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1. Purpose
This policy provides guidance to WHL staff about responding to child safety issues in an appropriate, safe, and timely manner. It outlines the relevant legal and regulatory frameworks and informs staff on how to comply with these requirements to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children.
2. Statement of commitment
WHL will ensure that child safety is part of its overall risk management strategy and is embedded into policy, procedure, and quality improvement processes. WHL aims to promote a culture of child safety through adequate training and strong partnerships. 

WHL is committed to:
· Promoting and maintaining the safety and wellbeing of all children

· Empowering children to have a voice and be active contributors of their community

· Upholding rights and respecting all children

· Promoting cultural safety and inclusive practices

· Implementing systems to protect children from abuse

3. Scope
This policy applies to all WHL employees, board members, contractors, students, and volunteers. Chils safety encompasses the safety of any child who has contact with WHL, whether via residing at a WHL property, accessing services or a child of a client, or staff relations. 
4. Responsibilities
4.1 Chief Executive Officer
The CEO is responsible for:

· Receiving reports about child abuse from Line Managers and collaborating with the Operations Manager to ensure correct processes are followed

· Ensuring all staff are aware of relevant laws, regulatory standards and organisational policies and procedures

· Ensuring that all staff are aware of their obligation to report suspected sexual abuse of a child in accordance with these policies and procedures

4.2 Operations Manager
The OM is responsible for:

· Championing WHL’s child safety culture and remaining up to date on legislative and regulatory changes 

· Maintaining policies and procedures relating to child safety and educating the wider staff group 

· Facilitating the reporting of inappropriate behaviour or suspected abusive activities

· Supporting Line Managers to understand their obligations 

· Liaising with relevant organisations or Government departments about child safety as necessary 

4.3 Line Managers

Line Managers are responsible for:
· Receiving reports from their staff about suspected child safety issues and escalating these to the OM and CEO

· Assessing the risk of child abuse or harm in the scope of their team and eradicating or minimising the risk so far as practicable

· Educate their team on WHL’s policies and procedures relating to child safety

· Bringing child safety to the forefront of team meetings

4.4 All staff

All employees, board members, contractors, students and volunteers are responsible for:
· Understand their obligations and duties to identify and report child safety issues

· Inform their Line Manager when they suspect a child safety issue and report this to the relevant authorities in conjunction with Management

· Work in a manner that is supportive of all children’s emotional and physical safety

5. Employment of new personnel
WHL undertakes a comprehensive recruitment and screening process for all workers and volunteers which aims to:

· Promote and protect the safety of all children under the care of the organisation
· Identify the safest and most suitable people who share WHL’s values and commitment to protect children; and

· Prevent a person from working at WHL if, in the reasonably held opinion of WHL, they pose a risk to children 

All staff are required to sign a copy of WHL’s Child Safety Code of Conduct prior to commencement.

WHL also utilise formal screening methods during recruitment including:

· Working With Children Check

· Police Clearance

· Reference checks
6. Reporting child safety concerns 
6.1 Internal reporting

Staff who form reasonable belief that a child is at risk to harm or abuse (including but not limited to physical, sexual, or psychological harm) must immediately notify their Line Manager and the Operations Manager, who will contact the CEO. If the staff member suspects the Line Manager or Operations Manager to be involved in abuse or harm to a child, this must be immediately escalated to the CEO.
6.2 Mandatory reporting obligations

WHL staff are not mandatory reporters as per the Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic) and do not fall under the Commission for Children and Young People’s Reportable Conduct Scheme. 
It is always mandatory to report suspicions of child sexual abuse under the Crimes Act 1958 (Vic).  All WHL staff, who have formed a reasonable belief that a sexual offence has been committed by an adult against a child under 16, is mandated to report the information to police.  
6.3 Voluntary reporting obligations
WHL is committed to promoting a culture that is responsive and supportive of reporting child abuse. Therefore, although WHL staff do not fall under the Mandatory Reporting Scheme, WHL utilises the following framework for responding to child safety concerns:
· All staff, in liaison with their Line Manager, must immediately notify child protective services if they have significant concerns for the wellbeing and safety of a child under 18. This includes:

· Children who have been ill-treated or exposed to harmful behaviour

· Children who have been exposed to family violence

· Children are living in conditions of squalor 

· There are activities which may seriously negatively impact the child’s health, wellbeing or safety

· All staff must immediately call 000 if they believe there is an immediate risk to a child’s safety

7. Investigating
If the relevant child protection service or the police conduct an investigation of a report, WHL and its staff must cooperate fully with the process. This may include providing a written statement or attending an interview or phone call with the investigators. Staff should ensure detailed, objective and accurate case notes are retained after all encounters with renters and clients.

Where the investigation pertains to actions or omissions by WHL’s own staff, the CEO will consult with authorities about the most appropriate steps to comply with the investigation. Other members of staff may be contacted by the investigators if information is required about a suspected child safety matter. 

