Slide One
Belief in witchcraft and spirit possession spans many countries, cultures, faiths and religions. Children accused of witchcraft - also known as "spirit possession", "juju" and djinn - are alleged to be using supernatural powers to control people or events. They may be blamed for causing a disability, breaking up a marriage or starting an illness. 
The number of identified cases of child abuse linked to these beliefs is small. However, what is striking in each of them, is the severity of the abuse that was perpetrated on the child. The abuse is complex, it is multiple and it is organised.Once made, an accusation of witchcraft can be used to justify serious emotional abuse which is often accompanied by physical and or sexual abuse, frequently in the name of ‘exorcism’. 
As we begin our work today; developing our knowledge, sharing our expertise and agreeing shared processes. It is important to keep in mind some of the children and their experiences, which have ultimately brought so many of us together today.
Slide Two February 2000 Anna/Victoria Climbie
Child abuse linked to a belief in spirit possession first reached the National public consciousness in the wake of the death of eight-year-old Victoria Climbié. She died as a result of hypothermia, malnutrition and physical abuse after her guardians accused her of practising witchcraft. 
An enquiry was commissioned into the circumstances of her death. During this, we learned that Victoria had left her parents in the Ivory Coast who hoped for a better life for her. She travelled with a second aunt, initially to Paris and then to London where she entered on an illegal passport. From this point, she stripped her of her name and identity and referred to only as Anna. She did not attend school or take part in any hobbies or the kinds of activities which are usually enjoyed by eight year olds.
She was however, regularly taken to church in South-East London where her guardian had told the minister that Victoria - who she claimed was her daughter Anna, was incontinent, put excrement into food, burned herself and made a mess at home. These were all activities which the minister felt provided evidence that she was possessed, he told the enquiry it was the first time he had seen such a problem of evil spirits in a child of seven or eight".

The minister of another church in North London told the inquiry that when he saw Victoria, just the day before she died that she was cold and wet and her eyes were fluttering as though she was fainting. Her guardian had told him she was possessed by Satan. 
Victoria spent much of her last days, living and sleeping in a bath in an unheated bathroom, bound hand and foot inside a bin bag, lying in her own urine and faeces. The pathologist who examined her body, found 128 separate injuries, he reported that nowhere on the eight-year-old’s malnourished body was scar-free.
Slide Three 2001 Adam/Ikpo Mwosa
Ten years ago, there was shock in Britain when a mutilated torso was recovered from the Thames. The torso was male and was around six years old, but the head and limbs were never recovered. Investigators named the child Adam but there were few clues at the time as to the boy’s identity. Post mortem results revealed that he was still alive when his throat was cut and that his limbs had been severed with precision. 

He had been fed a potion of bone, clay, gold. which experts believe indicated that he had been used in part of a particular ritual believed to bring protection to those who undertake it. He had been poisened with a substance drawn from Carabar bean which was found in his intestine. This is a paralysing agent, not an anesthetic and would have left the child paralysed but conscious when his throat was cut. 
Forensic scientists have been able to establish that he spent most of his life in a 100-mile stretch of land in Nigeria, before he was brought to Britain. We know that he was alive when he arrived in London and stayed here for several days before his murder. It is hard to imagine what those few days must have been like for him, but we do know from absence of food in his his upper intestine that he was starved. 
Recent information that has emerged suggests he was named Ikpo Mwosa. A woman who was originally arrested in connection with his murder has confirmed that was responsible for looking after him and claimed she handed the boy over to a man who later told her that he was dead and threatened to kill her unless she kept silent. It’s believed that Ikpo Mwosa was smuggled Germany and then Britain from West Africa, possibly for the specific purpose of a religious ceremony that required his death. Although the torso seems to have been identified, there is no clue so far as to who was responsible for his death. 
Slide Four Child B
Child B was discovered by a street warden near an East London flat on a cold November morning in 2003, covered in cuts and bruises, with swollen eyes, on the steps to her block of apartments. According to the person who found her, she seemed "freezing cold and terrified." 

