
Local authority negligence: 
claims for damages arising from the Rochdale 
`satanic abuse' cases 
by Richard Scorer, Partner, Pannone & Partners Solicitors 

1 n 1990, an investigation took place 
in Rochdale, Greater Manchester, 
regarding allegations of 'ritual' and 

'satanic' abuse. The allegations resulted in 
the removal into care of some 20 children 
from six separate families. These events 
attracted huge publicity. Wardship pro-
ceedings came before Mr Justice Douglas 
Brown in early 1991. The local authority 
alleged that the children involved had been 
subjected to, or were at risk of, organised 
satanic or ritual abuse by adults either 
involving their parents or with their parents' 
co-operation or complicity. The allegations 
arose from what some of the children had 
said and the interpretation of this by the 
local authority's social workers and expert 
witnesses. These allegations were compre-
hensively rejected by Mr Justice Douglas 
Brown, who was highly critical of the man-
ner in which the investigation had been 
carried out. His criticisms resulted in the 
resignation of the Director of Social 
Services of the local authority involved. 

The author has now been instructed by 12 
of the 20 children involved in these events 
to bring claims for damages against the 
local authority in respect of psychological 
injury caused by what they consider to be 
their unwarranted separation from their 
Families and their removal into local 
authority care. The claims are still at an 
early stage, but this article seeks to outline 
some of the issues raised by the actions. 
The children involved in the events of 
1990-91 are now in early adulthood and, 
as a result, are better able to give their side 
of the story. This is one reason why claims 
are only now being brought in respect of 
the events which occurred some 14 years 
ago. All of the children feel bitterness and 
anger at their separation from their families 
and their removal into local authority care 
due to allegations which, as they have con-
firmed, were without foundation. 

BACKGROUND 

high profile cases across Britain in which it  

was alleged that sexual abuse of children 
had included bizarre rituals, described vari-
ously as witchcraft, satanism or devil-wor-
ship. These cases were characterised by 
two of the senior social workers involved 
as the use of abused children as: 

fodder for the gratification of those interested 
not in sex itself, but in its use as a tool for 
the promotion of acts which could only be 
described as satanic'. 

High profile cases involving allegations of 
satanic abuse occurred in Nottinghamshire, 
Manchester, Rochdale and Orkney. These 
cases were the subject of considerable con-
troversy. As a result of these events, an 
anthropologist, Professor Jean LaFontaine 
of the London School of Economics, 
was commissioned by the Department of 
Health to undertake a study of organised 
and ritual abuse in England and Wales. Her 
report, published in 1994, acknowledged 
the existence of this type of abuse, but 
expressed considerable scepticism as to its 
extent. The report included the following 
conclusions: 

'evangelical Christian campaigning...has been 
a powerful influence encouraging the identlfi-
cation of satanic abuse... 

Interviews with children who are the subject of 
such allegations were frequently poorly con-
ducted. Too frequent interviewing, leading 
questions, contamination, pressure and 
inducements to agree to suggestions may have 
resulted from the anxiety of the interviewers 
to find out what happened...As a result of 
the way in which it was collected, recorded 
awl transmitted, the evidence said to represent 
children's disclosures was unreliable and mis-
leading. I'l'lrat is defended as 'what children 
say' may be nothing of the sort... 

Satanic abuse as an explanation for the chil-
dren's state evokes a strong emotional 
response. The belief has encouraged fears nrc 
an unknown evil among child protection 
workers and scents to generate an obsessional 
desire to find out what happened and who the 
perpetrators were, which obscured the chil-
dren's needs.' 

Professor LaFontaine's conclusions were 
strongly contested by some of the social 
workers involved in the cases. However, 
her comments about the interviewing 
techniques employed during investigations 
drew in part on the Rochdale cases, in 
which Mr Justice Douglas Brown had 
been especially critical of the manner in psi  
which the children had been interviewed.} 
ME ROCHDALE CASES 

The Rochdale cases began with the refer-
ral to social services in February 1990 of a 
seven-year-old boy who appeared to be 
exhibiting disturbed behaviour. The refer-
ral arose in part because of concerns 
expressed by the boy's mother. The two 
social workers allocated to the case had 
previously done some reading on satanic 
abuse. One of the social workers interpret-
ed the content of her initial interviews 
with the boy as evidence of his involve-
ment in ritual abuse. Place of safety orders 
were then obtained in respect of all four 
children in the boy's family. Medical 
examinations disclosed no evidence of sex-
ual abuse in any of the four children. 
Subsequent interviews with the children ij 
were interpreted as also implicating chil-
dren from other families in 'homfying organ-
ised ritual abuse of some kind' and as indicat-
ing that all of the children involved 'had 
been given drugs of some sort'. Between May 
and July 1990, children from another five 
families were removed into local authority 
care. The local authority contended that 
the children had been given hallucinogenic 
drugs and had been involved in ritual or 
satanic abuse, but without any element of 
sexual abuse. 

