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PROTOCOL FOR THE IMMEDIATE MANAGEMENT
OF SAFEGUARDING CONCERNS
1. 	Policy Statement – Protecting children and adults at risk of harm
It is the role of the PCI Safeguarding Department (SD) to provide expert professional advice to decision makers regarding appropriate measures for the immediate management of safeguarding concerns. If a concern is identified, advice should be sought from the SD and consideration should be given to establishing an Emergency Safeguarding Panel (ESP) as per Appendix 1.
Having taken advice, if the appropriate convenor of the ESP (per Appendix 1) considers that there are reasonable grounds for concern regarding any safeguarding matter involving volunteers, staff or leaders of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland (PCI), the first priority must always be to ensure that no child or adult at risk of harm is exposed to unnecessary risk. 
Regardless of who the concern is about or the type of risk involved, the welfare of the vulnerable person will always take precedence, alongside complementary regard for the welfare of the person about whom the concern has been raised. 
2. 	Scope 
This protocol applies to all volunteers, staff and leaders across PCI in both Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland and the principles also apply to the Church’s mission overseas.
The Protocol neither impacts nor supersedes legal obligations to report concerns to appropriate statutory authorities, as per Children First and Cooperating to Safeguard Children and Young People. These legal obligations should be completed first.
3. 	Immediate protective measures and precautionary actions
In all safeguarding matters, actions must be taken as a matter of urgency, to address immediate harm and minimise any immediate risk of additional harm. 
If the risk of harm is such that a person’s safety is being jeopardised, it is vital that any necessary immediate protective measures are not delayed by church governance processes. 
Accordingly, this protocol will be applied immediately a concern is identified. Any action taken under the protocol will subsequently be reviewed by the appropriate Court of the Church or (in the case of contracted employees) relevant HR processes, as soon as practicable.
Measures taken under this Protocol are not disciplinary actions – they are solely for the purpose of addressing perceived immediate harm or risk of harm. They should not be interpreted as implying a finding of wrongdoing.
Further, any immediate measures taken under this protocol must be proportionate to the level of risk assessed. In some circumstances, the necessary protective measures may include requiring a minister or elder temporarily to step back from delivery of their role, however such a ‘stepping back’ should be considered a last resort and must only be applied after alternative options (such as those outlined in section 4 below) have been considered.
The categories for concern are defined as:

· if an individual is convicted of offences relating to harm caused to a child or adult at risk;
· if an individual has an allegation made against them of inappropriate or abusive behaviour towards a child or adult at risk;[footnoteRef:1] [1: 	In line with definitions in Co-operating to Safeguard Children and Young People DOH 2017 (as revised), Adult Safeguarding: Prevention and Protection in Partnership DOH 2015, Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children, Safeguarding Vulnerable Persons at Risk of Abuse HSE 2014 ] 

· if information is received from statutory authorities that they have concerns about the behaviour of an individual in relation to a child or adult at risk; 
· if a PCI SD assessment indicates that an individual’s involvement in safeguarding related decisions, judgements or implementation could expose a child or adult at risk to harm. 

As noted above, it is the role of the SD to provide expert professional advice to decision makers in relation to appropriate immediate protective measures. If a concern is identified, their advice should be sought as soon as possible.
 4. 	Emergency Safeguarding Panel
If a safeguarding concern is identified, an ESP should be convened (as per Appendix 1) as soon as practicable to consider any necessary immediate actions to address the concern. 
Material considered by an ESP and any decisions reached are strictly confidential and are likely to meet the definition of Special Category Data under relevant data protection legislation. 
In undertaking its work, the ESP has two necessary and urgent functions. Firstly, based largely on the information provided when the concern was reported, the ESP should seek to understand: 

· the general nature of the concern;
· if it relates to child or adult safeguarding;
· when the incident is alleged to have occurred;
· what is known at this point;
· any additional readily available information. 

The ESP should not carry out any additional investigation nor should it seek to identify or interview witnesses, the alleged victim or the person about whom the concern has been raised.
Having collated and considered the available information, the ESP must consider what action (if any) is necessary. The outcomes of an ESP review can include:

· deciding that no immediate precautionary action is necessary 
· requiring the individual to:
· cease particular actions / roles
· refrain from contacting specific individuals
· refrain from attending specific locations 
· step back from their role in its entirety

The ESP should not delay its deliberations in an effort to obtain additional information. As the key issue for the ESP to address is immediate protection of children or adults at risk, the expectation is that an ESP should normally make its decisions within 48 hours of being advised of a concern.

The role of the SD is to provide advice relating to:
· safeguarding matters; 
· the level and type of risk involved;
· possible actions to take to mitigate risk.

The SD advises, but is not part of, the decision making of the ESP.