This may constitute serious misconduct and the CEO may elect to conduct an internal investigation as per the WHL Employee Misconduct Procedure.
8. Responding to child safety concerns

If it is alleged that a WHL staff member may have committed an offence or breached WHL’s child safety policies and procedures, the staff member may be requested to take special leave while an investigation is conducted. An investigation will occur as per the WHL Employee Misconduct Procedure. 
If the investigation concludes that serious misconduct, an offence or breach of WHL’s child safety policies or procedures has occurred, then disciplinary action may follow. This may include dismissal. The findings of any internal investigation will also be reported to any relevant external bodies. 

8.1 Supporting children and their families

WHL recognises that when a report has been made, child safety remains everyone’s responsibility. WHL will continue to work with the child and their family, and other relevant services including DFFH Child Protection, to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the child is addressed. Support may include:

· Referring the child, young person or their family to other appropriate services

· Modifying work practices where feasible to accommodate the sensitivity of the situation; and

· Displaying information about services that can assist children and their families in areas accessed by children and their families

8.2 Support for staff

Support will be made available for employees, contractors, board members, students or volunteers that make reports or who are providing ongoing service to the child and their family. Staff are encouraged to access WHL’s Employee Assistance Program.

9. Child Safe Standards

New Child Safe Standards were introduced into Victoria in 2022 and set out mandatory requirements for protecting children and young people from harm and abuse. The 11 standards are regulated by the Commission for Children and Young People. WHL act in compliance with these standards and revisit them yearly when completing the annual Risk Register. 
To view the standards, visit:
 https://ccyp.vic.gov.au/child-safe-standards/the-11-child-safe-standards/
10. Privacy and information sharing
This section must be read in conjunction with WHL’s Privacy and Confidentiality Policy.

All personal information collected or recorded will be handled with confidentiality and will only be disclosed to the appropriate agencies if there is a risk to someone’s safety or it is required by law. 
As a contracted provider of housing services in Victoria, WHL is legally bound to comply with the requirements of the Child Information Sharing Scheme (CISS) and the Family Violence Information Sharing Scheme (FVISS).
WHL is an Information Sharing Entity (ISE) under the CISS and FVISS and will share information in accordance with the Family Violence Multi-Agency Risk Assessment and Management Framework (MARAM). This means WHL may receive information request for Risk Assessment Entities (RAEs) from time to time. WHL will respond to requests for information under these schemes with discretion, ensuring that only the required information is provided in a secure and professional manner.

All Tenancy and Asset staff are required to undertake MARAM training to understand and implement these schemes lawfully and effectively. 

11. Staff training

All operational staff in the Tenancy Team and Asset Team will be required to attend MARAM, FVISS and CISS training by a registered provider.

All other staff will be trained in relation to this policy, including how to identify and report child safety issues. 

12. Reviewing

This policy will be reviewed every 2 years or when legislation, regulations, standards or best practice models are updated. 
13. Related documents

· Child Safe Standards

· Multi-Agency Risk Assessment and Management Framework

· Australian Privacy Principles

· WHL Child Safety Code of Conduct

· WHL Privacy and Confidentiality Policy

· WHL Complaints and Appeals Policy

· WHL Staff Induction Policy

· WHL Protected Disclosure Policy

14. Relevant legislation

· Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (Vic)

· Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic)

· Crimes Act 1958 (Vic)

· Privacy Act 1988 (Cth)

· Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic)

· Family Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic)

· Working With Children Act 2005 (Vic)
15. Definitions
	CCYP
	The Commission for Children and Young People – an independent statutory body that promotes improvement in policies and practices affecting the safety and wellbeing of Victorian children and young people

	Child
	A person below the age of 18 years unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier

	Child abuse
	All forms of physical abuse, emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, exploitation, neglect or negligent treatment

	Child grooming
	Actions deliberately taken with the aim of befriending and establishing an emotional connection with a child to lower the child’s inhibitions in preparation for sexual activity with the child

	Child Protection (DFFH)
	Victorian Child Protection Service is specifically targeted to support children and young people at risk of harm or where families are unable to protect them

	Child Safe Standards
	A set of 11 standards that form mandatory minimum requirements for certain organisations to promote the safety and wellbeing of children

	Child sexual assault
	Any act which exposes or involves a child in sexual processes beyond his or her understanding or contrary to accepted community standards

	CISS
	Child Information Sharing Scheme – a scheme informing professionals about how to share information that will promote the safety and wellbeing of children.

	FVISS
	Family Violence Information Sharing Scheme – a scheme that enables the sharing of information between authorised organisations to assess and manage family violence risk 

	ISE
	Information Sharing Entity under the Child Information Sharing Scheme. WHL is an ISE.

	MARAM
	Multi-Agency Risk Assessment and Management Framework – a framework that supports workers to understand their responsibilities to undertake risk assessment and management, including information sharing and working collaboratively

	RAE
	Risk Assessment Entity – organisations who can request information from ISEs to assist in risk management for family violence. WHL is not an RAE but may need to provide information to them.

	Voluntary reporting
	Reporting child welfare concerns despite not being bound by a legislative scheme, such as the Reportable Conduct Scheme or Mandatory Reporting Scheme.
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