These allegations were rejected by Mr 
Justice Douglas Brown. In assessing the 
evidence called by the local authority, he 
was highly critical oldie interviewing 
techniques employed by the social workers 
involved. Instead, he accepted the evi-
dence of Dr Valerie Mellor, a clinical psy-
chologist called on behalf of die children's 
parents: 

During die early I990s, there were several 
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'the intewiew work was done with little 

regard to the Cleveland recommendations and 

breached many of the requirements that she 

would regard as essential.' 

The interviewing techniques were criti-
cised as contaminating the evidence — vir-
tually all of the information obtained from 
the children arose from leading or sugges-
tive questions. Anatomically correct dolls 
were used 'in a most inappropriate and 

unhelpful way', and the social workers failed 
to recognise fantasy. Mr Justice Douglas 
Brown concluded that the breaches of the 
Cleveland recommendations: 

'were not minor, trivial or infrequent, but 
were substantial breaches which rendered the 

information received from the children value-
less and unreliable.' 

In respect of the precipitant removal of the 
-children from their homes, Mr Justice 

Douglas Brown found that the local 
authority should have asked a child psychi-
atrist or child psychologist to examine the 
material available prior to their removal 
and to assess the risks to the children. He 
concluded: 

'The summary removal of the children without 

such advice was a very serious error ofjudge-
ment...lf the local authority had obtained an 

independent over-view it is most unlikely that 

support would have been given for the removal 

(of the children) from their parents...' 

It was central to the local authority's case 
that hallucinogenic drugs had been given 
to the children. Nevertheless, Mr Justice 
Douglas Brown found it highly unlikely 
that this had been the case. He found that 
such drugs would result in unpredictable 
consequences, whereas the experiences 
'lescribed by the children were all very 
similar. He concluded that: 

'The chances of administering these drugs so 

as to produce consistent effects on (the chil-

dren) were very low indeed.' 

A curious feature of these cases was that the 
abuse alleged did not involve sexual abuse. 
Mr Justice Douglas Brown noted that: 

'So far as sexual abuse was concerned, the 

expert witnesses called by the local autluirity, 

who had little or no experience of satalic or rit-

ual abuse, gave evidence that suds abuse could 

take place without sexual abuse. However, this 
was contradicted by the United States literature 

and by the expert witnesses called by the fami-
lies and the Official 

Mr Justice Douglas Brown rejected the evi-
dence of the local authority's experts and 
accepted the view set out in the literature 
and by the other experts that ritual or satan-
ic abuse would invariably involve sexual 

abuse. He noted that none of the children 
made any complaint of sexual interference 
and none of them exhibited sexualised 
behaviour. 

Finally, Mr Justice Douglas Brown was high-
ly critical of the affidavits lodged with die 
court by the local authority during die inter-
locutory stages of the case. He found that 
they had frequently been inaccurate, defi-
cient and misleading. As a result, the court 
had been 'substantially misled'. He concluded: 

'There (is) no evidence that any of the six 

families involved in the proceedings had been 
concerned with satanic or ritual abuse'. 

Mr Justice Douglas Brown's findings form 
the basis of the damages claims now being 
pursued by some of the children involved. 

DAMAGES CLAIMS 

The damages claims now being brought are 
based on the proposition that the local 
authority owed a duty of care to the chil-
dren involved. This duty of care included a 
responsibility not to cause psychological 
damage by removing the children into care 
in unjustified circumstances. The allegations 
made against the local authority include that 
the local authority was negligent in remov-
ing the children into its care before proper 
enquiries had been made, and that such 
enquiries could and would have entirely 
removed any need for the children to have 
been taken into care. It is also alleged that 
the local authority was negligent in failing to 
ensure that the children were assessed by 
competent and trained interviewers, and that 
the interviews were carried out in accor-
dance with the Cleveland guidelines. It is 
alleged that, as a result of such negligence, 
the children involved suffered psychological 
harm and other losses, including severe dis-
ruption to their family life and education. 

