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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 

CHILDREN (EQUAL PROTECTION FROM ASSAULT) (SCOTLAND) BILL  

SUBMISSION FROM DR JOHN M HANNAH 

 

I completely abhor any abuse of children whether mental, emotional or physical and am 

pleased that Scottish politicians share my concern. I assume that this Bill is being proposed 

in the genuine belief that it will assist in reducing the physical abuse of children. However, I 

believe that it is unnecessary, will be ineffective and will be damaging to children, their 

parents and our society. 

Unnecessary 

This Bill is is unnecessary because assaulting children is currently illegal. The existing legal 

defence of “reasonable chastisement” will not, in 2019, be interpreted by the courts as a 

licence for assault. Where police, social workers, teachers or medical staff have evidence of 

unreasonable chastisement they are currently able to bring the law to bear on this. Such 

unacceptable treatment of children is typically accompanied by other abuse which will be 

the primary reason for intervention. 

Ineffective 

Sadly, the behaviour of the minority of parents and carers who currently physically assault 

children in their care is most unlikely to be influenced by the passing of this Bill. As noted 

above, those who abuse their children tend to do so in a range of ways and very few, if any, 

will solely be guilty of unreasonable chastisement.  

Damaging to Children 

This Bill will be damaging to children in at least two ways. By effectively removing the 

timeless right and ability of loving parents to use reasonable chastisement as one of the 

tools of wise parenting, children will increasingly grow up failing to appreciate the 

consequences of extreme behaviour. Also many who are not at risk of real abuse will assert 

their right to enforce their will on their parents by taunting them that they will report or 

actually report them for alleged assault. This will tie up teaching, police and social work 

resources resulting in reduced ability to investigate and assist children in genuine need of 

protection. 

Damaging to Parents 

Parenting has always been a very daunting experience and the increasingly complexity of 

our modern society is not reducing the challenges.  All loving and responsible parents want 

the very best for those in their care. But those who are wise and experienced know that 

children need protection, guidance and direction. They are not mini-adults and should not 

be treated as such. Many loving parents choose to follow the wisdom of the ancients and 
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their own personal experience and with great reluctance and sensitivity may very 

occasionally feel the need to exercise reasonable chastisement. The inevitable outcome of 

this Bill would be to effectively criminalise such individuals and, as indicated above, almost 

certainly increase the likelihood of undesirable family breakdown. 

Damaging to Society 

Since all societies are composed of parents and children of all ages and stages, legislators 

would be wise to refrain from interfering in long established patterns of family life without a 

satisfactory evidence base. I am not aware of any evidence that the measures outlined in 

the proposed Bill would be of significant benefit to society. Whereas, as I have argued 

above, there are many reasons to believe that the present calamitous breakdown in 

discipline and behaviour in Scottish Schools and the consequent negative effect on society 

will only worsen if the Bill is enacted. 

The views expressed above are no doubt a result of my personal experience of being 

brought up as a coal miner’s son, in a Council housing estate in Ayrshire in the 50’s and 

60’s - while corporal punishment was still in vogue at school. [     

      ]. However, I am most grateful to have been 

brought up to understand and appreciate that bad behaviour might in exceptional 

circumstances lead to physically unpleasant consequences. Throughout my life I have 

maintained close contact and friendship with working class and disadvantaged families, so 

am strongly motivated to make this submission for their sake. 

 

 


