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The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health has not mentioned research work by Roy Meadow and David Southall in its advice on child protection. Is this sending the right message to paediatricians?


In much the same way as Stalin had people who had fallen from favour airbrushed out of photographs during the Soviet purges of the 1930s, so the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health seems to have shed virtually all reference to its two most troublesome members in a new handbook Child Protection Companion.1 Paediatricians, already feeling beleaguered thanks to a concerted public and media campaign against individual doctors, will be dismayed that Roy Meadow and David Southall seem to have been written out of the medical history book by their own college. By omitting the controversial pair, whose work in the difficult field of child protection nevertheless provides much of the evidence bedrock for today's practices, the college seems to have framed the handbook in such a way as to appease the two paediatricians' critics.
The handbook contains sections on fabricated or induced illness, imposed upper airway obstruction, and covert video surveillance—specialties pioneered and dominated by Professors Meadow and Southall. On page 17, at the beginning of chapter 6 on Recognition of Maltreatment, the authors of the handbook state: “Throughout this document, where evidence exists, it has been referenced,”1 yet there is not a single reference to original research by either Southall or Meadow. Not even Professor Meadow's seminal 1977 paper, in which he coined the term Munchausen syndrome by proxy, is referenced.2
Nevertheless, 80 of chapter 6's 100 references are to individual papers by other researchers.1 A spokesperson for the college denied that references had been deliberately omitted. The handbook, she pointed out, did include several references to the guidelines on fabricated or induced illness published in 2002 by the college and the Department of Health, and “both of these documents make reference to the work of specific paediatricians.”
The college withdrew an offer of an interview with its current president, Patricia Hamilton, but provided a statement. Apparently unable to bring itself to mention the names of Roy Meadow or David Southall, the college said it “would like to confirm that the work of individual paediatricians continues to make an important contribution to the health and well-being of children and young people.”

Early reactions

The publication of the handbook has prompted concerned online exchanges on the college's discussion board for paediatricians. “At some point we have to stand up for the truth, for our esteemed colleague and in the defence of children,” writes one. “Rewriting…the history of child protection research is extraordinary… There are all sorts of political and historical comparisons to be made, which may at first glance appear extreme, but to erase the work of these individuals is appalling.”

The writer, a consultant paediatrician, even raises the spectre of the college facing a breakaway of disenchanted members: “Maybe there comes a time when we should leave the college to a role in education and training and create an Association of Paediatricians willing to stand up for what we believe in; the defence of children against abuse and the rights of professionals to work to this end.”




Protesters outside the High Court campaigning against Munchausen syndrome by proxy—a term coined by Roy Meadow

Credit: BEN GRAVILLE/PHOTONEWS SERVICE/TOPFOTO






Hollow reassurance

In the introduction to the handbook, Sir Alan Craft, writing before he stepped down as college president earlier this year, says the purpose of the handbook is “to bring together the best available current guidance as to how we should act when faced with a child who may have been abused”. But his reassurance that “If we do raise concerns, and act in good faith, then we are protected in law for any repercussions of our actions,” will ring hollow for many—not least Professors Meadow and Southall. Although technically he is right—doctors are protected in law from legal proceedings—they can still be struck off by the General Medical Council.

Professor Meadow, the college's founding president, was struck off by the GMC in July 2005 for giving flawed statistical evidence in the trial of Sally Clark, who was jailed in 1999 after being convicted of the murder of her two children Christopher and Harry. Clark was cleared on appeal in 2003. Although the GMC charged Professor Meadow with having strayed from the area of his competency during the Clark trial, he had told the court and jury that he was not a statistical expert and was repeating what statisticians had written or told him. As he told his GMC hearing, “I was citing what I believed to be a very thorough… large study run by experts, several of whom I knew and respected greatly. I was quoting the statistics. I was not pretending to be a statistician.”

Professor Meadow was reinstated in February this year by the High Court, which said he had given “honest albeit mistaken evidence” and was highly critical of the GMC's decision to find him guilty of serious professional misconduct. Mr Justice Collins ruled that for the GMC to say “that his conduct was ‘fundamentally incompatible with what is expected by the public from a registered medical practitioner’ approaches the irrational.”3

Mr Justice Collins also criticised the GMC for accusing Professor Meadow of “‘undermining… public confidence in doctors who have this pivotal role in the Criminal Justice System’: If the full facts are taken into account and the media campaign based on a lack of knowledge of all the circumstances is ignored, that comment is unjustified.”

Despite this, and the judge's observation that the GMC's verdict had been “imposed in the teeth of the many testimonials to him and the knowledge that he had made a real contribution to paediatric medicine,” in the eyes of the media Professor Meadow remains discredited.

