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n the 17th November 2017, the Northern Ireland Guardian
Ad Litem Agency (NIGALA) hosted in Belfast a UK/Ireland
wide Conference to reflect current practices and thinking
with regard to representing the views of children and young people
in ‘public law’ court proceedings. When we embarked on planning a
Conference to mark 21 years since the introduction of the Children
(NI) Order 1995, this led us to think about the journey of children
and young people as part of this process. It was important to
acknowledge in this time-frame, a changing society which had moved
significantly since the year this important piece of legislation was
introduced and the promise of peace and political stability heralded
as a promise of more normal times ahead.

Peter Reynolds,
Chief Executive
NIGALA

In the planning and preparation of this
Conference, there were two defining
considerations; firstly, a Conference about
children and young people’s ‘voices’, must
have children and young people physically
present with the Conference providing them
with a platform for ‘their’ messages to be heard
unfettered;

The Honourable Mr Justice O’Hara supporting
children’s participation in Court proceedings,
challenged us to look at practice in this
jurisdiction, singling out the issue of post
adoption contact. In referencing an address by
Lady Hale, Mr Justice O’Hara referred to one of
Lady’s Hale’s key messages;

Secondly, it was important to extend the
platform of speakers and contributors
beyond Northern Ireland to ensure a rich and
representative cross-section of legal and social
work practitioners, including academics and
policy makers.

‘…children want to
communicate. If the lines of
communication are not opened
up for them at difficult times,
then sooner or later they will
wish they could have had their
say, and that someone had
asked them to do so earlier.’

A key objective of the Conference was to
facilitate a series of multi-agency/practitioner
‘conversations’ on different aspects of children’s
participation.

As Chair I was pleased to introduce Adam
McIntee and Elly Farmer who had their own
unique experiences of the Family Courts and
who provided some very clear and powerful
messages to over 200 participants present.
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Most of the children and young people who
participated in the Conference were not even
born in 1995, yet time had not diluted the
relevance of some key principles for guiding
how we actively protect and safeguard children.
Referencing the UN Convention on the ‘Rights
of the Child’, it set out how the State meets its
obligations with respect to children juxtaposed
with the challenges in achieving the right
balance between the state ‘supporting’ and
‘intervening’ in family life.
The Conference was an opportunity for a
wide range of professionals and agencies
to reflect on the ‘child’s dependence’ and
how this underpins the core principles of
the ‘Rights of the Child’ thereby echoing the
point that children are individuals, members
of families and communities, with rights and
responsibilities appropriate to their age and
level of understanding.

ADAM
McINTEE

Top Tips for
Judges Meeting Me
1. Listen to what I tell you
2. Please read information about me
before we meet to help you
understand who I am
3. Explain to me if you might not be able to
agree with what I want to happen
4. Be honest and direct with me about
what is possible / safe

Peter Reynolds, Chief Executive (NIGALA)

5. Help me to feel comfortable - remember
I may feel nervous so please keep our
meeting informal

Overview of Workshops

6. I might need to ask to meet with you
more than once during the proceedings
(at the beginning / in the middle / as part
of the final hearing)

Teresa Fallon, Assistant Director (NIGALA)

In the afternoon we hosted seven workshops
where our colleagues from the Trusts, Court
Service, The Children’s Law Centre, VOYPIC
and Cafcass provided presentations and
chaired discussions. The outcome of the
presentations and discussions provided the
conference with a summary of our experiences
and a shared vision as to how we move
forward.
The theme of each workshop is outlined below:
“Children and Young People’s Participation
in Court Proceedings” was presented by
District Judge Prytherch.
In this presentation Judge Prytherch provided
the legal context to the child/young person’s
role in court proceedings. Reference to Lady
Hale’s speech “Are We There Yet?” provided
the narrative of the journey which the courts
have been on in relation to the participation of
children and young people in the court process.

