
‘My baby was taken away for months over 
tiny bruises and a fracture that didn’t 
exist’
A Cardiff couple endured a nightmare after tiny bruises on their 
son’s legs led to an inquiry into suspected child abuse

JUSTICE FOR FAMILIES

The bruises the mother reported
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A couple had their baby taken away for nearly three months
after tiny bruises on his shins at his eight-week health check set
o� a child-abuse investigation. They missed his first Christmas
and went 27 days without any contact at all.

The mother, 30, from Cardi�, who has worked with vulnerable
children, told her GP that she caused the bruises by gripping his
legs too tightly during a messy nappy change. The baby was sent
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for a full child protection medical examination, which included
501 x-ray images and an MRI scan of his head.

After two days in hospital for tests on her baby last December,
the mother was taken to a side room and told that doctors at the
University Hospital of Wales, in Cardi�, had found a fracture on
the left side of his skull and a possible fracture to his femur.
Social workers and police were informed that these were likely
to have been caused deliberately.

Not until two months later, when a Great Ormond Street
radiologist looked at the x-rays for the family court, did the
allegations unravel. He said he believed “there was no skeletal
injury” and that the line on his skull was most likely to be “a
normal anatomical variant”.

Cardi� children’s services applied to withdraw the care
application, and the family had to wait another week before a
judge ordered the return of their son.

The Sunday Times has been investigating the rise in parents
falsely accused of harming their children. The number of
families subjected to a child protection investigation in which
no further action is taken has more than tripled, from 43,400 in
2010 to 134,620 last year.

How the misdiagnosis happened in this case is unclear, but the
judge pointed out that there was a 38 per cent shortfall of



radiologists in Wales. It raises the question of whether medical
evidence should be reviewed by an external expert before
babies are taken from parents.

Struggling to get her words out through tears, the mother
described the moments outside the hospital after she was told
to hand him over: “I went outside, strapped the baby into the
social worker’s car and watched her drive o� with him.”

In that moment she considered ending her life. “I thought,
‘What is the point of my life without my children?’ I didn’t want
to be around.”

After the birth of her first son 12 years ago, the mother
experienced postnatal depression. The birth of her second was
di�erent: she was taking precautionary medication and was
delighted by her smiley baby.

The Cardiff mother back with her baby
ADRIAN SHERRAT



As her now seven-month-old son kicked his legs on her lap, she
described the pain of their time apart. “As a parent you know
you’ll do anything for your children, and you have that right
stripped from you. It’s awful,” said the mother, who has a gentle
manner and was speaking in a sitting room filled with baby
toys. “Not knowing when you’ll see them next or whether you’ll
ever be putting them to bed again.”

The baby and his then 11-year-old half-brother were fostered by
their grandfather initially. Their grandmother was forced to live
elsewhere in the first week because she had cared for the baby
alone for two hours and had to be eliminated as a perpetrator.

Rachel Carter, a solicitor at the law firm Wollens who
represented the mother, said the case was far from isolated. In
the past year she has concluded 22 cases involving parents
accused of physically harming a child. Of these, ten have ended
with the court finding no abuse took place — either because
injuries did not exist or because they were most likely caused by
an accident. “I’ve had numerous cases dismissed on the basis
that there was no fracture,” she said. “People think it’s very
black and white with fractures and x-rays, but it’s not. It is a bit
of an art form. Once the case goes to the family court, and you
get an expert paediatric radiologist looking at it, they will
sometimes say that’s not a fracture.”

Carter said overdiagnosing abuse had little consequence for
those making decisions. “When it all ends, it’s: ‘Here’s your baby
back, o� you go, thanks.’ There’s no apology.”

The parents were not allowed to visit their son unsupervised.
Their first Christmas together consisted of two hours in an
anonymous contact flat on Christmas Eve under supervision. It
was the first time the mother had held her baby since they had
parted outside the hospital six days earlier.

For the sake of the children, they went through the motions,
putting on a set of matching Christmas pyjamas that they had
bought specially and opening presents. “We had all these plans
because it was our baby’s first Christmas, and we wanted to



come together as a family. It was completely ruined,” the
mother said.

No supervised contact was arranged until a new social worker
was assigned to their case in January. The baby returned home
on March 3 this year.

The family say their nightmare started when they were at home
watching Cardi� City play Swansea City on December 12. The
baby was on the changing mat with “a massive messy nappy”,
and the father asked the mother to take over mid-change. She
held his wriggling legs tightly to keep them out of the mess. She
noticed small bruises on his shins when she put him in the bath
that night, but was not concerned. She said: “I bruise easily and
my mum bruises easily, and I thought, ‘Here we are, we’ve got
another one that does as well.’”

