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I, Dominic Burke will say as follows: - 

1. I have previously filed statements to the Inquiry in Module 1 as

follows:

a. Witness Statement dated 12th December 2013 at SND 11659

b. Witness Statement dated 3rd April 2014 at SND 16576

c. Witness Statement dated 23rd May 2014at SND 19145

2. As previously outlined, I commenced employment with the

Western Health and Social Services Board (WHSSB) in July 1975.

I initially held a post as a generic Senior Social Worker / Team

Leader in Strabane.

3. I was then appointed from 1 January 1980 to the post of Principal

Social Worker for Field Work Services.

4. In or around 1st January 1985, I was appointed Assistant Director

of Social Services (Training and Staff Development) in the
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WHSSB.  During this period the WHSSB provided resources to 

support staff in securing their professional qualifications.  Within 

this initiative priority was given to staff working in residential care.  

Staff were facilitated in their professional development through 

secondments, courses and a significant investment in in-service 

training.  From October 1986 the Open University Course “Caring 

for Children and Young People” was offered, and taken up by staff 

from both Fort James and Harberton House Children’s Homes.  I 

was supported in my role as ADSS (Training) by a Principal Social 

Worker (PSW), and a number of Assistant Principal Social 

Workers (APSWs).  Each of the APSWs supervised 10 staff 

through their CSS qualification.  The staff supported through this 

course would have been drawn from the Units of Management, 

including those working in child residential care.  The opportunity 

and support to achieve professional qualifications were also 

offered to staff working in the voluntary sector with the Sisters of 

Nazareth.  I have been advised and confirm that the Inspection 

and Monitoring Reports for both Homes record these opportunities 

having been taken up by these residential care staff.  I attach 

memo of 4 April 1991 from , APSW, Foyle Community 

Unit to Mr Haverty, Chief Social Work Adviser, regarding the 

training initiatives offered to staff in a residential child care setting.  

(Exhibit 1) 

 

5. While the WHSSB fully supported staff in the residential care 

sector in achieving their qualification, this commitment was not 

without consequences.  Once qualified, individuals were also 

qualified to apply for other posts for example within fieldwork.  

Fieldwork was particularly attractive for some because of more 
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attractive pay and no requirement to undertake shift work.  This 

was recognised in the Social Services Inspectorate Report of June 

1987, see FJH 6726 which is recorded at paragraph 3. 

 

“A perennial problem faced by management is the retention of 

trained social workers on the home’s staff who are frequently 

recruited to fieldwork posts where salaries and conditions of 

service are advantageous.” 

 

6. Following the appointment of  to the post of 

Acting Director of Social Services in or around December 1988, I 

assumed the additional responsibility of Acting Assistant Director 

Social Services Family and Child Care.  It was in this capacity that 

I became aware of incidents of peer child abuse that had occurred 

in Harberton House and the remainder of this statement is 

intended to deal with what I knew, when and what steps were 

taken by WHSSB in relation to same.  I was subsequently 

appointed as Director of Social Care in January 1991.   

 

7. I recall being first notified of the issue in March 1990.  The Unit of 

Management (LLS) General Manager advised Mr Frawley and  

 of the peer abuse.  I think it is important to note that when I 

learnt of this issue it stands out to me as being the first awareness 

I had of peer abuse.  

 

8. On 8th May 1990 , Acting Director of Social Services, 

notified the Department (Mr O’Brien, Social Services Inspector) of 

the issues and difficulties being experienced within the home.   

(Exhibit 2) 
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9. A presentation regarding Child Care was made to the Community

Care Committee of WHSSB on the 1st June 1990 detailing

developments within the programme of care regarding the

complexity and difficulties in managing the child care programme.

The presentation was introduced by  and supported

by Mr Gabriel Carey and    from the

Londonderry/Limavady and Strabane Unit of Management.

(Exhibit 3) C45/90 )

10. This presentation is also referenced in the Western Health and

Social Services Board minutes of the 28th June 1990 (Exhibit 4.)

11. Following the disclosure of peer abuse and discussion within the

Board and Unit of Management a Review Team was established to

examine the implications for the Family and Child Care Services.

(see Community Care Committee Minutes 3rd August 1990

(Exhibit 5)

12. The Review Team included: -

 Mr R Bunting – Assistant Director Social Services (Family and

Child Care), Eastern Health and Social Services Board

 Mr J Armstrong – Senior Social Services Manager, Western

Health and Social Services Board

 , Principal Social Worker (Training and Staff

Development), Western Health and Social Services Board

The Terms of Reference were as follows: - 
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a. To review the background to the incidents of peer child abuse

as referred to above.

b. To explore the lessons to be learned in order to enable us to

respond more appropriately to the needs of children who have

been traumatised in this way.

c. To examine roles and functions of staff and also to examine the

part played by the children.

d. To identify the training implications.

e. To examine the implications for multi-disciplinary working.

f. To examine the resource implications.

