Working With Those Who Present A Risk

It is inevitable that there will be people worshipping in our churches who have been convicted of offences that indicate they pose a risk to children, other adults and particularly to vulnerable adults. Some have been members of church communities before their convictions, others have developed a faith during imprisonment and are seeking to join church communities on release. There may also be members of the church community who have not been convicted of an offence, but whose behaviour has led to disciplinary action in employment, and possibly inclusion on the Protection of Vulnerable Adults  (POVA) list. Their offences may not necessarily have been sexual: some will have been guilty of neglect, physical or emotional abuse, harassment or bullying. The Church’s duty to minister to all imposes a particular responsibility to such people. This responsibility must not however compromise the safety of children and vulnerable adults within the church community. 

Where an offender is known, befriended and helped by a group of volunteers to lead a fulfilled life without direct contact with children or vulnerable adults, the chances of re-offending are diminished. The Church therefore has an important part to play in preventing abuse and the creation of further victims.

When it is known that a member of the congregation has been accused or convicted of abusing children, young people or vulnerable adults, the Diocesan Child Protection Adviser or Diocesan Safeguarding Adviser (DSA) must be consulted, so that a safe course of action can be agreed. Because of the compulsive nature of sexual abuse it is expected that an agreement will be entered into with the offender.

The following guidelines may assist church workers in this situation. It is of paramount importance that the diocesan adviser is consulted about all decisions made.

( A frank discussion should be held with the offender, explaining that a small group from the congregation will need to know the facts in order to create a safe place for him or her. If possible the membership of the group should be agreed. Those needing to know are likely to include the clergy, churchwardens, Child Protection or Safeguarding representative, and any befriending volunteers. Anybody coordinating activities for vulnerable groups may need to be informed so they do not inadvertently ask the person to volunteer.

( No-one else should be informed of the facts without the offender’s knowledge, and the whole congregation should not be informed without further consultation with the diocesan adviser and awareness of the possible consequences of this action. The highest levels of confidentiality should be maintained.

( Any group working with the offender should offer friendship and support as well as supervision. They should endeavour to keep open channels of communication.

( In order to establish clear boundaries for both the protection of the young or vulnerable people and to reduce the possibility of the adult being wrongly accused a written agreement may need to be prepared. This should always be done in consultation with the diocesan adviser.

( The agreement should be maintained and reviewed. Changes to the agreement should only be agreed after consultation with the diocesan adviser. If the offender will not comply, or breaks the agreement, further action may be necessary, and the diocesan adviser and the registrar should be consulted.

In some cases offences only come to light after many years. In such cases sensitivity and discretion will be required. However, there may still be a substantial risk to children or to vulnerable people and the above process will need to be considered.
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