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NITH VALLEY SAFE SPACES POLICY

May 2006
Nith Valley Mennonite Church

1. VISION of POLICY

Love God with all our being and love others as ourselves.

Nith Valley Mennonite Church Mission Statement

Our aim is that the following policy will outline the boundaries for the treasured and essential relationships between adults and children in all aspects of our church community’s life. We affirm and encourage all the ways that our members work to create an environment of grace, joy and peace in which children can grow physically, emotionally and spiritually. Further, we want to clarify positive relational boundaries in an effort to absolutely minimize the risk of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse to our children, as well as protecting our adults from false and wrongful allegations.

This policy will adhere to and support the Nith Valley Mission Statement and the following Purpose and Commitment Statements (P&C) and Goals (G):

A. Nith Valley Mennonite Church is a community of believers, responding to the love and grace of God. We celebrate His presence among us as revealed through Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit. (P&C1)

B. We nurture each other for life and service, recognizing and using individual gifts. (P&C4)

C. We reach out to others in our community, country and world, inviting them to experience Christ. (P&C5)

D. We take seriously stewardship of life, our possessions and the environment. (P&C6)

E. We desire to be a community of faith, joy, peace and grace by practicing love, forgiveness and hospitality. (G2)

F. We seek God’s peace and justice in our homes, workplaces, neighbourhoods and the world. (G6)

2.  DEFINITIONS

Children - for the purposes of this document, the terms children or child encompass all vulnerable people (see definition below)

Participant – this title refers to any member, affiliate, or regular attender of Nith Valley Mennonite Church

Nith Valley premises - refers to the actual building and property and to any location at which a Nith Valley Mennonite Church event or activity is being held

In order that it is clearly understood what constitutes unacceptable behavior, definitions of abuse and related issues are essential.

A) Child abuse – includes abuse that is physical, emotional and/or sexual

-  always involves the misuse of power

Misuse of Power – occurs when people take advantage of the authority or power they have over vulnerable people

Vulnerable people - include adults with physical or mental challenges, and children under 18 years of age
B) Physical Abuse – the act or intent of using physical force or action that

     results, or could result, in the injuring of a child. It extends beyond

reasonable discipline.
Reasonable Discipline – the natural consequences for actions that are contrary to the stated rules or expectations of proper behaviour at NV events. Physical forms of discipline or verbal or emotional abuse are not acceptable. 

C) Emotional Abuse – any pattern of hurting a child’s feelings to the point

of damaging their self-respect; can include but is not limited to verbal

attacks, insults, humiliation or rejection

D) Sexual Abuse – when a child is used for sexual stimulation or

gratification; sexual activity between children may also be considered

sexual abuse if older or more powerful children take sexual advantage of

those who are younger or less powerful

  Types of sexual abuse that fall under the category of touching include: a) fondling, b) oral, genital and anal penetration, c) intercourse, 

d) forcible rape.

  Types of sexual abuse that fall under the category of non-touching include: a) verbal comments, b) pornographic videos, c) obscene phone calls, d) exhibitionism, e) allowing children to witness sexual activity.

E) Child Neglect – the failure of those responsible for the care of a child to

meet their physical, emotional or medical needs to an extent that the

child’s health, development or safety is endangered

F) Harassment – includes, but is not limited to, disturbing, worrying or

unnerving, tormenting, or distressing with annoying labour, care or

misfortune; can take a variety of subtle or overt forms ranging from name

calling to physical confrontation 

  The accessory role, whether by silence, laughter, or non-intervention, implies indifference to a particular viewpoint or even tacit approval and is therefore also considered a form of harassment.

G) Unacceptable Touch – includes any touch with which a child is

uncomfortable, even if the touch is well-intentioned or initiated by the child. Participants who are responsible for children must avoid the following: kissing a child, coaxing a child to kiss you, extended hugging and tickling, touching a child in any area that would be covered by a bathing suit (except when assisting a child with toileting), or massaging a child.

