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Safeguarding: briefing
The Staying Safe Action Plan (published by the Department for Children, Schools and Families in February 2008) sets out a series of initiatives to promote the safety of children and young people in all aspects of their lives, from play activities to road safety and bullying. Whilst some aspects of the Action Plan may be of interest to third sector organisations involved in delivering or supporting specific services, everyone in the sector needs to be aware of forthcoming changes to the arrangements for vetting paid staff and volunteers who come into contact with children and vulnerable adults.

The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act of 2006, introduced in the wake of the Bichard inquiry into the Soham murders, provided for the establishment of the new Independent Safeguarding Authority. The ISA describes its main aim as preventing unsuitable people from working with children and vulnerable adults. In practice this means that it will bring together the various existing mechanisms for identifying and recording people who should not work with children and vulnerable adults (such as List 99 and the Protection of Children Act list), streamline these and take over the process of deciding who should be barred from working in this field. The ISA intends to bring a greater degree of independence and coherence to the decision-making, but the day-to-day management of the new lists and access to them will be provided by the existing Criminal Records Bureau. The new system, will be launched in October 2009. It will be phased in and is expected that it will apply first to new employees and volunteers. It will enable employers to have free online access to the lists. Records will be continually updated to reflect recent convictions, cautions or information from employers. Once an organisation has registered an interest in a particular individual they will be informed if that person subsequently becomes barred from working with children and vulnerable adults. Once the system is in place, organisations must not allow an employee or volunteer that is covered by the arrangements to commence employment or volunteering before they have established that the individual is not barred from working with children or vulnerable adults. This includes fully supervised access to children or vulnerable adults.
Third sector organisations need to be aware of these changes because they will apply equally across all sectors, and employers (or volunteer managers) may find that they affect a wider range of workers and volunteers than the previous arrangements. The ISA’s mandate covers two categories of activities, which are described as ‘regulated’ or ‘controlled’.

Regulated activities mean those that involve frequent and intensive access to children or vulnerable adults, usually in a specified place (including overnight access). The ISA includes teaching, fostering and transportation amongst other activities in this category. People wishing to work in this category must be registered and organisations will be required to check their status before employing them. If an individual is on an ISA list, it will be illegal to employ them.

Controlled activities covers a much wider range, including support workers in health and social care who have access to children and vulnerable adults or sensitive information about them. Again, individuals must be registered and employers must check their records, but they can be employed if appropriate safeguards are put in place.

ISA registration will be processed through the CRB application system. It  will be free for volunteers but there will be a charge for employees (£64, comprising £28 for ISA registration and £36 for an enhanced CRB disclosure). Once an individual has been registered another fee will not need to be paid if they move to other employment or take additional employment. However if a volunteer becomes an employee – whether with the same organisation or a different one – a fee will then have to be paid (unless paid for through previous employment). Once someone is registered with the ISA it should be a quick process for a new employer/ volunteer manager to check that the person is not barred and this will not require a full CRB check. However organisations are likely to still want to do a CRB check in many circumstances as that could reveal information that is relevant to the particular post applied for but not sufficient enough for a person to be barred from all work with children and vulnerable adults.
The new system is not yet in place; it remains to be seen exactly how it will operate and what checks will be required for existing staff and volunteers of third sector organisations. The Staying Safe Action Plan announces the creation of a new National Safeguarding Unit specifically for the third sector, to provide advice and guidance on recruitment, risk management for activities and good practice in tackling bullying, but it is not yet clear when this will be operational. It is unlikely to be acceptable for third sector organisations to cite the absence of this unit as an excuse for not conforming to the requirements of the ISA! Third sector organisations that work directly with children and vulnerable adults, or support others that do, are advised to take the following actions now:

· Review the information currently available from the ISA on the range of activities that will be covered and progress towards implementing the new arrangements. It is recommended that those likely to be affected monitor the ISA website at regular intervals.

· Make a note of all current employees and volunteers who may be covered by the ISA’s requirements, to speed up the process if new checks are required. Recruitment documentation for new posts should warn candidates that they may be covered by the new arrangements in due course.

· Make contact with the Local Safeguarding Children Board to find out about any additional local arrangements or support.

· Infrastructure organisations should consider offering briefing events or documents to local groups about the forthcoming changes.

Resources and further reading

www.isa-gov.org.uk
Website for Independent Safeguarding Authority.

www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/socialcare/safeguarding/stayingsafe
More information about the Staying Safe Action Plan, and a link to download or buy a hard copy of the document.

www.ncvys.org.uk/index.php?page=262&PHPSESSID=d09f3be186cce3fe6f08e33d6ea720be
“Keeping it safe: a young person-centred approach to safety and child protection” is a resource pack for implementing safety policies and procedures (available to buy at £35).
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