
 FIRST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

SAFE SANCTUARY POLICY

I. INTRODUCTION

When the disciples attempted to keep the children away from Jesus he was quick to respond, “Let the children come to me.”  Jesus taught that children were to be included and provided for within the community of faith.  Today the church may be the only place where some children find the unconditional love and care they so desperately need to grow and thrive.  As Christians, we must take our responsibilities to the children and other vulnerable persons very seriously.  We fail in those responsibilities if we neglect to take adequate precautions against abuse in our churches.  While it is unlikely that we can completely prevent abuse in every situation, it is possible for us to greatly reduce the risk by following a thorough and practical policy of prevention.  

II. PURPOSE

The congregation of the First United Methodist church is committed to providing a safe and secure environment for all children, as well as for those who work with them.  The following policy reflects our congregation’s commitment to preserving this church as a sacred place of safety and protection for all who enter and as a place in which all people can experience the love of God through relationships with others.

III. STATEMENT OF COVENANT

As a Christian community of faith committed to ministry to and with children and other vulnerable persons, we pledge to conduct all our activities and ministries in such a way that assures the safety and spiritual growth of all those entrusted to us. We will follow reasonable safety measures in the selection and recruitment of workers and we will be responsible in overseeing our programs and events and in training our staff, so that they are able and equipped to minister to children in Jesus’ name. We will report and respond to all witnessed or suspected incidents of abuse as is required by state law and our moral conscience and we will be prepared to minister to the families of both the abused and the perpetrator.

IV. DEFINITIONS

“Adult” – a person 18 years of age or older

“Child abuse” or “abuse” – any verbal, physical, or sexual abuse of a person under 18 years of age

“Child/children” – persons under 18 years of age

“Helper” – anyone who aids in ministry and is not counted in the 2-worker rule.

 “Physical Abuse” – any act of commission or omission that endangers a child’s physical health, including intentional physical injury, punishment that is overly punitive or inappropriate to the child’s age or condition, and purposeful acts that pose a serious danger to physical health of a child
 “Sexual abuse” – Child sexual abuse is the sexual use or exploitation of a child. This includes, but is not limited to: 1) incest, 2) rape, 3) prostitution, 4) romantic involvement with a child, 5) sexual intercourse or other sexual contact with a child, 6) sexualized behavior that communicates sexual interest and/or content, 7) making comments or innuendo of a sexual nature, 8) inappropriate touching of a child’s body or inappropriate kissing, 9) displaying pornography or sexually suggestive visual materials, and 10) exposing the genitals or touching or rubbing oneself in the presence of a child.  The National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect defines child sexual abuse as: “Contacts or interactions between a child and an adult when the child is being used for sexual stimulation of the perpetrator or another person when the perpetrator or another person is in a position of power or control over the victim.”

“Social media” – Web-based and mobile technologies used to advance interactive communication – both public and private uses – such as instant messaging, texting, emailing, and video chat.  Examples include blogs, Facebook, Flickr, Foursquare, Google +, Instagram, Instant Messenger, SnapChat, Tumblr, Twitter, Vimeo, and YouTube.

 “Staff” – all paid church personnel

 “Verbal Abuse” – any verbal act that humiliates, degrades or threatens.

“Vulnerable person” or “vulnerable adult” – any person, 18 years and older, who because of mental, emotional, physical, or developmental disability or dysfunction, or brain damage, or the infirmities of aging may be vulnerable to maltreatment.
“Worker” – any person who works with children, regardless of how infrequently

V. SAFE SANCTUARY PROCEDURES

This policy applies to all persons, including paid and unpaid workers, whether lay or clergy, who have any direct or indirect contact with the children and/or youth who participate in any ministries, activities, or events sponsored by First United Methodist Church.  Additionally, all outside groups using the building shall sign a statement that they are in compliance with the SAFE SANCTUARY BUILDING USE AGREEMENT or have an equivalent policy in force, which is to be verified by the Screening Committee.

1. SCREENING

· All screening information (references, background checks, etc.) shall be held in strict confidence and all documents will be securely stored. Social Security numbers recorded on background check waiver forms shall be blacked out once the background check is completed.
· A Screening Team shall be formed to conduct all screening procedures.  This team will be comprised of the pastor, SPRC chair, and the supervisor of ministry under which that program or event falls (e.g., for Sunday School classes – the Sunday School Superintendent). 
· All workers must be screened prior to working with children.

· All church staff must be screened regardless of whether they will have regular contact with children. (Note: At the time of implementation of this policy, current employees will not be required to undergo the screening process, but all will be subject to a criminal background check.)

· As part of the screening process, all church staff and workers will undergo criminal background checks. Criminal background checks may be waived for persons who provide documentation of a current criminal background check (e.g., public school teachers). Criminal background checks will include national criminal and sex offender databases and a Social Security trace. Additionally, motor vehicle records searches are required for drivers on church-sponsored trips for which transportation is provided (e.g., mission trips). Background checks must be renewed every 5 years.
· Workers will be required to complete a BACKGROUND VERIFICATION RELEASE form and a VOLUNTEER APPLICATION FORM AND RELEASE, which shall include the following:

· Identification (including a license or picture ID, or that of a parent if a minor)

· Address

· Phone number

· Social Security number (Note that the Social Security number will be blacked out as soon as the background check is complete.) 