H) Acceptable Touch – includes and encourages the following examples of 

acceptable expressions of love and caring: shaking hands with a child, bending down to the child’s eye level and speaking kindly, listening to the child carefully, putting an arm around the shoulder of a child who needs quieting or comforting, patting a child on the head, hand, shoulder or back to affirm him or her, or holding a preschool child who is crying

3. FORMAL SCREENING PROCESS

Anyone currently, or previously, in a position of responsibility for children at Nith Valley will not be required to undergo further screening.

The following screening procedures will apply to any adult in the future who chooses to fill a role within Nith Valley where they are required to work with children. 

If the individual is known to the Nith Valley community, the nomination and/or recommendation by other participants is sufficient screening to be accepted.

A “6–month rule” will apply to any new and unknown participants before being eligible to work with children other than their own. After 6 months of participation at Nith Valley, the individual becomes eligible to assume a position of responsibility with children after meeting with the Nith Valley pastor(s) and providing a background reference. (Appendix 1) 

A Police/Criminal Record Check may be required at the Pastors’/ Elders’ request.

A position of responsibility for children can include, and is not restricted to, the following:

Pastors/Elders

Sunday School Teachers

Kids’ Club Leaders

Nursery Helpers

MYF Sponsors

Bible Quiz Coaches

Vacation Bible School Teachers and Helpers

VBS Coordinators

Librarian

4. PLAN FOR MAINTAINING SAFE SPACES

A) EDUCATION    All participants who are involved with children’s ministries, programs, events, activities, and care will be familiar with the Nith Valley Safe Spaces Policy. Opportunities for presentation and discussion will be scheduled.



Children must be granted the right to back away from any well-intentioned touch. As well, children need to be empowered by the knowledge that adults will take them seriously when disclosing incidents of inappropriate touch or abuse.

B) COVENANTING
All participants in positions of responsibility for children will covenant with the congregation. (See Appendix 2)

C) TEAM APPROACH    For all Nith Valley events and activities involving children, a team approach will be encouraged to ensure that there are always two or more adult participants present. 

In the event that only one adult is present, the following accountability requirements will be met. The participant will ensure that at least one other participant is fully aware of the nature and location of the event, as well as the beginning and end times.

If only one child is in the group, the recommendation is to cancel the event or to join with another group.

Events and activities with children will be held in rooms or facilities with windows in doors. If no window exists in the door, an open door policy will be employed unless two or more adults are present in the room.

As a general rule, participants in the nursery will not be expected to change diapers. However, if the diaper change becomes necessary, it must always take place in such a way that another participant can easily see both the child being changed and any other children in the room. 

5. PROCESS FOR REPORTING SUSPECTED ABUSE

All participants will take seriously any report of perceived abuse of a child.

Suspicions of potential abuse may be raised in a number of ways, including: actual witnessing of an abusive incident, observing physical and psychological signs, symptoms of abuse with no actual report by the victim, or hearing a report from the victim or another person.  Observed symptoms may include any unusual cuts, bruises and/or lacerations on the body, or abnormal behaviour unbefitting the child in question. 

In the case of suspected abuse, the following procedures shall be followed:

1)
While it may be appropriate to ask a child how observed symptoms appeared, it is never appropriate to ask any leading questions which might suggest to a child s/he has been abused or suggest names, places or methods of abuse.  Further, no person shall conduct any investigation or question any individuals regarding suspected child abuse unless authorized by the appropriate authorities.  Such investigations can be undertaken only by Family and Children’s Services, or the Police.

2)
SCENARIO A:  If the initial report is made to individuals in the church, people in leadership (pastors and elders) will contact the person whose name has been brought forth in connection with the allegation and will first have a conversation with him/her and will inform s/he that Family and Children’s Services must be contacted in this matter.  

SCENARIO B:  The initial report may be made directly to Family & Children’s Services. Each person who believes on reasonable grounds that a child or youth is, or may be in need of protection, shall immediately report the belief and the information upon which it is based to the local Family and Children’s Services Department in compliance with the Child and Family Services Act.

This report may initially be on a consultative basis without revealing the identity of any person involved. If the Police or Family and Children’s Services representatives indicate that an investigation must be undertaken, then all pertinent information must be provided.  Any delay in reporting or providing the appropriate information may place the child at further risk.