This child, an orphan, was the victim of trafficking, in a similar story to those of Ikpo and of Victoria, she was brought into the UK by her aunt, who had passed her off as her daughter. The aunt, the girl, and two other adults lived together in an apartment in Hackney, East London. An eight-year-old boy who lived with them accused the child of attacking him in the night with witchcraft. The adults agreed that the 10-year old girl was a witch and practiced an evil form of witchcraft. 

She was starved, cut with a knife and hit with a belt and shoes. She had chilli peppers rubbed in her eyes and was repeatedly slapped, kicked and beaten.  At one stage, she was put into a laundry bag to be thrown into the river. She was told ‘today is the day you are going to die’. The picture shows a body map of the numerious injuries that she sustained at the hands of her carer and two other adults.

During a videoed interview, she told police, "It's because my auntie says I have witchcraft. She dances and laughs when she hits me."
Police also found an entry in a notebook, which talks of the child being branded a witch at a church event. A diary entry found at her home read: 'On retreat there was indeed a prophecy that [the girl] has got ndoki'." This gives rise to the thought that many people in the congregation may have known about her plight, but did not, or could not intervene. 
Slide 5 Khyra Ishaq

These abuses are not limited to children born abroad and brought to Britain. In some cases children born in Britain, to British parents have also been subject to abuse through a belief in demonic possession.
In 2007, Khyra Ishaq was suddenly withdrawn from school having previously secured 100% attendance. Following this, her mother withdrew her from all contact with grandparents and extended family members. 5 months later, Khyra was found dying by paramedics called to her home. 
A sibling reported to police that in the days leading up to her death, Khyra could not walk and her eyes were always closed.  He reported that Khyra’s mother had told him. "Khyra dropped down after a spirit got into her body, it was evil and it was trying to control her body because Khyra had accepted it as a friend’. He told police that in the days leading to her death he had been able to see Khyra's bones through her skin as she slept on a mattress on the floor of an upstairs room.
Her stepfather told the court that he believed that she was possessed. This belief was shared by Khyra’s mother and led to a tirade of severe physical beatings with a cane which was found in the property and humiliating punishments; including the withdrawal of food, cold baths and being forced to stand outside in the freezing cold for hours in only her underwear. When she died Khyra was so thin that her body mass index could not be measured on any available chart. An ambulance service worker later likened her emaciated frame to that of a famine victim.
Slide Six
Separated
By death, or by distance from their families and loved ones, vulnerable and unsure.
Isolated
Sometimes In a new country where all is strange and unfamiliar and it would be difficult to identify let alone communicate with a trusted adult. 
Sometimes the isolation is within their own homes and communities – as with Khyra, for whom all interaction with the outside world was cut off. 
Starved
Emotionally as well as physically, these children are not given love, stimulation or affection. 
Scapegoated   We do not know what Ikpo’s perpetrators told him, if anything. We do know that in the cases of Victoria, Child B and Khyra and others, that the children were shunned by their carers, told that they were evil and blamed for any and all misfortunes. 
Often the children adopted this belief about themselves – which must in itself have been a terrifying experience. 
Tortured
In all these cases, the harm perpetrated on the children was so extreme it has been defined as torture. It goes beyond even that which many of us in the field of child protection have encountered in our work.  
Traumatised
The evidence of trauma; bed wetting, shaking and disassociation were present in many of the children. In a cruel twist, these behaviours served to compound the belief that the child is possessed and so perpetuated further and increased abuse.
What have we learned from these children’s experiences?

· Children who are branded as witches are often not directly related or related at all to one or both carers. Some appear not to have been, family friends, nieces, nephews, half siblings or were orphans in their country of origin.

· The perpetrators tend to be carers and often not the natural parents 

· The abuse generally takes place in the home

· Disability or illness in the child or in the wider family can provoke an accusation. 

· Belief systems are powerful and deep rooted. What is clear is the complex issue child abuse linked to a belief in witchcraft or spirit possession, can not be understood, responded to or combated by the workforce or by professionals alone. 
Slide Six
Families, professionals, faith leaders, congregations and communities must come together to develop:

A shared voice with a shared message:

The abuse of children is never acceptable in any community, in any culture, in any faith, under any circumstances.







































