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As a congregation, we are called by Christ to provide a place of spiritual renewal, peace, safety, and growth for all who participate in church activities. Inherent to these responsibilities is our duty to ensure, as best we are able, an environment free of emotional, physical, or sexual abuse. This policy is meant to act as a supporting tool to accomplish this goal, providing guidance on the scope, application, and methods of performing background checks of persons working with vulnerable individuals.
Definitions

Vulnerable individuals are those persons who are at risk of abuse due to age, physical ability, mental state, or past experiences. This shall always include minors, but may also include persons who are mentally or physically handicapped, those who are temporarily at risk due to impairment or advanced age, or those with a past history of abuse.
Responsible individuals are those persons acting on behalf of this congregation in a leadership, teaching, assistance, or counseling role at a church sanctioned activity involving one or more vulnerable individuals.

Church sanctioned activities are activities organized and funded by First Congregational Church, activities performed by staff members in accordance with their duties, and activities organized by external agencies in which a group of persons participate on behalf of First Congregational Church. 
Public settings are environments where a vulnerable individual is accompanied by two or more unrelated responsible individuals, and any number of other vulnerable individuals. Examples would include Sunday school classes, one day events, worship services, and other community events with multiple participants.
Private settings are environments where a vulnerable individual is alone with one responsible individual. Examples of this would include spiritual counseling sessions, overnight events, and possibly in-home visits.
Relevant violation refers to crimes involving sexual, physical, or emotional abuse, fraud, or neglect of a vulnerable individual, as well as violent crimes including but not limited to aggravated assault, rape, or murder. 
Scope
This policy applies to responsible individuals. It shall represent the minimum level of background check required by our congregation, but shall not supersede requirements required by state or federal law. In addition, when a responsible individual from our congregation is participating in an activity sanctioned by another agency with a background check requirement, that requirement, if not met by these standards, shall supersede this policy.
When vulnerable individuals participate in activities organized by First Congregational Church, but led by persons from outside the church, the vulnerable individuals shall always be accompanied by two or more responsible persons from within the congregation, thereby ensuring compliance with this policy.
Required levels of background checks
Responsible individuals participating in activities that occur only in public settings shall be subject to background checks against the National Sex Offender Public Registry. This shall include, but not be limited to, Sunday school teachers, nursery workers, high school discussion leaders, Our Whole Lives teachers, and confirmation mentors.
Responsible individuals participating in activities that occur in private settings shall be subject to full criminal background checks. This shall include, but not be limited to, Ministers, directors of Christian Education, and responsible individuals attending events in which the nature or length of the event could reasonably be expected to result in a private setting.

Periodicity of background checks
The required level of background checks shall be conducted on all new volunteers or staff prior to the beginning of their role as a responsible person at a church sanctioned event. Staff and volunteers which have previously undergone background checks will be subject to verification on a three year basis. At the discretion of the conducting officials, this may be altered slightly in order to standardize or maintain a relatively constant number of background checks each year. In no case, though, shall the recurrence interval exceed three years.
Conducting Officials

A team composed of the Moderator and Senior Minister shall conduct the background checks. Background checks on the Senior Minister or immediate family members of the Senior Minister will be conducted by the Moderator and Moderator-Elect. Background checks of the Moderator or immediate family members of the Moderator shall be conducted by the Senior Minister and the Moderator-Elect.
Privacy, Confidentiality, and Information Access

Specific information derived from the performance of background checks shall be held in strictest confidence by the individuals conducting the checks. 
Each time a new background check is performed, and no relevant violations are found, a list of cleared responsible individuals shall be updated listing the name of the individual, the date of the background check, the date on which a new background check must be conducted, and the level of background check performed.
If a background check reveals a relevant violation, the conducting officials shall arrange to meet and discuss the findings with the individual on whom the check was performed.  A responsible n individual shall not be cleared if a relevant violation is found. 

If the background check information is erroneous, it must be corrected by law enforcement, and a second check then performed.
The sole exception shall be in cases of statutory rape, where the responsible individual and victim were less than three years different in age. This case will fall to the discretion of the conducting officials.
In the case that a background check is performed, and a relevant violation is found, the list shall be updated removing the individual, if already on the list. At no time shall excluded persons be listed, or any reason given for a failure to list a person as certified. However, if the excluded person also has a history of predatory abuse against vulnerable individuals, two further actions are necessary. First, the conducting officials will discuss the matter with the La Crosse Police Department to determine the level of threat, and whether or not the person, in attempting to work with vulnerable individuals, is violating probation. Secondly, the conducting officials will inform all youth directors and staff working with youth of the finding.
Recordkeeping
Records of background checks, discussions, and law enforcement contacts shall be kept in a locked filing cabinet used solely for this purpose. The records should be arranged in folders, dated by year, and shall be kept indefinitely. Access to this filing cabinet shall be granted solely to the Senior Minister (or Acting Senior Minister), and the Moderator. In the event of dissolution of First Congregational Church, church Council shall render a final decision on the destruction or storage of the records.
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