7. Try to make sure the care proceedings
are sorted out faster, not delayed but
also not rushed.

# NIGALA2017
Reference was also made to the Civil and
Family Justice Review in Northern Ireland
which states, “Children seeing the Judge is
to be recommended in appropriate cases so
long as there is clarity about the purpose of the
meeting.”
Judge Prytherch referenced how practice is
developing with regard to children and young
people meeting with the Judge, and how
the advantages to young people include the
opportunity to convey their views directly in
their own words as well as the benefit of such
meetings for the Judge in keeping the child at
the heart of decision making.
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Left to Right: Adam McIntee, Anthony Douglas (Cafcass), Professor Brid Featherstone (University of Huddersfield), Elly Farmer,
Nick Crichton (District Judge), Mr. Justice John O’Hara and Professor Geoffrey Shannon (Law Society of Ireland).

The potential dilemma of children/young people
wanting to have the meeting for one purpose,
and a Judge wanting a meeting for another was
also presented as a challenge and the subject
of discussion.

‘Signs of Safety’ Workshop was presented
by Deirdre Mahon (Western Health and Social
Care Trust) and Debbie O’Shea (TUSLA). It is
a model of Social Work that was piloted in the
Western Trust at the time of the conference, as
well as being rolled out across HSC Trusts in
the Republic of Ireland.
The presentation outlined that Signs of Safety
is a relationship focused approach which
expands the investigation of risk to encompass
strengths and signs of safety in families which
can be built upon to stabilise and strengthen
the child and family’s situation.
The aim is to enable practitioners to promote
better outcomes in safeguarding children by
working collaboratively, reflectively and to
proactively involve children and families in
decision making and enable active participation
in the implementation of safety plans.
‘Signs of Safety’ was presented as a systemic,
solution focused, evidence based approach
drawing on many traditional social work tools
including family therapy, narrative therapy, and
brief therapy principles.
The model provides a range of tools for
practitioners to use throughout every stage of
the assessment process, from safety mapping
which facilitates a conversation between
professionals and families about worries/what
works well/what needs to happen, through to
4

scripts referred to as words and pictures for
children and young people to understand what
is happening in their family and other tools
which enable children and young people to
have their say and ensure that their voices are
heard.

Advocacy for Looked After Children and
Decision Making was presented by VOYPIC.
Presenters provided an overview of their
advocacy service for Looked After children
and young people which represents a working

Cafcass

model of how Voypic promotes the participation
of Looked After Children and Young People in
matters which affect them.
This includes promoting participation at
Looked After Reviews, Restriction
of Liberty Panels, Pathway
planning and Personal
Education Planning. The
presenters highlighted
young people’s
recommendations for
professionals about
participation, that they
are listened to and not
patronised, that there is
more conversation and less
paper, and for professionals
not to always talk about the
bad things.

Advocating for Children
with Special Needs
The Children’s Legal Centre in their workshop,
focused on the needs of children with a
disability and their access to education
highlighting for professionals the legal context
which provides the criteria for definition of
learning difficulty as well as presenting the
challenges for children and parents/carers
in accessing education for this vulnerable
group. The workshop provided information
to participants on the processes involved in
accessing appropriate educational provision
and highlighted the lifelong implications for
children young people if their educational
needs are not met, highlighting the impact
particularly for Looked After Children who
experience multiple placement moves.

Anthony Douglas CEO Cafcass provided
reflections on the experience of their service
in England and Wales over the last decade.
Cafcass provides a service to 125,000 children
a year. Lessons learnt by Cafcass in providing
a service to children and young people in a
challenging climate of increased referral rate
and reduced funding have included; clarification
of the professional task, providing staff with
the tools to do an emotionally challenging
task, aligning the role of the guardian to Court
expectations, promotion of collaborative and
constructive working relationships
and attention to the culture and
wellbeing of the workforce.

