
Statement by Victor McElfatrick 

1.   I joined the Social Work Advisory Group (SWAG) within the Department of 
Health and Social Services (DHSS) in 1975. Prior to that I had worked as a 
senior officer in the Probation and  After Care Service.  I was recruited by 
SWAG as a qualified social worker because of my background in offender work 
and my involvement in the development of professional training for probation 
and other and social work services.  At that time the main function of SWAG 
was to advise the Northern Ireland Government Departments in the field of 
social policy and planning and on the provision of social work services. Within 
this broad remit the Group provided  advice and support to the Social Services 
Departments of the four Area Health and Social Services Boards and voluntary 
organisations in order to promote good practice and standards.   During the 
course of my work with the DHSS and following the Kincora scandal, which 
emerged in the early 1980s, SWAG began to take on inspectorial functions in 
relation to residential child care.  I think these may have been the first 
inspections of children's homes undertaken by SWAG, although I am aware 
that there had been visits to children's homes by two staff (Miss Forrest and 
Miss Hill) from the Department over earlier years.  

2.   I have kept all my appointment diaries and from these I was able to tell which 
inspections I was involved in and the dates of the inspections.  I was first 
involved in children's homes inspections in 1982. My diaries record that I 
inspected ten children's homes run by the Area Boards in 1982 (Easthope, 
Palmerston,  Mt Oriel,  Adelaide Park,  Appletree House,  Ettaville,  
Downpatrick FGH, Rosebank, Firbeck and Firmount Hostel.  In 1983 I was 
involved in the inspection of six children's homes some of which were run by 
voluntary sector organisations (Childhaven, Tara Lodge, Carn View, Nazareth 
Lodge, Sharonmore and Ballee). 

3.   I left SWAG in 1985 but returned in 1987 by which time SWAG had been 
replaced by the Social Services Inspectorate (SSI).  In my second period of 
employment, I initially worked as a Social Services Inspector and subsequently 
as an Assistant Chief Inspector.  I remained in the SSI until my retirement in 
2004.   

4.   As a Social Work Adviser (1975-85) I carried responsibility for advising the 
former Northern Ireland Office (NIO) on probation in addition to inspectorial 
responsibilities in the criminal justice and child care fields.  At that time the NIO 
carried responsibility for the operation of the Northern Ireland Probation Service 
and was keen to move it on to become a more professional service than had 
been the case hitherto.  I was also responsible for advising the DHSS in 
relation to training.  I represented the DHSS on the Central Council for 
Education and Training in Social Work (CCETSW) and was involved in the 
development of both post qualifying studies (PQS) and the new Certificate in 
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Social Services (CSS) in Northern Ireland, maintaining close links with the 
social work training establishments.  I worked closely with the training branch in 
the DHSS and provided advice about a range of matters relating to the 
development and on-going provision of training for social workers and social 
care staff in the Boards and voluntary organisations. 

5.   From a distance of 30 + years I have very limited recall of detail about 
inspections which I carried out for DHSS and none at all of the inspection of 
Nazareth Lodge in 1983. Apart from the 1983 inspection I do not recall having 
undertaken any other work with the staff or management  of  Nazareth Lodge.  I 
certainly have no recall of any reference to abuse of the children from the 1983 
inspection and I think it likely that, had abuse of children come to our attention, 
it would have remained firmly in my memory.  Had there been any such 
concerns we would certainly have referred to them in the inspection report.   

