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1

PREFACE

1.1 Child abuse, whether organised or not, is an abhorrent crime that has a
profound and lifelong impact on the victims. We accepted the invitation to
conduct this review whilst we were carrying out our “Independent Review
Of Two Home Office Commissioned Independent Reviews Looking At
Information Held In Connection With Child Abuse From 1979-1999” [the
Wanless Whittam Review].
1.2 We did so for the same reason we accepted our original commission,
because of the importance the public attaches to the need for an
independent examination of what the Home Office had or did relevant to
our terms of reference.
Peter Wanless is the CEO of the NSPCC.
Richard Whittam QC is a barrister in private practice.
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2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

2.1 We have conducted this review with a keen eye on what we described in
our earlier consideration of Home Office files between 1979 and 1999 as
an 'imperfectly operated paper records system'. We bear in mind that the
Rotherham Internal Review considered events that started almost two
decades ago.
2.2 Having examined the Rotherham Internal Review and key documents,
we have concluded:
The methodology employed by the Home Office was sufficient
and proportionate to answer a series of questions about what
information was received, what action was taken and what the
general circumstances were with regard to child sexual abuse in
Rotherham, and
The findings and conclusion in relation to these questions were
reasonable in the light of the work that had been done.
2.3 Whilst not strictly within our terms of reference, we have also taken this
opportunity to make a small number of important points to better meet
the needs of children at risk of abuse1.

1

For example, the need to consider whether a child is at risk, whatever a person’s primary function is
[paragraph 5.5.2] and the importance of having a well-published and easily accessible whistleblowing
contact point [paragraphs 5.7 and 5.8]
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3

INTRODUCTION

3.1 On 2 September 2014 the then Home Secretary indicated that Peter
Wanless and Richard Whittam QC would be looking at the process
employed by the Home Office to review the information that was passed
to the Home Office in connection with allegations of child sexual abuse in
Rotherham from 1998 to 2005.
3.2 That expression of intent was reduced into formal terms of reference, and
we were asked to consider:
“Whether the methodology employed by the Home Office, to address the
questions below, was sufficient, and whether, in light of the information they
identified, their findings and conclusions in relation to these questions were
reasonable;
i.

What information about child sexual abuse in Rotherham did the
Home Office receive as a result of the Crime Reduction Programme
and, in particular:
a. Did the Home Office receive, whether directly or indirectly, a
copy of the draft report described in Professor Alexis Jay’s
Report as headed ‘Chapter 4: Key achievements of the
Home Office Pilot’;
b. Did the Home Office receive, whether directly or indirectly, a
copy of the former researcher’s detailed case study notes (as
detailed in paragraph 22 of Professor Jay’s report);
c. Was the Home Office informed, whether directly or indirectly,
of the former researcher’s concerns.
ii. What action was taken in response to any relevant information
received; for example, were relevant authorities informed.
iii. What were the general circumstances of the Home Office’s
engagement with the Rotherham research project, in particular:
a. Why was the Rotherham research project commissioned;
b. What funding for the Rotherham research project was
provided, and when and why was that funding stopped; and,
c. Why was an evaluation report of the Rotherham research
project not published.
iv. If the Department did receive any of the information detailed above,
but it has since been destroyed, did this take place in accordance
with applicable information retention policies in place at the time.”

