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AN EXPERT on child abuse who accused the husband of Sally Clark of murdering their two babies faces disciplinary action after being found guilty yesterday of abusing his professional position. 

David Southall, one of the country’s foremost paediatricians, behaved in an “irresponsible and misleading” way by filing a report on Stephen Clark based on a viewing of a television documentary, a General Medical Council inquiry ruled. 

The consultant contacted police and social services to warn them that he believed Mr Clark to be a double murderer and a serious threat to the Clarks’ third child, who was in his care. 

The GMC inquiry panel concluded that Professor Southall, 55, had dressed up his opinions as scientific fact underpinned by his highly specialised research into child abuse. 

The panel has the power to strike off the paediatrician when it reconvenes in August, although it is more likely to issue a public admonishment or suspend his registration. 

Professor Southall made the accusations after watching an interview with Mr Clark on Channel 4’s Dispatches in April 2000 in which he talked about a nosebleed suffered by his son, Christopher. 

Professor Southall told detectives that the nosebleed was consistent with suffocation and his report said that it was “beyond all reasonable doubt” that Mr Clark was a murderer. 

He admitted last week to the GMC hearing in Manchester that he had not seen any medical records on the Clarks’ sons, but based his conclusions on the programme, as well as discussions with social workers, detectives and other paediatricians, and his own research. 

At the time of the incident, Mrs Clark was serving a double life sentence for murdering their two sons, Christopher and Harry. The couple’s third child was put into care as a baby, before being returned to Mr Clark after his wife’s conviction. She was freed on appeal last year when new medical evidence showed that the babies had died of natural causes. 

The GMC panel, which was ruling on the facts of the case yesterday before deciding if they amount to serious professional misconduct, said that Professor Southall’s decision to contact child protection officers after watching a television programme was “precipitate”. 

The consultant was not connected with the case and, at that time, had relied on the documentary as the principal factual source for his concerns. 

The GMC found that the consultant had not shown due care on several other counts relating to contacting police at a time when he had been suspended by his hospital trust on an unrelated charge, of which he was later cleared. 

However, the panel found that he had not been irresponsible in raising his concerns about Mr Clark or to meet police and explain how he thought the Clarks’ eldest son had died. 

Professor Southall’s appearance before the GMC, which will deliver its verdict on August 5, is the latest in a series of public humiliations for a doctor regarded by many as a pioneer of paediatric medicine. 

He was appointed OBE in 1998 for his paediatric work in refugee camps during the Bosnian conflict in the mid-1990s. 

Based at North Staffordshire Hospital in Stoke on Trent, he is one of Britain’s leading experts on Munchausen’s syndrome by proxy, a condition that apparently drives parents to harm their own children to win attention. 

To many of his peers, his neonatal work has been an invaluable contribution to child protection, but it has also led to considerable public scrutiny as to both its ethics and validity. 

A target of child abuse campaigners for more than a decade, the consultant has faced a 20-month suspension by his trust — which cleared him of professional misconduct in 2001 — and a series of allegations lodged with the GMC relating to medical trials he conducted on newborn babies. 

If as expected, he is not struck off, Professor Southall faces up to seven other hearings before the GMC relating to the complaints. 

Professor Southall’s work first attracted criticism in 1994 after it emerged that he had secretly filmed mothers in hospital with their children for observation. All but one of 39 babies and toddlers, admitted because of episodes of turning blue or losing consciousness, were taken into care on the evidence of the covert video surveillance, and 33 parents were prosecuted. 

The tactic prompted hundreds of complaints to the GMC, North Staffordshire NHS Trust and various police forces. Allegations relating to Professor Southall’s testing of a new ventilator to aid the breathing of sick or premature babies, including claims that parental consent had been forged and that babies had unnecessarily died, were thrown out by the GMC in 2001 after a seven-year investigation. 

Those campaigning against the paediatrician also won a government inquiry into his working practices, chaired by Rod Griffiths. In 2000 the inquiry upheld some of the allegations by parents who said they had not signed a consent form and did not know their baby was in a trial. 

Professor Southall declined to comment last night.