3)
It is expected that any witness(es) to observed symptoms or events raising concern regarding abuse of children and/or youth will document their observation in an Incident Report form (see Appendix 3), including:

a) specific signs of observed symptoms,

b) any report of abuse made by the child or others, and/or any witnessed event that raised the suspicion, as well as

c) the date and time relating to any of the above and

d) any response the child made to any of the above.

The Incident Report will be given to a pastor(s) and shared with the Elder Chair. A log of all follow-up involvements regarding this concern will be confidentially maintained by those involved.  Any information obtained and any reports shall be considered and treated CONFIDENTIAL information by the church officials involved. 

4)
Appropriate precautions must be undertaken to ensure that the victim of abuse, and other children, are kept safe during the ongoing investigation by authorities. If the accused is a participant at the church s/he will immediately be suspended from any position of responsibility with children, pending the outcome of the investigation. This suspension may also be beneficial to the accused in preventing further scenarios of allegation.

5)
It is recognized that the victim, accused, and witness(es) to any suspicions of child abuse will require support, especially once a report is made by authorities.  Appropriate pastoral support and clinical support is key to everyone’s healing process. During the investigation the following guidelines should be respected: 

a) refrain from sharing any statement made by the child with anyone other than the authorities until the authorities have determined whether or not the child needs to be protected from contact with the person in question;

b) refrain from sharing information with parents, or any other person, that has not been reported to the authorities.  All information must be promptly reported to Family and Children’s Services;

c) refrain from attempting to convince a parent that the alleged abuse happened or did not happen;

d) listen to any information a parent or other party may offer about the suspected abuse, recording it immediately after the conversation, and ensuring that the additional information is reported in a manner consistent with the original report of the suspected abuse;

e) assure the victim and parents, and the accused, of the confidential nature of the report and express the need to maintain confidentiality.

6)
The decision whether or not to reinstate the accused to his/her position or duty will be dependent on the outcome of the investigation.  Reinstatement will be done only if it is deemed safe and proper to do so; as determined in consultation with Family and Children’s Services, legal counsel and child abuse experts.  Whatever the outcome, efforts will be made to restore strained relationships and facilitate the healing process. 

7)
In the event of prosecution resulting in conviction, the abuser will not be restored to his/her previous position within the church, but will be given continued pastoral support as desired.

8)
The pastor(s) will immediately contact the Insurance Broker to satisfy the statutory conditions for the liability policy and to avoid jeopardizing any available coverage response.

9)
If the accused is determined to be innocent, all related church documents will be destroyed. Any reported incident remains in the files of Family and Children Services.

6.  APPENDICES

1- Reference Check Form

2- Covenant

3- Incident Report Form 

4- Available Resources 

Appendix 1

Reference Check Form  (Confidential)

Record of contact with a reference identified by a participant pursuing a position of responsibility with children at Nith Valley Mennonite Church.

Name of participant: ________________________________________________

	 Date of

contact
	Name of

reference
	Person contacting reference
	Method of contact
	Summary of contact

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Police / Criminal Record Check received: ________________________________

Appendix 2

Safe Spaces Covenant  

As followers of Jesus Christ and as participants at Nith Valley Mennonite Church we recognize and accept the calling and responsibility to mentor and walk alongside our children as they grow in faith and maturity.

So that God’s love and grace can be felt within us and around us, and so that we might reveal the God of healing, hope, peace and justice to others in our community, country and world, we covenant with each other to be pro-active in preventing harm to children, as well as protecting ourselves from false and wrongful allegations.

We, being familiar with the principles and guidelines outlined in the Nith Valley Safe Spaces Policy, covenant with each other and with God to abide by the spirit of these principles and guidelines.

Dated this        day of            

, 20

___________________________

Participant

____________________________

Pastor
Appendix 3

Incident Report Form  (Confidential)

Date:



Time:

Event:

Location:

Person making this report:

Details of incident or observed symptoms:

Actions taken:

Names of others present:

Response of child:

Signature:




Date:

Return report to pastor(s).

Appendix 4

Available Resources

Smart Team

MCEC

Interfaith

Family and Children’s Services

