UUA TRUSTEE TIDBITS

Joan Lund
April can be the month sometimes associated with spring cleaning, sprucing up the building and grounds, and perhaps re-visiting church policies/procedures. Although it is important for all churches to have safety policies and procedures in place, societal trends have prompted many questions and concerns about procedures especially to protect children and youth in our congregations. Prevention is the major goal in children/ youth protection. At my home church (UU Church of Tampa) I serve on the Religious Education Committee and we are in the process of reviewing, updating, and developing additional safety policies related to our young UUs. 

There are many components to comprehensive children/youth protection policies. Time and space limit what I am able to relate in the column but much assistance is available on the UUA website. Comprehensive policies will not only help protect our children/youth, but also the staff and volunteers from the possibility of unfounded accusations. The policies should contain many divisions including: how the RE program will be administered, staff and volunteer recruitment/training, safety and health protection, and travel safety protection. Also, physical, emotional, and sexual abuse protection must be an important area covered in your children/youth policies. Protection for children/youth from high risk individuals must be spelled out in detail; and how any type of incident involving children/youth will be handled by the church.
Volunteers working with children/youth must be screened and many congregations do background checks on these volunteers. Probably it is not wise to recruit RE volunteers who are new to the congregation; probably allowing a prospective volunteer at least six months of functioning appropriately in congregation life before asking her/him. Folks who come directly from years of service to other UU congregations may be checked by contacting the former congregation minister and/or RE director for references and recommendations. It is prudent to have all church staff and volunteers working with children/youth sign an established church code of ethics on a yearly basis; copies kept on file.

As adults we must use good judgment and mature wisdom when working with children/youth. Because young UUs are in a vulnerable position with adults they are sometimes reluctant to report inappropriate adult behavior towards them. Children/youth must be taught, and develop the skills to know when an adult is acting both appropriately and inappropriately in their presence. It is up to us to be ever vigilant concerning all aspects of child/youth safety and protection. 

Thank you to my UU friends who have called or written with words of appreciation and/or to ask me to help them in some way. I am not always successful in my responses but I will give you my best. I look forward to hearing from you with your ideas, questions, and concerns; jlund@uua.org or lundjb@verizon.net. 