6.   I have had the opportunity to examine the Departmental file which contains the 
report of the inspection of Nazareth Lodge carried out between 10 and 12 
October 1983 by Mr Norman Chambers and myself ( SNB 14316). There was a 
number of concerns identified in the course of that inspection and these are 
covered in the inspection report.  However, we did not come across any harsh 
treatment of the children or unacceptable methods of discipline.  Later 
correspondence between Mr Chambers and the Eastern Board confirms that 
the children did not make any complaints regarding their treatment in Nazareth 
Lodge during the inspection visits (SNB 19053).  The report resulted in 19 
recommendations for actions to be taken to improve the running of the Home 
(SNB 50522).  The Home's response to each of the recommendations is 
contained in a letter to the Department from Mother Paul, the Sister-in Charge 
of Nazareth Lodge at that time (SNB 50406).  The concerns that were 
highlighted from the inspection related to matters such as fire safety, insufficient 
attention being given to individual work with the children by care staff, 
preoccupation with cleanliness and tidiness and the completion of a range of 
domestic duties allowing less time for care staff to respond to the  emotional  
needs of the children, a sense of frustration amongst care staff at how they 
perceived the Home being managed by the Sisters in a rigid and authoritarian 
manner, staff being talked down to and treated as underlings, petty rules, lack 
of interaction between care staff and parents (restricted mainly to the Sisters),  
lack of attention to training and the development of staff  etc.  We also 
commented on what we regarded as inadequate staffing levels.  In only one of 
the three groups did there appear to duties carried out which in the inspectors' 
view resembled appropriate residential social work. Much, therefore, was 
required to be done to raise the standards of care in the Home.  All in all, it 
could be concluded that there was room for much improvement in how the 
Home was being run.  This inspection, of course, took place at a time when 
many children's homes were operated by staff with limited qualifications. 
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Two matters may merit particular comment: 

7.   Our report commented on the fact that there was no record book for recording 
the events of importance connected with the home, as required under 
Regulation 5 (3) and Schedule 2 of the Children and Young Persons (Voluntary 
Homes) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1975.  Regulation 4 (2) requires the 
administering authority to make arrangements for monitoring visits to the home 
at least once in every month.  From an inspector's perspective, evidence of 
such visits would be found in the record of events of importance. Since there 
was no record we did not have the evidence but we were informed that Mother 
Regional visited 3 or 4 times a year.  Although we did comment on the lack of a 
record book for recording events of importance we should probably have made 
a stronger comment regarding what we perceived as the insufficient frequency 
of monitoring visits by Mother Regional.  I understand that the Committee of 
Inquiry was informed that Mother Regional visited Nazareth Lodge 15/20 times 
a year in a monitoring capacity.  I am sure we would not have recorded that 
Mother Regional's visits were only conducted 3 or 4 times a year unless we 
were so informed at the time.  We did not see any record to show that there 
had been any more frequent visits by Mother Regional .  We were informed she 
had appointed two "councillors" who met monthly to discuss the affairs of the 
home.  However, this may not have provided adequate independent monitoring 
coverage to satisfy the objects of Regulation 4 (2).  In any event the requisite 
record of events of importance, where such visits should have been recorded, 
did not exist.  We should probably have made a stronger recommendation 
emphasising the administering authority's statutory obligation.  

8.   Regarding the visits of volunteers to work with the children we saw the potential 
for certain benefits from this.    However, we did recommend, in our inspection 
report,  that management should always make appropriate background 
enquiries regarding the credentials of persons offering to do voluntary work 
before linking them with the children.  Although there may have been no 
statutory procedures dealing with the vetting of volunteers at the time I am now 
aware, from the Hughes Inquiry Report 1986 (paragraph 9.7 – HIA 909), that, 
by letter, dated July 1972, the Belfast Welfare Authority had asked the home to 
ensure that the Welfare Department was notified and couples or families 
approved before children in care were allowed out of the home, even for day 
visits.  The sister in charge of the home gave evidence to the Hughes Inquiry 
that procedures had been laid down by the Boards that no child could receive a 
visitor nor could a visitor take a child away from the home without the proper 
approval of the field social worker responsible for the child.  In light of this and 
its relevance to the position of volunteers within the home we should, perhaps, 
have made a more specific recommendation that clearance of volunteers 
should have been done by, or in close consultation with, the relevant HSS 
Board which had statutory responsibility for the children being visited. 
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9.   I have no knowledge of the Nazareth House Children's Home, which I 
understand was run by the Sisters of Nazareth, since I was not involved in any 
inspection of that home  nor did I have  contact with it in any other way. 
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