If, for any reason, the SD cannot be contacted, the ESP Convenor should seek initial advice from appropriate statutory authorities and should put in place such immediate temporary steps as they consider necessary to protect the individuals at risk until the ESP is able to meet formally with the SD. 
The ESP will summarise the information it has considered and any decisions (with reasons) on the ESP Review and Decision Record form (Appendix 3). 
When any precautionary action (including requiring an individual to step back from a role or function) is taken by the ESP to address an identified concern or risk, this is deemed to be a formal decision with the authority of the church and may only be changed following adjudication by the relevant court of the church or (in the case of a contracted employee) HR process. 
Any investigation which is necessary will be undertaken utilising the appropriate processes of the relevant court of the Church or HR policy. Once the immediate risk has been addressed by the ESP, the relevant church court or HR process will commence its work. The actions and decisions of the ESP will be reviewed and either affirmed, amended or revoked by the subsequent investigation process. This initial work should also be completed as a matter of some urgency, with a review of any ESP actions normally expected within seven days.
Once the matter has been passed from the ESP to a Church Court or HR process, the rules for procedure, appeals, etc. governing those processes will apply. 
The ESP must be mindful that any new information which comes to its attention during deliberation may retrigger the mandatory or statutory reporting requirements of the relevant jurisdiction.
Any additional reports required should be managed in line with PCI procedures as a matter of urgency.
5.	Consideration of ‘stepping back’ 
While always ensuring that the safety of individuals at risk is critical in the decision-making process, the ESP must be cognisant of the implications of any decision to require an individual to step back from any or all of their roles in the church.
Such a decision can have far reaching consequences and should only be considered as a last resort, and ideally with advice from the SD. The ESP must balance the protection of vulnerable individuals with the welfare of the person about whom the concern has been raised. As previously noted, the decision should be based on fairness and proportionality.
Immediate precautionary stepping back from a role may be appropriate if:
· a child or adult is at significant risk;
· the concern is so serious that if proven it may lead to dismissal / removal from office;
· the concern has the potential to meet the criteria for a statutory referral to the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS).
6. 	Informing the individual 
If any immediate precautionary action is required, the individual concerned should, subject to any restrictions applied by statutory authorities, be advised without delay of the following: 
· the nature of the concern and in particular that it is a safeguarding matter;
· the rationale for the action being taken;
· that the action is precautionary and is to protect all parties;
· the identity of a church contact point to provide pastoral support. Any person identified to provide such pastoral support must not be part of the ESP or any future investigative processes.

It is vitally important that the individual is assured that any precautionary actions are neutral and intended solely to protect all parties. 
The ESP Convenor should further ensure that pastoral support is available for the individual raising the concern and their family. 
7. 	Handover to normal procedures 
When the ESP is reasonably assured that any immediate risk has been addressed, it should ensure that the steps outlined above leading to an investigation by the appropriate court of the church have been instigated.







Appendix 1
EMERGENCY SAFEGUARDING PANEL – COMPOSITION

In all cases, the ESP should seek advice from the PCI Safeguarding Department.
The ESP as appointed must be independent of the individual about whom concerns have been raised.
Where ESP review relates to a called office-holder, the ESP members must be members of the relevant court. 

	Individual about whom concerns have been raised
	Responsible for establishing ESP
	Composition of Panel 
ESP should consist of at least three of the people listed below

	Congregational volunteer / leader 
	Minister
	Minister, Clerk of Session, Other elder, Designated Person

	Congregational staff member
	Minister
	Minister, Clerk of Session, Other elder, Designated Person

	Minister or elder
	Moderator of Presbytery
	An independent panel from Presbytery with at least 1 ruling elder and at least 1 teaching elder 

	Presbytery Moderator
	Clerk of 
Presbytery
	An independent panel from Presbytery with at least 1 ruling elder and at least 1 teaching elder

	Chaplain / Deaconess under the auspices of CMI
	CMI Secretary
	CMI Convener, CMI Secretary, Presbytery Moderator, Presbytery Clerk

	Staff in CSW Services 
	Relevant 
Regional 
Manager
	Regional Manager(s), Service Manager(s), Care Service Director / Deputy Director.

	Other PCI Employee
	Council Secretary or Head of Dept.
	Council Secretary, Head of Department, Council Convenor, Member of Senior Leadership Team

	Council Secretary
	Clerk of 
Assembly
	Member of Senior Leadership Team, Council Convenors

	Senior Leadership Team member
	General Council Convener
	Moderator of the GA, General Council Convenor, Convenor of another Council, Convenor of an Assembly Commission


Appendix 2
EMERGENCY SAFEGUARDING PANEL – DECISION PROCESS
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Appendix 3
EMERGENCY SAFEGUARDING PANEL – 
REVIEW AND DECISION RECORD FORM
	Date of meeting:

	Those present and their designation:

	Note of declared conflicts of interest:

	Note of discussion on background to the meeting:

	Consideration of information as it relates to:
 •	If an individual is convicted of offences relating to harm caused to a child or adult at risk. 
 •	If an individual has an allegation made against them of inappropriate or abusive behaviour towards a child or adult at risk.
 •	If information is received from statutory authorities that they have concerns about the behaviour of an individual in relation to a child or adult at risk.
 •	If a PCI Safeguarding Department assessment indicates that an individual’s involvement in safeguarding related decisions, judgements or implementation could expose a child or adult at risk to harm.

	Panel decisions/deliberations including considerations of options:

	Outline of action plan and agreed next steps:
Note of named individuals responsible for tasks and related timelines:

	What further process to be followed: 
 •	HR processes
 •	Kirk Session
 •	Presbytery
 •	Pastoral provision

	Any other regulatory actions considered necessary: 
 •	Notification to Charity Commission / Charity Regulator? 
 •	PSNI / Gardai
 •	Social Services / Tusla

	Signed: 
Designation: 
Date: 
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