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Social workers who believe that
pavents bave barmed thetr
childyen say they akways act ‘in
the best intevests of the child.
But what bappens to those
parents who protest — and
believe that they can prove —
their innocence? In a two-part
investigation into the closed
world of child protection,
Cassandra Jardine bears
families who bave

suffered at the bands of a
system they say is unjust and

biased — and uncovers

disturbing suggestions that, n
efforts to meet government

making 4 bad situation worse

Pigtures: Martin Pope

one county at least, the council’s

Children are taker

nroom 1 at County Hall in Chelmsford, the
Essex adoption managers assembled for their
monthly meeting are wreathed in gmiles. Under
the avuncular leadership of Tony Skarp, county
adoption manager, they have much to be proud of.
In acknowledgment of its superlative performance
during 2002-03, Essex County Council was
awarded Beacon status for increasing the number
of children adopted, speeding up the process and both
w supporting adoptive parents.
saved from abusive and neglectful parents isa_
cause for celebration. Some children for whom the adoption
teams find new and betier homes have been given
doughnut burns by being put in scalding baths; others
have been emotionally and sexually abused. The
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sarents who will give them a second chance, the betier.

Essex's adoption statistics are certainly impressive. Four
years ago, only 45 children were adopted from care in the
county; last year, there were 75; this year, it is hoping the
number will reach 100, That will mean fewer children
languishing in the care limbo and fewer children becoming
100 old to be attractive to would-be adopters, It is exactly
what the Government hoped for when, in 2000, it called for
adoption services to be speeded up and stepped up.

Essex has not just met, but exceeded, the targets agreed
with the Government. And, owing to the loog]l authowiey’s, -
foresight in helping adopters cope with their new families,
only five per cent of the adoptions they arrange break
down, against a national average of 20 per cent.

But there are some putside County Hall who view the
Beacon award emblazoned on the local authority’s letter
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" that the medical evidence for abuse was unsound. The
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paper as an affront. These are parents who believe that a
policy designed to prevent children suffering has, in some
cases, resulted in a different kind of child abuse, Chlldren,
they say, are being taken away from their families for
insufficient reason and adopted with such d that birth
parents and relatives are not being given a fair chance to
prove that they are capable of looking after them, :

Essex is not unique in being the focus of such complaints 3
- you can hear them made against many local authorities  §
— but in that county there is a vocal cluster of parents who,
emboldened by one another, are openly expressing their
rage and distress. One focus of the campaign is Chris
Smith, who runs a website for Pain, Parents Against
Injustice. Althcvuﬁh he is prevented by legal consiraints
from discussing his own case, he is adamant that he, and
not adopters, should now be caring for his two sons.

The Pain website carries the case of a couple whose baby
was taken into care when a bump on his head turned out to
be a fractured skull. Although they now believe they can
prove that they never harmed their child, they cannot get
anyone to listen.

Other cases have come to light. One mother believes she
could care for ber three children if only her undiagnosed
epilepsy had been taken into account. Another woman has
moved to Lincolnshire in order to care for her own baby;
alth her parents and sister were eager to support her,
she believes that, in Essex, her child would have been taken
into care at birth,

There is a furious couple who went through a court case
and five hearmgs in order to hold on to their Chlld., desplte

CI feel hke a sun‘ogate who
has given birth to a baby for a
childless couple ?

social services being aware of their reasons for thinking

parents of a child with Asperger’s syndrome fear adoption
because they are accused of negleeting him by not sending
him to school; they argue that he cannot cope. Another
mother whose child has been injured — she believes by her
partner or a childminder — is frantic because proceedings
are under way to take him into care before investigations
are complete.

Al of these people have similar complaints. They talk of
hostile social workers, record keeping, failure to
share information, reliance upon experts (psychological as
well as medical) whose judgment they question, and family
courts that are biased against parents and provide no real
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opportunity for appeal.
Behind it all, they fear that the Government's emphasis
on increased and speedier adoption has created a climate —

in which, once a child has come to the attention of social
services, birth parents are disadvantaged. “] feel like a
surrogate, who has given birth to a baby for a childless
couple,” says a woman whose baby was taken into care at
the age of six months and is now with adopters.

“] suspect that I wasn't allowed to show I could care for
my boys myself, because they are lovely, bright children
with no learning or behavioural difficulties and it would be
casy to find adopters,” says Chris Smith. “Adoption allows
the professicnals to hangtlmr hook on a noble end game.”
says ancther battling father. ]

The pain these people are sul iz hard to -
overestimate. Not only have they lost their childremn, ¢
have also been accused of inadequacy and worse.
Depression and suicidal thoughts are common b
trying to be constructive and to use their distres







