
Statement of Dr Kevin McCoy 

 

Harberton House 

 

1. I understand that the Chairman of the Inquiry engaged in a conversation with 

Counsel for the Inquiry about the contents of a memo dated 28th August 1990 

to Mr. John Hunter, and stated that Dr. McCoy will want to explain why the 

Department were trying to cut down the terms of Reference of the Bob 

Bunting review into the incidents of peer abuse in HH 1989/90. 

 

2. I think it is important to place this memorandum in context. 

 

3. The incidents of peer abuse occurred in Harberton House between December 

1989 and March 1990 and only came to light in March 1990. A copy of the 

Harberton House untoward incident report dated 15 March 1990, which 

detailed the discovery by staff of sexual abuse activities amongst a group of 

young children aged 9/10 years and two 12/13 year olds, was forwarded to 

SSI by letter from the Board dated 8 May 1990. 

 

4. When the DHSS became aware of the incidents of peer abuse in Harberton 

House, the SSI acted quickly and with concerted effort to address this issue 

with the Board.   The gravity with which SSI viewed the issue is evidenced by 

the number of briefings of senior officials within the Department and actions 

arising.  The steps taken by DHSS were as follows: 

a) Mr O’Brien continued to seek and receive updated reports from the 

WHSSB; 

b) I visited the WHSSB and the Fort James and Harberton House 

children’s homes on 26 June 1990 to consider the situation with the 

Board and staff from each of the homes; 

c) I, by minute dated 29 June 1990, apprised Mr J Hunter, the Chief 

Executive of the DHSS Management Executive, and other senior staff 

within the DHSS, including Dr Harbison, the DHSS Under 

Secretary/Deputy Secretary, of the situation and my concerns that: 

• the group activity had gone on for a sustained period of 3-4 

months  without being detected by staff; 

• there was an apparent absence of any full investigation by the 

Board as to how this could happen; 
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• there was an absence of any response by the Board to provide 

psychiatric and psychological care and treatment for children or 

support for staff in the face of a most unusual incident; 

• the prospect that this was a new phenomenon which might 

possibly occur elsewhere given the characteristics of children 

now being received into care; 

d) By minute dated 9 July 1990, Mr Hunter requested a meeting with Dr 

Harbison and other senior officials to consider inter alia whether some 

form of formal investigation of the Board’s actions should be 

undertaken. This was agreed. 

e) At the Department’s instigation, a Review Team which included 2 

senior officers from the Board was established in August 1990.   The 

team, led by Mr R Bunting, the Eastern Board’s Assistant Director of 

Family and Child Care, reported in December 1990; 

f) It is clear that the Board had taken no action to address the incidents of 

peer abuse in Harberton House and had not indicated that the problem 

was more widespread i.e. occurring in other homes. 

 

5. It was because we only had information about the extensive peer abuse in 

Harberton house that the Department proposed terms of reference which 

were developed before the Western Board altered the Terms of Reference 

which were applicable to Harberton House only. The Board decided to widen 

the scope of the Review and in my view this would only lead to a dilution and 

not address the events in Harberton House. I would also wish to point out that 

the emphasis on resources available to the Board generally was being used 

to attempt to extract more resources from the Department. It was 

opportunistic. This is borne out by the General Managers presentation of the 

Review to a Board Committee (FJH10991) in which he is recorded as stating 

that a key aspect of the exercise was to assess the significant resource 

implications that this new major development would present to the Board. 

 

6. My concerns about the revised terms of reference were that the failure to 

focus in on events in Harberton House would mean that the Review Team 

would not address fully what happened, why it happened and how did it go on 

for so long without being detected. It was clear that the Board had not 

discharged its duty of care to the children who had been abused while being 

placed in the care of the Board and placed in Harberton House. 
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7. This view was shared by Mr. Hunter who wrote to the General Manager of the 

Board on 30th August 1990 (FJH 10984). 

 

8. Following receipt of the Report of the Review Group led by Mr R. Bunting, the 

Board’s General Manager wrote to Mr J Hunter addressing the resource 

allocation to the Board and comparing this to the Eastern Board’s allocation. 

He used the Review Report as a lever to extract additional funding from the 

Department. (FJH 10979) 

 
9. The Review Report was considered by the Department in March 1991 and 

the investments in services proposed by the Board were noted. Actions to be 

taken by the SSI were also recoded. (FJH 10977,10978) 

 

10. The SSI, together with the WHSSB convened a regional symposium on 4 

February 1992 on the potential for abuse in residential care in which officers 

of the DHSS and SSI took part.  The keynote speaker was Mr T White, Chair 

of the Committee of Inquiry into “Children and Young Persons who abuse 

other Children.” 

 

11. I am satisfied that as Chief Inspector of the Social Services Inspectorate that 

my response to the receipt of information about peer abuse in Harberton 

House was appropriate and that the actions taken by me following receipt of 

the Bunting Report were also appropriate. I would emphasise that without my 

intervention with the Board no action would have been taken to address 

comprehensively the incidence of peer abuse in Harberton House. 

 

 
Kevin McCoy 

 

10th June 2015  
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