Claims in negligence against a local 
authority in respect of decisions as to 
whether or not to take a child into care 
would have been impossible only a few 
years ago following the decision of the 
House of Lords in X (Minors) I,  Bedfordshire 
County Council . As a result of that case, 
decisions by local authorities as to whether 
or not to take a child into care were not 
reviewable by way of a claim in negli-
gence. However, subsequent cases signifi-
cantly restricted the effect of Bedfordshire. 

The current state of' the law has been set 
out most recently by the Court of Appeal 
in JD, MAK and RK, RK and another in 

East Berkshire Community Health, Dewsbury 

Health Care NHS Trust and Kirklees 

Metropolitan Council, Oldham NHS Trust 

and Dr BbunenthaP. In that case, the Court 

of Appeal (Lord Phillips of Worth 
Matravers MR., Lady Justice Hale and 
Lord Justice Latham) stated: 

'Inn so far as the position of a child is con-

cerned, we have reached the finn conclusion 
that the decision, in Bedfordshire cannot snir-

vine the Human Rights Act.' 

The Court continued: 
'those asserting that wronglid acts or omis-

sions occurred before October 2000 will have 

no claim under the Human Rights Act. This 
cannot, however, constitute a valid reason of 

policy for preserving a limitation of the com-

mon law duty of care which is not otherwise 

justified. On the contrary, the absence of air 

alternative remedy for children who were vic-
tims of abuse before October 2000 militates 

in favour of the recognition of a common law 
duty of care once the public policy reasons 

against this have lost their force.' 

Hence, the Court of Appeal recognised 
that, for the period when the Human 
Rights Au 1998 was not in force, rather 
than have no remedy, children seeking to 
review decisions about whether to remove 
them into care should have a remedy in 
negligence as it could no longer be sustain-
able to say that it was not fair, just and rea-
sonable to impose a duty of care. 

However, as matters stand, a parent 
aggrieved by a decision to remove a child 
cannot sue whatever the negligent nature 
of the decision, because the duty is owed 
to the child and not the parent. The deci-
sion infD in respect of the parents' posi-
tion is now subject to an appeal to the 
House of Lords, and this appeal will have 
obvious implications for the position of the 
parents involved in the Rochdale cases. 

CONCLUSION 

The Rochdale cases belong to a class of case 
which is likely to become more common 
following the recent Court of Appeal deci-
sion. They arc personal injury claims and, as 
such, will be compensated according to the 
normal principles applying to such claims. 
However, the cases raise unusual issues con-
cerning the exercise of powers by public 
authorities and, following the Court of 
Appeal decision in JD, such challenges 
to public authorities are likely to become 
increasingly frequent. Due to the scope of 
the Court of Appeal decision, challenges are 
likely to involve not only current events, 
but also events which took place some years 
ago, as in Rochdale. 

FOOTNOTES 

1 119951 2 AC 633. 

2 31 July 2003. 
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highlighted the rare but horrifying 
issue of the abuse of children by 

adults who, for religious or other rea-
sons, believe that a child in their care 
may be 'possessed' by evil. In the 
Climbie case and another high profile 
case, referred to in the press as 'Child B', 
adults believed that a child in their care 
was a 'witch' or 'possessed by evil spir-
its', and in an attempt to remove the 
'evil spirit' subjected the child to extreme 
physical and emotional abuse. 

Following Climbie, the Metropolitan 
Police Service established a working 
group, Project Violet, to investigate the 
issue. The initial work of Project Violet 
was confined to the London area and 
focused on Congolese and Angolan com-
munities. It became evident that the 
belief that children can be 'possessed' is 
widespread in some communities, and 
can in some circumstances lead to abuse. 
These concerns have recently prompted 
the Department for Education and Skills 
(DfES) to commission a report entitled 
Child abuse linked to accusations of pos-
session and witchcraft', in an attempt to 

assess the extent, nature and geograph-
ical spread of the problem. This article 
assesses the scale of this problem and 
how these concerns compare with previ-
ous concerns over the possibility of ritu-
alised abuse of children, including 
'satanic' abuse. 

BACKGROUND 

I write as a civil legal practitioner who acts prima 
rily on behalf of children seeking redress against 
local authorities in respect of failure to protect them 
from abuse but also,, as in the so-called 'satanic 
panic' cases of the early 1990s, for children who 
have been removed From families due to unwar-
ranted and False allegations of abuse related to 
religious/satanic practices. 