The family had no previous involvement with social services. In
the hours before the mother took the baby to hospital for tests,
a social worker interviewed her older son. He described a loving
family and his a�ection for his new brother.

The 11-year-old was returned to his parents after five days in the
care of his grandfather. For his first few nights home he was
upset every bedtime and did not want to sleep alone.

“He won’t go to his grandpa’s for a sleepover now, because he’s
worried he might not come back,” his mother said.

Asked by police to explain the skull fracture, the father said the
baby had once fallen from a bed onto soft carpet while in his
care. He said the baby had cried only briefly and there were no
signs of injury. The mother said she had once accidentally
dropped a bottle on his head. These attempts at understanding
a fracture that did not exist were used to characterise them as
possibly negligent.

Wales has one of the highest rates of children in care in the
world, with more than one in 100 looked after by the state. The
rate has been blamed partly on a culture of excess caution.



Doctors say fractures in infants can be harder to di�erentiate
from variations of normal bones, and often radiologists will
have doubts about a diagnosis.

In this case, the consultant paediatrician in Cardi�, whom The
Sunday Times has decided not to name, said in her opinion
there was a skull fracture and that it was non-accidental.
Nowhere in the court papers seen by The Sunday Times does it
suggest that a radiologist o�ered a di�erent opinion. Yet in a
phone call to the parents on January 6 they say she told them
the last radiologist she spoke to did not believe there was a skull
fracture.

The paediatrician was criticised for failing to conduct tests on
an injured toddler who was murdered in 2016 by her adoptive
father, Matthew Scully-Hicks. The parents believe this may have
made her over-cautious.

One experienced paediatrician said: “When you go on a training
course, the pressure is not to miss a case, especially when the
tragedies of Victoria Climbié and Baby Peter loom large.
Everybody is frightened to death of missing those sorts of cases
... very few paediatricians see it through to court and really
think about the tragic consequences of overdiagnosing it.”

The court-appointed paediatrician, Dr Patrick Cartlidge, said he
had come across “several” family court cases where normal
variants of the skull were wrongly diagnosed as fractures. He
said this was because distinguishing between the two “can be
very di�cult, even for highly experienced paediatric
neuroradiologists/radiologists”.

He noted in his report that the bruises were “consistent with the
legs being held too tightly” and could have been caused by
accidental heavy-handedness. Like the radiologist, he expressed
“significant doubts about the diagnosis of a skull fracture”.

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health says bruises
in a pre-mobile infant can be a warning sign of abuse. But some
in the profession worry a culture of suspicion has gone too far.



Andy Bilson, emeritus professor of social work at Central
Lancashire University, whose research has examined the way
single bruises prompt child abuse investigations, said: “To make
sure that there aren’t mistakes made and harm done to families,
an external specialist should check a diagnosis before lengthy
court proceedings start.”

The court determined that the local authority had acted
properly and promptly throughout.

A Cardi� council spokesman said that “decisions of this nature
are not taken lightly” and that it would “always base its
decisions on the evidence available at the time, in consultation
with other relevant professionals as part of a multidisciplinary
team approach”.

He added: “We do also understand how this experience can
a�ect those involved, and we want the family to know that we
are here to support them.”

A spokeswoman for Cardi� and Vale University Health Board
said that investigating infants under 12 months with an
unexplained injury was standard practice. She said that a skull
fracture was detected by two consultant radiologists and that
“investigations and decisions are made at a multidisciplinary
team level and not by individuals”.

She added: “It was never the intention of the health board or its
sta� to cause upset or distress, and such clinical diagnoses are
not made lightly.”

The baby’s father, a chef, already su�ered from anxiety and has
struggled to make sense of what happened. “You start to think,
Have I done something wrong? Am I being punished for
something? Was I never meant to have a child?” he said.

“All I’ve wanted was a kid. Everything was happy, and then all
that was wiped out as if he’d never been born.”



Family courts are still mired in secrecy  
When family courts opened their doors to journalists 12 years
ago, a new era for transparency was supposed to have been
heralded.

To report this case we had to ask a judge to lift restrictions and
incurred significant legal costs. This was despite having the
family’s support and making clear we would not identify them.
Any evidence heard in care cases — or discovered by a journalist
afterwards — cannot be reported fully unless an expensive and
time-consuming application is made.

In this case Cardi� and Vale University Health Board used a
barrister to argue for a further hearing. The judge did not allow
it.

Even when parents have been exonerated by the court and had
parental responsibility restored, they are not free to talk about
what happened to them. A review of transparency in the family
court by its president is under way. Change cannot come quickly
enough.
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