· Employment history for the last 5 years

· Volunteer work for the last 5 years

· Information regarding whether the applicant holds a valid driver’s license and if so, whether it has been suspended or revoked in the last 5 years

· 2 personal references (not related to the applicant) with complete addresses

· Consent to verify all information provided and to contact the references

· Acknowledgement that the applicant has read and understood the Safe Sanctuary policy
· Waiver of any right to pursue damages against the church caused by reference’s responses

· Certification that the information provided is true and correct.

· No individual who has been convicted of a crime involving either sexual or physical abuse will be permitted to serve as a worker in any church-sponsored program, event, or ministry involving children.  The Screening Team will determine the suitability of other applicants based upon reference and background checks.

· All workers are expected to attend an orientation and training session. Scheduling, preparing for, and facilitating orientation and training sessions are the responsibility of the Screening Team. These sessions will be conducted as needed as an orientation for new workers.  This will include a review of the Safe Sanctuary policies as well as emergency procedures.  

· Those who are unable to attend the orientation and training session shall receive one-on-one training from a member of the Screening Team.

· The Safe Sanctuary orientation and training is required for all workers. Additional training may be provided occasionally (e.g., presentation of responsibilities as a state mandated reporter) which may or may not be mandatory. 

· All regular workers are required to sign the SAFE SANCTUARY PARTICIPATION COVENANT annually.  Note that this includes an affirmation that the worker has reread and understands the Safe Sanctuary Policy.
2.  SUPERVISION: 

· At all times during any church-sponsored program, event, or ministry involving children, there shall be a minimum of 2 adult workers who are at least 5 years older than the group with which they are working and are not from the same household. Youth group leaders must be at least 21 years of age.
· While helpers may assist workers in church-sponsored programs, events, or ministries involving children, only screened and trained workers may directly care for children (e.g., bathroom escort, changing diapers).

· Because one-on-one relationship is essential to the unique nature of the confirmation program, confirmation mentors and their confirmands are exempt from the “2-worker rule”.   However, all confirmation mentors shall be screened and parental/guardian consent is required. 
· There shall be unobstructed visibility to all activities where children are present.  
· All rooms that are regularly used as classrooms or nursery must have windows.  These windows must remain unobstructed at all times.  Rooms that are not regularly used as classrooms or nursery need not have windows installed.  However, when using those rooms for any program, event, or ministry involving children, the door must remain open at all times.  
· Changing a diaper or assisting a young child in the bathroom should take place where the worker is in the line of sight, while protecting the child’s privacy.
· In the event that a child needs to use a restroom that is within the line of sight, one worker must accompany the child to a restroom.  In the event that a child needs to use a restroom that is not within the line of sight, two workers must accompany the child to the restroom.  If that leaves only one worker with children, a worker from another room must float or stand in the line of sight of the room(s) in which there is only one worker left.  In any case, a worker will confirm that the restroom is unoccupied before allowing the child to enter.  The worker(s) will wait outside of the restroom for the child and will escort the child back.      
· Cell phone use by workers is not permitted other than to contact a parent/guardian.

· In the interest of safety and security, parents/guardians are responsible for all children on church property who are not participating in a worker-supervised class or activity.

· The Safe Sanctuary policy will be enforced at off-site church-sponsored ministry, events, and locations.  Transportation to and from will be the sole responsibility of the child’s parent or guardian.  In the event of a church-sponsored trip for which transportation is provided (e.g., mission trip) the 2-worker rule applies at all times, including in each vehicle, and all drivers must undergo a motor vehicle background check.  
· Any off-site activity requires advance notification to parents/guardians and completion of an ACTIVITY PERMISSION SLIP signed by a parent/guardian.
· When the pastor meets a child for one-on-one counseling, they shall meet in a room that has an unobstructed door window, and there must be another adult present within the line of sight.
· Physical discipline of children is not allowed.  Disruptive children will be given a “time out”.  If the disruptive behavior continues the parent/guardian will be notified to remove the child from the class or activity.
· All workers shall report immediately to the pastor any unsafe condition or behavior that, while not clearly physically, emotionally, or sexually abusive, does appear inappropriate.
· Copies of the Safe Sanctuary Policy, related forms, and an emergency response procedures checklist shall be kept in a binder in all children’s classrooms and the nursery.

3. SOCIAL MEDIA
· Workers, helpers, and staff shall protect the privacy and identity of all children and vulnerable adults in online writings, postings and discussions.

· Workers, helpers, and staff must not post photos or video that identify children or vulnerable adults on any online site or printed publication without written consent from a parent/guardian.

· All social media groups and pages associated with children’s ministry areas will be designated as “closed” groups, requiring all those who wish to gain access to be approved by the page administrators.

· All church-related social media groups and pages must have at least two administrators. If an administrator is no longer associated with the ministry, that individual's administrative status must be revoked.

· Photos of minors may only be published or posted on social media, church newsletters, websites, blogs, etc., after a photo release has been signed by a parent/guardian.  Photos must not include any identifying information of minors. Photos may only be posted to the social media page by page administrators.  