13. I note that in October 1990, when reporting on her visit to

Harberton House to the Community Care Committee, Mrs

McGowan confirmed that her suggestion that waking cover should

be provided during night hours had now been implemented.

(Exhibit 6)  The committee were also given an up-dated

presentation on child care and advised that the Review Team

hoped to be in a position to report further by the end of October

1990. 

14. Mr Bunting reported on the circumstances surrounding incidents of

peer child abuse in Harberton Children’s Home. I was in

attendance when the report was presented by Mr Bunting to the

Community Care Committee on the 7th December 1990

Community Care Minutes 7th December 1990. (Exhibit 7)  The

minutes note:
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“He (Mr Bunting) explained that the team had concentrated on a 

period in late 1989 and early 1990 when child care services within 

all of the Unit had been under very intense pressure.  He stressed 

that the difficulties that had arisen at Harberton House could have 

happened anywhere due to the pressure which had built up.  

These pressures related to increasing success in identifying 

children at risk with the resultant increase in workload 

compounding the problem.” 

 

15. In this respect I would comment that throughout my personal 

experience in fieldwork, staff always worked with the best interests 

of the child at the forefront.  When children were identified as at 

risk in the community, bringing them into care was expected to 

protect them and offer them a better opportunity in life.  The events 

that had occurred in residential care were a significant challenge in 

that respect. 

 

16. I would also highlight that the detail of the Bunting Review, see 

FJH 10309, sets out the circumstances pertaining at the time, the 

background of the children and the manner in which the staff dealt 

with the complex issues.  It highlights that there had been an 

increase in admissions resulting in staff being under additional 

pressure.  However, it does indicate (paragraph 10.30) “that 

considerable efforts were made by middle and senior management 

staff at Unit and Headquarters to meet increased demand from 

January 1990.  Particularly praiseworthy is the performance of the 

Foster Care Unit …...”   

 

17.  At the conclusion of the presentation the committee agreed that: 
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i. the issues raised in the report should be examined by the

Foyle Community Unit;

ii. a copy of the report should be forwarded to the Department.

18. The Community Care Committee next met on 1st February 1991,

see FJH 10435.  On that occasion I addressed the committee to

confirm that as recommended on 7th December 1990, the report

had been provided to the Department.   I also outlined a series of

meetings that had taken place with management and staff

regarding the outcomes, conclusions and recommendations of the

Review Report.

They were noted as follows: 

a. Senior Managers, Foyle Community Unit with the Review

Team;

b. Mr Haverty, Mr Carey and myself with the Senior Management

Group in child care;

c. Senior Management with representatives of NIPSA.

I noted that arrangements had also been made to meet the 

remainder of staff in our child care facilities in the incoming week 

and summarised my views that these meetings had been most 

helpful.  This was not least to assist staff in understanding that 

they had the support of the Committee and Board in their 

endeavours, but also to reassure staff that the Board were with 

their senior managers working to look at how the 

recommendations could best be implemented.   
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19. The WHSSB continued to keep this issue under review with an

up-date provided to the Board on 28th March 1991. (Exhibit 8)  

It was again revisited at the Social Care Committee on 23rd April 

1991.  This noted my report that during the 3-month period of 

January – March 1990, 58 children had been admitted to care, 

which by any standards was a very high number.  It also noted a 

proposal of the Board to “hold a one-day conference for 

Residential Social Work in Northern Ireland seeking to highlight 

and learn from the many difficulties staff working in child care were 

facing”. (Exhibit 9) 

20. Subsequently on 30th April 1991, I forwarded a proposed

programme for such a regional seminar to Mr Frawley, from which

it will be seen that there was an intention that contributions would

be made from both the Western and Eastern Boards. See FJH

10400-10401 for the letter to Dr McCoy dated 16 January 1991

enclosing the preliminary notice for the seminar on 4 February

1992.  The seminar subsequently took place on 4 February 1992.

(Exhibit 10), which can also be found at FJH 92- FJH 151.

21. By this time I had also written to the Department on 27 February

1991. (Exhibit 11)

22. Mr McCoy, Chief Inspector, Social Services Inspectorate,

DHSSPS subsequently wrote to me on 20 January 1992.  See 

(Exhibit 12).  I provided a detailed response by letter dated 7 April 

1992 with reference to each recommendation of the Review 

Report and the steps taken towards implementation. (Exhibit 13) 
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Statement of Truth 

I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true. 

Signed: 

Dated:  4th June 2015 
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