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the views of the Hughes Inquiry which found that inspections undertaken by 
the MOHA and the DHSS during the 1960-1980 period were deficient in 
frequency, nature and scope.  
 

74. The DHSS had in the early 1980s already begun to address these matters 
(see paragraphs 31 and 32) and over the next decade instituted a rigorous 
programme of inspection, enhanced monitoring systems and qualifying 
training initiatives for residential staff, all of which at the time of inception 
were the most advanced in the UK (see paragraphs 59-60).  Northern Ireland 
has also since maintained the position of having the highest number of 
residential child care staff in the UK with a social work qualification 
(paragraph 60).  
 

75. Whilst effective inspection, monitoring and staff training programmes do not 
of themselves prevent the ill treatment or abuse of children, they 
nevertheless serve to create a caring environment that minimises the 
opportunities for abuse to occur.  
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Table 7 - Number of children in care 1947-59

The figure for 1959 shows the substantial proportion of children
cared for by welfare authorities, the scale of new provision in
relation to residential care and the commitment to having children
boarded-out (63 per cent of all children were boarded-out). 

In 1960, 2.4 per 1,000 children were in care in Northern Ireland, lower
than for England and Wales (5.2 per 1,000) and Scotland (6.5 per
1,000). In the same year a report entitled, "The Operation of the
Social Services in relation to Child Welfare" (Child Welfare Council,
HMSO 1960), provided details on the considerable progress made in
relation to child care services since the implementation of the
Children and Young Persons Act 1950. It also noted that unlike the
children in statutory homes, children in voluntary homes, apart from
those operated by Dr Barnardos, were rarely boarded-out. Discussing
the future role of the voluntary sector it concluded that the number
of children in their care would continue to decline. It envisaged their
role as being involved in the long-term care of children where special
treatments were required or where boarding-out was inappropriate.
The Report also commented on the uneven development of child care
services across Northern Ireland and on the difference in pattern of
provision between welfare authorities and voluntary homes.
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Voluntary organisations Welfare Authorities

Year Number Number

1947 1,000 501 (of whom 189 were in 
workhouses or other 
institutions, and the 
remainder boarded-out)

1959 751 1,148 (of whom there were 728
boarded-out 226 in 
welfare homes 158 
maintained in voluntary 
homes or on behalf of a 
welfare authority)
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RESIDENTIAL CARE

Residential child care prior to 1950

Prior to 1947 the care of children was governed by the Poor Relief
Acts which empowered Boards of Guardians to care for children in
workhouses or to have them boarded-out (fostered). The functions of
the Boards of Guardians in relation to children transferred to the
newly established welfare authorities on 1 November 1947. At that
time the Ministry of Home Affairs recommended that the 8 welfare
authorities established under the Public Health and Local
Government (Administrative Provisions) Act (Northern Ireland) 1946,
established homes to provide for persons in need, including children.
Almost 80 per cent of children in care lived in institutional
placements (Table 6).

Table 6: Children in care, 1947

The above table also demonstrates the significant degree of reliance
upon the voluntary sector for the provision of placements for
children; virtually all of this provision was in large institutions.
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Chapter 4

Placement Number

Care of voluntary organisation 1,000
(Virtually all institutional)

Boarded-out 312

Workhouse/other 189
Local Authority Institution

TOTAL 1,501

HIA-1077



HIA-226



HIA-227



SND-5999



HIA-2556



HIA-567



During the 1950s the main concern confronting welfare authorities
was the dismantling of the Poor Law and Workhouse system. In an
effort to expedite the removal of children from workhouses they
were endeavouring to obtain suitable houses for conversion into
children's homes. By the beginning of 1950, the number of children's
homes opened, numbered 3 while 4 had been purchased for
conversion and negotiation was underway to purchase further
properties.

It was envisaged that each children's home would accommodate
between 25-30 children on a temporary basis pending their transfer
to foster homes. Only in exceptional circumstances would children's
homes provide a permanent home for children who were deemed
"not suitable to be boarded-out"

The beginning of the 1950s was, therefore, marked by a high
proportion of children who could not be cared for by their own
parents and families living in institutional care. There was also a high
degree of reliance on voluntary sector providers, who were
responsible for the financial support of children placed in their care
by parents. The 1950s marked the beginning of the statutory sector
making its own provision for children in children's homes to end the
use of placement within the workhouse system.

The legislative and policy context 

The post-war years saw a dramatic increase in social legislation and
the dismantling of the Poor Law and workhouse system, which had
been in existence for more than 100 years. The emergence of the
notion of a Welfare State in the 1940s combined with the concepts of
the provision of social welfare to ensure societal cohesion and the
need for the State to become a provider of such services. For the first
time, therefore, a comprehensive statutory framework was
established which defined statutory and permissive powers in respect
of various groups of people, namely, children, elderly persons and
people who are either mentally ill or mentally handicapped or
physically disabled.
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HIAI Question V 

Some of the witness statements suggest that there were relatively small 
numbers of staff working in the Sisters of Nazareth homes and that levels of 
supervision were accordingly limited.  Were there statutory ratios or 
Departmental guidelines that applied?   If so, what were they and what else, if 
anything, has the Department to say in relation to staffing levels in the homes? 

61. The witness statements which have to date been passed to the Department 
in respect of Termonbacca and Nazareth House span the periods 1949 to 
1978 and 1960 to 1986 respectively.   
 

62. As noted above (paragraphs 46 and 47), under the provisions of the 1952 
and 1975 regulations, administering authorities of voluntary homes were 
responsible for ensuring that each home was conducted in such a manner 
and on such principles as would further the well-being of the home.  
Decisions by the administering authority regarding staffing levels within each 
home were therefore required to be taken with this overriding duty in mind. 
 

63. The only information which the Department has to hand in relation to the 
staffing of voluntary homes during the 1950s and 1960s is found in the 
reports of the CWC. The 1956 CWC report, which appears to have relied on 
data collected in 1955, stated that a number of the children’s homes (both 
welfare authority and voluntary organisations’ homes) visited by the Council: 
 
 “seemed to be seriously understaffed, especially for the care of babies and 
we feel that this problem affects most children’s homes from time to time 
because of periodic fluctuations in the numbers and types of children who 
have to be cared for.”   
 

64. Rather than increasing the permanent establishment of the home to a level 
which the Council felt “would be excessive for a large part of the time” it 
suggested that the situation could be best met by the use of “voluntary help”. 
The CWC recommended that the “Matron” should be encouraged to enlist 
local help to from a “Friends of the Home” committee which might arrange the 
voluntary help and also befriend children.  A number of HIA Inquiry witnesses 
refer to the use of former residents to undertake tasks in the home – such 
assistance may well have been regarded as voluntary help in line with the 
CWC’s recommendation.    
    

65. With further reference to the issue of staffing, the 1956 CWC report stated 
that it was “difficult to lay down exact ratios which could be applied to all 
classes of homes especially as most children’s homes in Northern Ireland 
cater for more than one age group”.  Excluding cooks and domestic help, the 
Council recommended that for children under 5 the ratio of full-time staff to 
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