· When checking in on any location-tagging social media, workers, helpers, and staff may only “check in” for themselves, never for children. Workers, helpers, and staff will not tag or reveal any other participants’ location without their expressed permission, but rather create a hashtag to facilitate conversation.

· Workers, helpers, and staff shall maintain appropriate relational boundaries with minors.

· No workers, helpers, or staff shall initiate Friend Requests, Follow Requests, Circle Requests, or other online connections with a minor or vulnerable adult.  Workers, helpers, and staff shall not accept such requests by minors without the permission of a parent/guardian. 

· Any electronic conversations with children shall occur in open channels.  When emailing, texting, tweeting, or using any social media messaging a child, workers, helpers, and staff will copy another adult (a parent/guardian or another screened worker) on the message, or post it in a public venue (e.g., a Facebook wall as opposed to a private message). This will allow adults to virtually maintain the “two adults present” procedure when using social media.

· Social media, even though it offers convenient and private channels, is not an appropriate medium for counseling.  Pastoral conversations will begin or immediately transition into a mandated Safe Sanctuary model (i.e., office with windows, two adult rule, etc.).

· Engaging in the creation, viewing or distribution of pornography is prohibited.

· Engaging in, encouraging or condoning cyberbullying is prohibited.

· We will look for opportunities to educate children in the safest and most effective ways of using social media and technology to live out their Christian witness in what they write, post, share, and view.  

VI. RESPONSE AND REPORTING

· All reports shall be kept confidential except as necessary to assist law enforcement, Child Protective Services, the United Methodist Church, and other investigative bodies and agents.  All written reports shall be filed securely.  

· In the event of a witnessed event of child abuse:

· Immediately take any necessary steps to ensure the victim’s safety.

· Calmly remove all children present from the situation and immediately notify the victim’s parent/guardian (if that person is not the perpetrator).

· Do not confront the accused abuser with anger and hostility, but do immediately remove him or her from further contact with children.

· Secure and maintain the integrity of the area and protect all evidence for professional investigation.

· Immediately report in the following order to: 
· Law enforcement agency (911)

· Child Protective Services Intake on the 24 hour Intake line (1-800-452-1999)
· The pastor (who will then immediately contact the District Superintendent)

· The District Superintendent will advise further action and/or notification.

· If the pastor is the perpetrator, immediately report in the following order to: 

· Law enforcement agency (911)

· Child Protective Services Intake on the 24 hour Intake line (207-626-8620 or 1-800-452-1999)
· SPRC chair (who will then immediately contact the District Superintendent)

· If the SPRC chair is unavailable, the witness will immediately report directly to the District Superintendent

· The District Superintendent will advise further action and/or notification.

· As soon as the situation is safe, the victim (if possible) and the witness should record their statements using the REPORT OF WITNESSED ABUSE form.  

· As soon as possible, the pastor (or SPRC chair if the perpetrator is the pastor) shall complete the RECORD OF ACTION FOR WITNESSED INCIDENT OF CHILD ABUSE form.   This form should be updated as further action is taken.

· After conferring with the District Superintendent, the pastor (or other individual designated by the District Superintendent) will prepare a brief and honest statement that can be made to the congregation without giving unnecessary details, placing blame, interfering with the victim’s privacy, or violating any confidentiality concerns.

· In the event of an alleged (i.e., reported, not witnessed) abuse:

· The person(s) receiving the report shall immediately notify the pastor

· As soon as possible, the person(s) to whom the allegation is made shall record their statements using the REPORT OF SUSPECTED ABUSE form.  

· If the pastor is the accused, the person receiving the report shall immediately notify the SPRC chair.

· The pastor (or SPRC Chair if the pastor is the accused) shall immediately contact parent/guardian (if that person is not the alleged perpetrator)

· The pastor (or SPRC Chair if the pastor is the accused) shall contact Child Protective Services Intake on the 24 hour Intake line (1-800-452-1999)
· The pastor shall immediately notify the District Superintendent. If the pastor is the alleged perpetrator, the SPRC chair will inform the District Superintendent. The District Superintendent will advise further action and/or notification.

· The accused shall immediately be removed from any further involvement with children until the case is resolved.

· As soon as possible, the pastor (or SPRC chair if the perpetrator is the pastor) shall complete the RECORD OF ACTION FOR SUSPECTED INCIDENT OF CHILD ABUSE form.   This form should be updated as further action is taken. 

· After conferring with the District Superintendent the pastor (or other individual designated by the District Superintendent) will prepare a brief and honest statement that can be made to the congregation without giving unnecessary details, placing blame, interfering with the victim’s privacy, or violating any confidentiality concerns.

· Public response to witnessed or alleged abuse:

· All inquiries will be forwarded to the District Superintendent for comment unless s/he appoints a spokesperson

· If a spokesperson is designated, all media inquiries will be addressed by him/her only

· Note that on the larger church level, there is care about and concern for victims of misconduct. Efforts will be made at that level to facilitate and support an appropriate response.  In the event of clergy misconduct, the District Superintendent will relay specific allegations to the Bishop. 
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