3.3 Prior to us carrying out our review, the Home Office had to complete its
work.
3.4 It has taken the Home Office longer than expected to complete the
necessary work, not least because of the nature of the filing system in
existence at the time, described in our earlier review as 'imperfectly
operated'.
4
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3.5 Because that work was taking longer than expected we met at the Home
Office on 3 August 2015 and were briefed on the progress of the work
being done at that stage. We offered observations as to the potential
importance of looking beyond the files contained within the Home Office
system and the files in other Government Departments. We encouraged
the Home Office to contact individuals inside and outside the
Department. The Home Office accepted that recommendation and it is
reflected in the Rotherham Internal Review [the Internal Review].
3.6 Also, given that the Home Office then was expecting to provide the
Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse with material it was
important to have a system in place that would avoid the duplication of
work.
3.7 On 15 December 2016 we were provided with a draft copy of the Internal
Review. We met with the Reviewer, who explained to us the work that
had been carried out, and why the exercise had taken so long. It is clear
that a vast amount of material had to be indexed, and the initial search
terms used were very broad as the Reviewer was anxious that relevant
material was not missed. The breadth of the search terms meant that the
material identified was too great and insufficiently specific. In those
circumstances the search terms were refined.
3.8 We welcomed the opportunity to discuss the draft Internal Review with
the Reviewer. In particular we enquired about the searches that were
carried out, and how the conclusion that there was no evidence of files
deliberately having being destroyed was reached, given the strong public
interest in this aspect of our previous work.
3.9 In response to the matters we raised with the Reviewer, what originally
had been contained in a single paragraph has become the 'File
Locations' chapter at paragraphs 192-206 of the Internal Review.

5
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4

THE ROTHERHAM INTERNAL REVIEW

4.1 The Internal Review has been published in full. It is a thorough and
comprehensive analysis of material from multiple sources. It addressed
the four questions set out in our terms of reference.
4.2 As we indicated at paragraph 3.5 above, the Reviewer was not
constrained only to look at internal files and records, and the Department
made contact with further individuals who may have had the opportunity
to raise concerns with the Home Office [paragraphs 53-56]
4.3 As the Reviewer recognised, no comprehensive attempt to identify
records outside the period of relevance to the Rotherham research
project was made. In the course of conducting searches for the Review
some information concerning child sexual abuse in Rotherham more
generally was identified and where it was considered by the Reviewer to
be of interest, it has been referred to in the Internal Review.
4.4 We were satisfied that the Reviewer and the Department, alive to the
difficulties created by the 'imperfectly operated' filing system, took a
meticulous approach. Although the Review examined some electronic
files relevant to the period, the Department's record management policy
was described as 'print to paper' until 2006. See the consideration of:
4.4.1 Record management policy [paragraphs 35-38],
4.4.2 Review of Home Office physical (paper) files [paragraphs 39-43],
4.4.3 Review of Home Office electronic files [paragraphs 44-46],
4.4.4 Review of physical and electronic files held by other Government
Departments and other relevant organizations [paragraphs 47-51],
4.4.5 Key documents [paragraph 52], and
4.4.6 Additional information sought [paragraphs 53-56].
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5

DISCUSSION

5.1 Professor Alexis Jay’s Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Exploitation
in Rotherham [1997-2013] was published on 26 August 2014 [the Jay
Report]. This revealed an appalling picture of child abuse.
5.2 Whether or not the Home Office had access to the evaluator’s document
described in chapter 10 of the Jay report, it is evident from its project
termination letter [key document 11] and subsequent internal briefing for
the Home Secretary [key document 15] that the Department knew that
significant disputes between local agencies in Rotherham existed within
the research project. However, the Home Office focus seems specifically
to have been on the consequence of such disputes for the advancement
of evidence that would support a commissioned evaluation, rather than
the cause of such disputes. Closer consideration of the latter could have
uncovered faster the failings we now know were putting children at risk.
5.3 The Reviewer draws this out in paragraphs 216 and 217. The Reviewer
comments that since pieces of information questioning the response of
statutory services were available to the Home Office, opportunities to
follow up on, or seek further information about, matters in Rotherham
including whether the police and other statutory agencies were
responding appropriately, existed.
5.4 However, the Reviewer notes that it was not possible to corroborate that
all information referred to in the Review was definitively received by the
Home Office. Limitations of the Department's record system is relevant
to establishing for sure whether any action was taken in response to the
allegations raised and it is not possible now to say whether a referral to a
police force was made [paragraph 219].
5.5 Two distinct issues arise:
5.5.1 With regard to documenting a clear record of what would happen
in similar circumstances today new policies have been introduced
which create specific requirements in relation to the Home Office's
treatment of allegations of child abuse [Internal Review paragraphs
223-227 and recommendation 2 in the Wanless Whittam Review].
5.5.2 Whatever the specific task an individual is focused on, everybody
can play a part in keeping children safe by considering whether
they might be at risk as a consequence of available information.
Considering potential risk to children beyond the focus of a specific
task, is a lesson of wider relevance that public policy makers might
reflect on in all contexts.
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5.6 One final reflection on the nature of the Home Office engagement with
the exploitation and abuse in Rotherham eventually uncovered by the
Jay Report is triggered by paragraph 91 of the Internal Review, which
outlines very different interpretations of a phone call between the former
researcher in Rotherham and a Home Office official. The researcher
thought she was calling to 'whistleblow' or report malpractice, while the
official receiving the call interpreted it as one to explain a delay to the
research timetable.
5.7 This episode illustrates powerfully the value of all public agencies offering
a well-publicised, easily accessible whistleblowing contact point to avoid
the risk of such misunderstandings. If any individual is concerned that the
actions of any agency are compromising the safety and wellbeing of a
child, they should have access to an independent source whose role is
explicitly to assess and act upon that concern as necessary.
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6

