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Barnardos welcomes the introduction of the Courts Bill 2013 which will allow the press access to 
the courts in family and child care proceedings subject to certain restrictions including ensuring 
the anonymity of the parties to the case is maintained. Judges will have the power to exclude 
reporters or restrict their attendance if they think it is necessary to preserve the anonymity of a 
party to the proceedings or a child, or that it is considered to be in the best interests of the child 
or if the evidence is likely to be personally sensitive information or prejudicial to a criminal 
investigation.   
 
This along with the establishment of the Child Care Reporting Project website, which will make 
the court reports dealing with child care proceedings public for the first time, will lead to greater 
transparency in the system. The present ‘in-camera’ rule has been widely criticized, most 
recently by the Independent Child Death Review Group, for enabling the outcomes of these 
cases to be shrouded in secrecy, with little regard to transparency, accountability and 
consistency in how cases are dealt with. 
 
The diluting of the in-camera rule is a significant positive development that will permit ongoing 
monitoring of how the system is working for children and families as a whole. However, efforts 
for achieving systemic improvements must not compromise the identity of individual children 
involved in the cases.  
 
Barnardos is anxious that permitting multiple journalists access to the court hearing will increase 
the chance of the child and their family being identified by themselves or others as various 
versions of the same case will be reported. Comprehensive safeguards must be in place to 
ensure no identifying features of the case are released and attention is focused only on the 
significant facts and outcomes. The Heads of Bill clearly state that it will be an offence for any 
information to be published or broadcast that would enable the parties of the case to be 
identified. Barnardos recommends that the penalties imposed be sufficient to ensure 
compliance.  
 
Barnardos also wants to highlight the risk that a child may become aware of the media interest 
in their case and retract or change their statement in light of this. This could alter the outcome of 
the case. Having the media present could also potentially act as a deterrent for children to 
report incidences of abuse or neglect to their social worker because they fear their case will be 
identified. Given the sensitive nature of these cases, children must be assured that their privacy 
will be protected by any media reports of their case. To do otherwise will undermine trust 
between the families concerned and State bodies.   
 
To conclude, Barnardos does favour greater transparency in how cases are dealt with but seeks 
to ensure that the legislation passed is water tight in terms of protecting the identities of the 
children and families involved in individual cases.  
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