide, sitting on her mum’s knee
and smiling into the camera. More
recent plctures show the new addition,
a little brother, still just a baby, shaking
a rattle and gazing at his father.

Yet, this Is all their parents have left of
their children. For the three-year-old
glrl and 11-month-o0ld boy were taken
away from them by Essex County Coun-
cll fast October, and they have not seen
the children for nearly six months.

In three weeks’ time, their son and
daughter will be adopted by a new ‘for-
ever Mummy and Daddy’, as the soclal
services’ ap(i)alh'ngly sgecharine jargon
puts it, and contact with thelr birth
parents will be reduced to a twice-
yearly letter and photographs.

80, what terrible crime did this couple
commit to have been punished so
cruelly? Did they beat their children?
Was there sexual abuse? Were the
children left roaming the streets?

No. But the reasons for the hrutal
fracturing of this family are just as
shocking. For these parents have been
judged to be too ‘slow’ intellectually to

ave children.

The local authority has ruled that the
%oungsters were at risk of neglect

ecause their mother didn't follow
proper routines, took too long to brush
her teeth and change the baby’s
nappies, left the little girl to play alone,
had difficulty learning how to coock
simple meals and did not encourage her
daughter to sit on a potty.

Perversely, the father was criticised for
being too rigid in his routines with the
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children, and for becoming irritated by
interference from the local authority.

Bocial workers who assessed the couple
admitted that the children were loved,
kept clean, well-dressed and fed — but
still recommended that they be removed
because the parents were not intelligent
eréggﬁh to understand their youngsters’
n

That judgment has, of course, had a
devastating effect on the couple. who
cannot be named in order to protect the
children's identity, and raises the most
fundamental human question of

what makes a fit parent — and do
social workers have the right to
make such jJudgments?

In this case, the mother, who is
28, has an I of 60 and was diag-
nosed as havin%ﬁl mild learning
disability as a child. She went to
a special school and learned Lo
read and write, but is candid
about the difficulties she has in
understanding simple ideas,

Shyly, she explains that she
likes to have written instructions
50 she can absorb them at her
own pace, but she takes a full
part in our discussions about the

children. The father, who Is 37
and her partner of ten years, has
also been described as having
learning difficulties, despite
expoert assessments Lo the
contrary.

He is an unsophisticated,
gently spoken man, but he takes
his responsibilities as breadwin-
ner and father very serlously. He
has worked for a large manufac-
turing comp for 22 years, and
does much of the housework and
cooking.

He also has a detailed grasp of
the chain of events that have

destroyed his family, recalling
myriad names, dates and official
decisions with ease.

Sitting together in their two-
bedroom council flat, their
distress is palpable. The mother
says: ‘I want my children back.
Without them I ean't live, really.

‘When the social workers say
that they have taken them
because I don't have a routine for
the children, it isn’t fair. They say
I don't do things the way they
want me to,

‘They think I am stupid — but I
am not. I have always taught my