From my experience it is clear that allegations of 
child abuse linked to 'possession' and 'witchcraft' 

present child protection professionals with difficult 
and in some respects novel dilemmas. For exam-
ple, while the knowledge and awareness of the 
issue in the social work profession is quite new and 
often involves complex cultural and religious sensi-

tivities, the Climbie case illustrates the tragic conse-
quences of failing to act on iustified suspicions. 
However, the issue has had some air in the recent 



DfES Study and along with other initiatives may 
become better understood and effective manage-
ment strategies may be developed. 

ABUSE AND ALLEGATIONS 

Child abuse linked to accusations of possession 
and witchcraft outlines recent research evidence 
from various sources — the police, local authorities, 
academic research. A number of themes emerge. 
Firstly, the overall number of children associated 
with such allegations appears to be relatively small. 
in the year to 31 March 2004 there were 72,100 
child protection enquiries in England and in the 
year to 31 March 2005, just fewer than 31,000 
children were placed on the child protection regis-
ter. The Study identified some 93 cases, over the six 
years from 2000 to 2005, where abuse linked to 
'possession' or 'witchcraft' was an issue, of which 
some 38 appeared to be substantiated. There were 
some 18 substantiated cases in 2005, which was 
higher than any previous year, although it is only 
recently that this type of abuse has been openly dis-
cussed. 

The Study recognises that the concepts underlying 
the investigation of such abuse are controversial. 
The most acceptable terms for use in this field are 
'possession by evil spirit' or 'witchcraft'. The term 
'possession is used to denote a situation where an 
adult believes that an evil force has entered a child 
and is controlling him or her. The term 'witch' is 
used to denote a child who is believed to use evil 
forces to harm others. Clearly, although irrational, 
these may well be genuine beliefs held by families 
and sometimes the children involved. When fami-
lies hold these beliefs they may be terrified of the 
child and believe that they are threatened by him 
or her. Accordingly abuse occurs, particularly 
physical abuse involving hitting, beating and burn-
ing. Also prominent is emotional abuse, involving 
isolation and neglect. In some cases abuse has 
involved rubbing chilli peppers and other sub-
stances on the child's genitals, which may be iden-
tified as a sexual assault. While these forms of 
abuse are certainly child protection concerns and 
all children should be protected from them, when 
they involve cultural or religious belief they are not 
straightforward to manage. 

The Study draws some interesting conclusions con-
cerning the pattern of this type of abuse: 

• boys and girls appear to be equally at risk oF this 

kind of abuse; 
• the majority of the children involved were in the 

eight-to 14- year-old age range; 

• the majority of cases identified occurred in the 

London area (this may Partly relied the focus of 

research and investigation to date); 
• the nationalities of the large majority of the victims 

were African (nationalities cited were Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Mauritius, Tanzania, Burundi, 
Nigeria, Angola, ivory Coast and Ghana), 
although some victims were from the Caribbean 
or South Asia and in one case the family was 
white English; 

• the religious background of the majority of 
families involved was Christian; 

• in some cases places of worship (churches, 
mosques) were implicated, for example due to a 
request for exorcism of a child, or a religious 
leader diagnosing a child as 'possessed; and 

• contrary to a common perception that accusations 
of 'possession and 'witchcraft are more common 
amongst new immigrant communities, about half 
the children involved were born in the UK 

A common feature in many of the cases was that 
the carers found it difficult to accept a child with 
certain characteristics or behaviour. They may 
rationalise these traits as being a sign of 'witch-
craft' or 'possession'. These traits included disabili-
ty and illness, challenging behaviour, sleepwalking, 
wetting the bed and having bad dreams. Disability 
was a particular risk factor, and amongst the dis-
abilities that were identified as being considered by 
families as evidence of 'possession or 'witchcraft' 
were epilepsy, stammering, deafness, learning dis-
abilities, autism, mental health issues or life limiting 
illness. 

The Study identifies a number of good practices to 
be adopted in order to protect children in such cir-
cumstances. These include: 

Early intervention 
Early intervention in such situations is important in 
stopping abuse from intensifying and is often best 
achieved by non-governmental and faith-based 
organisations as they work directly with families in 
a community-based setting. Especially families that 
come from overseas and struggle to settle into the 
UK, tend to use such organisations for help and 
support rather than public sector organisations, as 
they are more able to be open and have less fear 
of being misunderstood. 

