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Sibling Sexual Abuse – Reconciliation and Forgiveness Possible, Terms and Conditions Apply.
Social Workers must actively engage with government and policy development in ethical decision making when it comes to service delivery planning. 

Remove Child Protection and Family Support and Welfare Work from the HSE. 
At the annual conference of the Irish Association of Social Workers in Dublin last Friday, Joan Cherry, the Director of the North-side Inter-Agency Project (NIAP), said that it is possible to have forgiveness and reconciliation in families in which sibling sexual abuse has taken place. But sibling sexual abuse must first be taken seriously. Denial of sibling sexual abuse is very common but the consequences for those who have been sexually abused by a sibling are great, including depression, self-harm, eating disorders and drug and alcohol abuse. Referring to Irish and international research, Joan Cherry said that 75% of child sexual abuse involves a member of the child’s family. Joan also spoke about the need for services throughout the country for young people who have sexually abused and for children acting out with sexualised behaviour problems. 
Chris Clark, professor of Social Work Ethics at the University of Edinburgh was the second keynote speaker at the IASW annual conference. He encouraged social workers to actively engage with government departments and other agencies when making ethical decisions about the development of service planning and delivery. With a tradition of critical analysis of the complex factors associated with individual, family and social problems, social workers have the ability to recognise that ethical decisions often involve making choices between more than two alternative courses of action. 
Padraig O Morain, journalist, author and psychotherapist opened the conference with a call for the removal of child protection and family support and welfare services from the remit of the HSE. Suggesting that the HSE is concerned primarily with hospitals and beds, Padraig said that a better child protection and family support service would be provided by an agency independent of the HSE, with an accountable board of directors and whose priorities were focused solely on child protection and family support and welfare.

Declan Coogan, Spokesperson for the IASW, noted that this year’s conference took place in the context of the Health and Social Care Professionals Council and the statutory registration of many clinicians and practitioners, including social workers. “Social workers met in Dublin on Friday, anticipating and welcoming registration while exploring complex ethical dilemmas”, he said, adding that the themes of some of the afternoon workshops included the use of surveillance technology in dementia care: ethical dilemmas in multi-disciplinary work: working with young people who assault their carers: ethical dilemmas for social workers who are also managers, and international adoptions in the context of the Hague Convention.
Further Information.
Declan Coogan, spokesperson for the Irish Association of Social Workers can be contacted at  dcoogan@gmail.com  for further information about the conference.

Additional Information.

In her presentation, Joan Cherry challenged myths about sexual abuse in families, making clear that sexual abuse by siblings is more common than sexual abuse by a parent. Joan Cherry outlined some of the reasons why sexual abuse by siblings is so under reported. “When a son or daughter sexually abuses a brother or sister”, she says, “this is much less likely to be reported because it can be viewed as experimentation and not abusive, because a mother is less likely to report a son than a husband who has been sexually abusive and because it is sometimes thought to be not as traumatic. The reality is very different. The impact of sibling sexual abuse is as serious as other types of abuse”. Joan Cherry stressed the importance of early intervention and the need for therapy and treatment for the child who has been abused, for the young person who committed the sexual abuse and for the absolute need for the involvement of family members, especially parents in treatment. 

With teaching and research interests including social policy, social work ethics, professional ethics, philosophy of welfare, community care and voluntary action, Professor Clarke stated that “Good resolutions of ethical dilemmas in service practice can only be reached through dialogue in the agency and professional communities and in wider society and politics”. Professor Clarke’s previous experience also includes working in voluntary service organisations, social and community development projects and local authority community work. His writings include Professional responsibility, misconduct and practical reason, in the Ethics & Social Welfare journal (2007: 1(1), p56-75) and a forthcoming book edited with J. McGhee entitled Private and Confidential? Handling personal information in the social and health services, (to be published in the UK by Policy Press).
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