Building Better Futures
- Models of Social Work
Intervention
The Early Intervention
Transformation
Programme Building Better
Futures was presented by
Dr Mandi MacDonald from
Queen’s University in Belfast
and Julie McGrath, Principal
Practitioner from the Southern Trust.
The key themes presented at the workshop
included an outline of the foundations of the
project which is a collaborative partnership
between academia, commissioning and social
work practice.
The programme represents one element of
an over-arching framework including other
models such as ACE (Adverse Childhood
Experiences), Signs of Safety and PAMs.
These frameworks all present corresponding
social work themes and emphasis i.e. they are
relationship focused, empathetic, strengths
based, solutions focused and promote clear
outcomes where the emphasis is on the impact
upon the child.
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Home on Time is a regional social work
initiative and was presented at the NIGALA
Conference by Trust Principal Practitioners.
This project is funded by the Early Intervention
Transformation Project, and is a concurrent
care programme, currently being piloted by
all five HSC Trusts and running for three years
from 2015.
The project involves placing children with
concurrent carers whilst running two Care
Plans, one which actively considers returning
the child to the birth family, facilitating intensive
parenting assessments and educative
parenting programmes. Should a return to
parent/s not be achievable the alternative Care
Plan provides for the child to remain with the
carers with a plan for adoption.
Implementation of Home on Time involves a
variety of assessment and intervention tools
including PAMS; Incredible Years; Solihull;
Fowler Assessment Framework.
This is a relationship based approach designed
to be a supportive process. Tangible benefits
for the child include
early attachment to carers, as
well as, a level of contact
with birth parents which
facilitates the child’s
experience of them as

familiar adults, reducing delay, minimising
moves for young children in Trust care.
Outcomes to date which provide evidence of
the benefits of the project include a significant
reduction in the length of the decision making
process which addresses the impact of delay.

Themes emerging
from Workshop
discussions…
The workshops generated lively discussion and
there were common themes emerging from all
the groups.
There was agreement that children and young
people are central to the process, their rights
and their opinions matter. Relationships
were identified as key and the need to reduce
formality in meetings which children and young

“Please write your case
notes sensitively, one
day that child will read
them”
Elly Farmer
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people attend to encourage participation was
promoted. Services for all our children and
young people were discussed and the life-long
implications for our most vulnerable children
and young people when their needs are not
met was emphasised.
The workshops identified the need to work with
children and families collaboratively.
The focus on a relationship based, and
solutions based approaches to social work
emerged strongly as themes across all
the social work models referred to in the
workshops.

A further theme emerging from the workshops
was tackling delay, and the need for targeted
interventions and robust assessment leading
to timely decision making and a focus on
outcomes for children and young people.
Stakeholder feedback was a core component
of the day as there were a number of young
people who contributed to the conference who
brought alive for us their experience of the
Courts, Social Services and NIGALA.
Their expectations and Top Tips for Judges
provided us with their suggestions of how we
could do things better.

It was my life
that was affected
by each choice
being made...

There were positive messages from the day
about what we did well. The action points
from the workshops and most importantly the
feedback from young people provides us with
lessons for learning and a road map to help
us improve and develop our service over the
coming years.

All I would
have asked

Can we do better?
...Most probably

•

That you listened to me, kept me
involved, and got my opinions

Should we do better?
...Most definitely!

•

That you gave me your time and
full attention

•

That you actually got to know me,
instead of making assumptions
based on stories from others

•

That you told me the truth as
much as you could right from the
beginning

•

That you saw me as the child that
I was and not the case number I
became

Elly Farmer

7

BELFAST

LONDONDERRY

ARMAGH

Centre House
79 Chichester Street
Belfast
BT1 4JE

Spencer House
12-22 Spencer Street
Londonderry
BT47 1AA

Dobbin Centre
Dobbin Street Lane
Armagh
BT61 7QL

Tel/Text 0300 555 0102
Email
admin@nigala.hscni.net

Tel/Text 0300 555 0102
Email
admin@nigala.hscni.net

Tel/Text 0300 555 0102
Email
admin@nigala.hscni.net

www.nigala.hscni.net
014