Child protection in places of worship 
Most mainstream religious organisations have 
child protection procedures and guidelines. As 
much of the abuse linked to 'possession' and 
'witchcraft' is justified by misrepresented religious 
belief, such organisations need to be particularly 
vigilant and ensure that there are clear messages 
about the damage that such abuse can cause. 

••• 
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The issues arising in these cases are difficult and 
sensitive and there is a risk of lurid media cover-
age. When the issue of child abuse linked to alle-
gations of 'possession or 'witchcraft' first surfaced 
in the media following the Climbie scandal, some 
commentators suggested a similarity between such 
concerns and earlier, now largely discredited pan-
ics about 'satanic' abuse. However, as a lawyer 
who acts for children who were involved in some of 
the 'satanic' abuse investigations of the early 
1990s, I see a distinct contrast between the two 
issues. 

During the early 1990s, there were several high 
profile cases across Britain (Nottinghamshire, 
Rochdale, Orkney) where it was alleged that abuse 
of children had involved bizarre 'satanisf rituals.  

These cases were extremely controversial. In 1994, 
after most of the children involved had been 

returned to their families, the Department of Health 
commissioned an anthropologist, Professor Jean La 
Fontaine, to undertake a study of organised and 
ritual abuse in the UK. Her Report, published in 
1994, expressed considerable scepticism as to the 
extent of such abuse. This conclusion has been val-
idated more recently as many of the children who 
were the subject of these allegations have come for-
ward to claim damages from local authorities in 
respect of their unwarranted removal from their 
families. 

Professor La Fontaine showed that evangelical 
Christian campaigning had been a powerful influ-
ence, encouraging the identification of satanic 
abuse. She also showed how poor interviewing 
techniques in breach of the Cleveland Guidelines 
had led to unreliable and misleading conclusions 
about children's disclosures. She analysed how the 
social workers involved had experienced strong 
emotional responses leading to fears of an 
unknown evil and an obsessional desire to find out 
what happened and who the perpetrators were, 
which obscured the children's needs. 

However, this is in complete contrast to the current 
situation where, as the DIES Study shows, concerns 
about child abuse relating to 'possession and 
'witchcraft' have been empirically verified by indi-
vidual case studies. Unlike with the 'satanic panic' 
of the 1990s there is currently no campaigning 
movement within child protection seeking out such 
cases. If anything the opposite is true and the risk 
is perhaps that cultural sensitivities of the social 
workers in such cases may deter them from acting 
on justified suspicions, as in the Climbie tragedy. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the DIES Study, Child abuse linked to 
accusations of possession and witchcraft, has high-
lighted an issue that needs separating from the pre-
vious 'satanic abuse cases of the 1990s. Where 
these cases were largely created by sensationalism 
and in this way damaged the children involved by 
taking them from their families unjustifiably, the 
cases highlighted in the Study are real issues affect-
ing real children and need to be treated as funda-
mentally wrong regardless of ethnicity or religion. 
The artificial link that has been made by some com-
mentators between the events has the potential to 
be damaging by undermining the importance of 
claims of abuse linked to 'possession' and 'witch-

craft' and by perhaps fuelling the reluctance of 
social workers to tackle such complex situations for 
fear of the repercussions. 

cR 

Unlike with the 'satanic panic' of 
the 1990s there is currently no 

campaigning movement within child 
protection seeking out such cases. 

If anything the opposite is true 
and the risk is perhaps that cultural 

sensitivities of the social workers 
in such cases may deter them from 

acting on justified suspicions ... 

Specialised training and support regarding risk 
factors 
Social workers need specific training to help them 
to understand a diverse population with varying 
views and beliefs. While no belief should be used 
to justify child abuse, practitioners need to know 
when it is appropriate to question and probe deep-
er where there are suspicions of child abuse that 
may not be explicit. Some local authorities with 
diverse populations are already holding workshops 
and issuing handbooks to assist social workers. 

Liaison joint working and partnership 
Public sector agencies, non-governmental organi-
sations, faith based organisations and places of 
worship need to liaise and work together to ensure 
that in every possible situation children are protect-
ed from dangerous beliefs and practices. 

COMPARISON WITH EARLIER 
CONCERNS ABOUT RITUAL ABUSE 
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