CONCLUSIONS

6.1 It is important that our terms of reference are understood. We were not
commissioned to undertake the actual review of information passed to
the Home Office. We were asked to consider whether the methodology
employed by the Home Office was sufficient, and whether the
conclusions reached by the reviewer were reasonable in the light of the
information identified. In undertaking that task we took into account the
‘imperfectly operated paper records system’, and that the Internal Review
was considering events that started almost two decades ago.
6.2 We have concluded:
6.2.1 The methodology employed by the Home Office was sufficient to
answer the series of questions set out in our terms of reference.
The Reviewer explained the difficulty in conducting a search of the
paper files by file name, and the need to refine search terms to get
more relevant results. The Home Office accepted our
recommendation that contact should also be made with individuals
both inside and outside the Department. Given the size and the
‘imperfectly operated paper records system’, we are of the view
that the approach taken was sufficient and proportionate.
6.2.2 The Reviewer explained the approach that had been undertaken.
The Internal Review addressed each question asked and gives
reasons for the findings as set out in that document. The findings
and conclusions drawn in relation to those questions are
reasonable and were open to the Reviewer to make on the
information that was identified.
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7

RECOMMENDATION

7.1 The need to record allegations of child abuse, what is sent to the police
and what the result of that reference is remains important. We repeat the
recommendation we made to that effect in our earlier report2:
“2. If an allegation of child abuse is made it must be recorded and the file marked as
significant. That significance should then inform the Home Office as to how to handle that
file, its retention and the need to document when [if at all] it is destroyed. This approach is
relevant, not only to the Home Office, but could usefully be adopted across Government as
well.
3. There should be a system within the Home Office of recording what information is sent to
the police and then a formal procedure of confirming what the result of that reference is.”

2

An Independent Review Of Two Home Office Commissioned Independent Reviews Looking At
Information Held In Connection With Child Abuse from 1979-1999. Peter Wanless and Richard
Whittam QC.
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8

OBSERVATIONS

8.1 Whatever the specific task an individual is focused on, that individual can
play a part in keeping children safe by considering, on the information
available to them, whether a child might be at risk of abuse. Assessing
whether a child might be at risk of abuse by looking beyond the focus of
a specific task is a lesson of wider relevance that public policy makers
might reflect on in all contexts.
8.2 There is value in all public agencies offering a well-publicised, easily
accessible, whistleblowing contact point to avoid the risk of such
misunderstandings. If any individual is concerned that the actions of any
agency is compromising the safety and wellbeing of a child, they should
have access to an independent source whose role is explicitly to assess
and act upon that concern as necessary.
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