What is more, his ordeal is far from over. Although his personal situation will not be affected, this month the GMC appealed against Mr Justice Collins' ruling that experts should not be subject to action by their regulatory body over evidence they give in court unless they have been reported to their regulator by the trial judge. The Court of Appeal reserved its ruling last week (12 July).



Misrepresentation

In 2004, Professor Southall, long the target of campaigners determined to disrupt his often controversial work on life threatening child abuse, also found himself before the GMC accused of serious professional misconduct. As in the case of Professor Meadow, no part of the GMC's findings had any bearing on the validity of his research.

In 2000, Professor Southall had seen Sally Clark's husband on television in a Channel 4 documentary and became concerned when he heard Stephen Clark describe how in December 1996 he had been alone in a hotel room with Christopher, the couple's 2 month old son, when the child suffered a nosebleed. The episode took place nine days before Christopher died. During the GMC disciplinary hearing, Southall's intervention was characterised as having been solely on the basis of “something he had seen on TV.” Very little ink was wasted in the media on providing readers with the fuller explanation—that Southall, a world expert on imposed upper airway obstruction, knew from his clinical experience and research he had published three years earlier that such bleeding was one of the telltale pointers to possible smothering in a child of that age. His research using covert video surveillance had identified bleeding from the nose or mouth in 11 of 38 patients with apparent life threatening events but in none of the 46 controls.4

Such bleeding was only a pointer. However, the 1989 Children Act obliges doctors to act even if they only suspect abuse, and Southall contacted the police with his concerns. Yet after a complaint by the Clark family, the GMC found Southall guilty of serious professional misconduct and banned him from child protection work for three years. The professional conduct committee decided Southall had acted in a way that was “irresponsible, inappropriate and misleading” and said that his suspicion had been based on a mere “theory, which was however not presented as a theory but as a near certainty… underpinned by his own research.”

Professor Denis McDevitt, chairman of the committee, made clear that testimonials describing Professor Southall as an outstanding clinician, a meticulous researcher, and a tireless humanitarian had militated against his being struck off the register. Among those testimonials was one from Sir Alan Craft, president of the college at the time, who told the committee that Southall had been responsible for pioneering research that had “influenced the way that babies and children have been managed all over the world.”



Changing views

Ironically, the college's new handbook, under the section on intentional or imposed upper airway obstruction, urges doctors to look out for the same telltale sign of possible smothering that had prompted Southall to call the police. But despite Southall's acknowledged influence, there is no reference to any of his work on this or any other aspect of child protection, including the conclusions and observations of his 1997 paper on covert video surveillance that are accepted and acted on around the world.4 The paper offers a shocking but essential insight into the lengths to which some parents will go to abuse their child.

However, covert video surveillance as a child protection technique gets short shrift in the handbook, which dismisses it in a terse paragraph: “This form of investigation is rarely used. All other means of assessment should be explored before this is considered.”1 This attitude is in contrast to the endorsement of covert surveillance by Sir Alan Craft in an article he co-wrote before his appointment as president of the college.5 His co-author was Neela Shabde, a consultant paediatrician who chaired the working group for the handbook. Despite the “controversy among professionals and the public,” they concluded that the technique, “is justified if it is done in the best interest of the child to protect them from serious harm and death. It is the duty of health professionals to use all available approved methods to diagnose and to treat. CVS can therefore be regarded as a justifiable assessment tool.”5

Professor Southall had his first sight of the handbook last week, when it arrived in the post with the college's regular newsletter. He said he had been on the initial working party in the early stages of the development of a training course that accompanies the handbook, but that since his 2004 GMC hearing he had been excluded without explanation from involvement in either the course or the handbook.



Summary points

Professors Meadow and Southall have appeared before the GMC for alleged professional misconduct

Both have received much media and public vilification

The charges had no bearing on the validity of their ground breaking research on child abuse

Their research has not been referenced in a royal college handbook on child protection





“It is ironic to find this handbook prefaced with a worthless reassurance that paediatricians who try to do their duty by children who may have suffered abuse have nothing to fear,” he said. “As my case and that of Professor Meadow have demonstrated, although the Children Act would seem to offer doctors robust support if they act with integrity, they still have much to fear from the GMC, because they know that this body could well deprive them of their livelihood.

“The debate now,” said Professor Southall, “is not about me any more, nor is it about Meadow. It is about the signal that this handbook sends to the young paediatricians faced with the difficult burden of doing child protection work.”


Footnotes
	
Editorial by Chadwick

	

Contributors and sources JG has written a number of articles about the cases of Professor Meadow and Professor Southall.
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