Guest Editors’ Editorial

«Our societies still struggle to recognise that the family is often
the place where children are most exposed to psychological,
physical, or sexual violence (de Becker).»

We are delighted to welcome you to this special issue of the
Belgian Journal of Paediatrics (BJP), which is devoted to the
subject of child abuse.

Child abuse is a community-wide problem with profound
and lasting consequences for both the child, the family,
and the community. Beyond the immediate harm for the
child, its consequences extend to impairments in the child’s
physical and psychological development, while also elevating
the risk of engagement in antisocial behaviour later in life.
Those involved in child protection services believe that the
vicious circle of abuse, which is often perpetuated to the
next generation, must be broken. Within family systems,
abuse can take various forms, each requiring a nuanced
and comprehensive response. Early recognition is essential,
as timely identification and intervention are critical to
prevent further harm and support recovery. Addressing child
maltreatment effectively calls for a multidisciplinary approach
that balances protection with tailored support for families,
aiming to foster long-term, positive change. In Belgium,
we are fortunate to operate within a system that enables
the detection and management of abuse outside of legal
proceedings, provided the situation allows for it. By decree,
Belgian legislation recognises the leading role regarding
the detection of and intervention in cases of child abuse of
the SOS Enfants teams in the Wallonia-Brussels Federation
and the Child Abuse Trust Centres (Vertrouwenscentra
Kindermishandeling) in the Flemish Community. Additional
multidisciplinary organizations enhance this system by
offering specialized knowledge, including the Sexual Assault
Centres that are recently established in our country that
provide a more effective response to sexual violence.

This themed issue concerning child abuse is approached
holistically and systemically, in the same way that care
is provided in the field. As a result, we invite you to explore
a wide range of aspects related to child abuse that are
incorporated in this issue, including how to identify possible
signs of physical abuse, how to adequately perform relevant

additional investigations, and how to understand different
intervention approaches. Recognition of possible cases of
child abuse by school teachers will be addressed in the article
from Van Orshoven. The collaborative work of professionals
will be examined through the notion of the ‘partnership
envelope’ (de Becker) and by evaluating the establishment of
a child abuse helpline for professionals in Germany (Berthold).
Further somatic medical concepts will be covered by a
practical guide concerning the skeletal survey (Mattheij) and
a quiz on suspected sexual abuse (Bosteels). The article from
Vanderpas addresses the role of inpatient assessment after
urgent intervention concerning 4 siblings. The article from
Loop provides an in-depth reflection on the needs of children
and the complexity of child abuse due to inappropriate
parenting.

Once abuse has been detected, confirmed or diagnosed as
credible, the procedure for protecting the child, whether within
or outside the family, should be implemented promptly and
effectively. It must be said that the accompanying measures
in our country are currently not sufficient. Support structures
are overwhelmed, resulting in waiting times that frequently
extend to several months or even years. In Belgium, hundreds
of vulnerable children are waiting to be placed in appropriate
care. We firmly believe that this problem requires urgent
attention, as both the children involved and society as a whole
will bear the consequences of this shortcoming.

Child abuse is a medico-psycho-social diagnosis. It is not
our responsibility to identify the perpetrator. Our focus is the
child and it's opportunity to grow up in a safe, supportive,
and loving environment. Emphasizing this focus towards
the parents can help to establish a relationship of trust and
respect. Ultimately, we can tell parents: « Our main priority
is your child’s safety and well-being, and we believe that by
working together, we can find the best way to support your
child’s development in a safe and nurturing environment. »

We would like to express our gratitude to all the authors
whose valuable contributions have shaped this edition of BJP
into what it is. We also want to thank Mark Wojciechowski
for his professional and detailed editorial check-up of all the
submitted manuscripts.
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